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IN'lRODUCTION. 

When the cruaadi.J:lg Order ot St. John of Jerusalem was chased tran 

the Island of .!vial ta in 1798, by Napoleon, it took only hand luggage. 

t ,_ The great library, the treasures of St. John' a Canventual Qhurah, the 

l. ,. silver pl.ate in the !uberges and the Hospital, the bulls, deeds and 

records all remained behind. The French aeiaed the treasures, •l ted 

down the plate and even uaed sane of the documenta to tire furnaces. 

Fortunately the bulk of the archives ot the Or&,r remain and these have 

been the primary source for thia s�. 

Napoleon aescribed Malta aa the •atrongeat place in all Europe• 

tor during the two and a halt centuries ot its rule the Order had devel

oped an almost impregnable chain of tartitica ticma around the Grand 

Harbour and Yaraamxett. Behind the tortiticatiana a number ot new towns 

had been laid out where the illhabitallta proapered on the spending of the 

Order or on trade and piracy. The countryside, too, was proaperoua and 

whilst the llaltese had grown too numerous for the resources ot their 

country most deficiencies were supplied by tbe wealth ot the Order. By 

1798, in an 1.mapectacular way, Malta••• amcmgat the moat proaperoua 

cCIDDNJlitiea in Europe. It had not always bee 80• When, in the tirat 

halt ot tba sixteenth century, the Order was offered liial ta aa a bue it 

despatched a OOD1D1aaion to aaaeaa the !al.and'• suitabili\y. The cClllllir 

aianers described the Ialand as being "fSr1 poorly denl.oped, the i.Dhabit

anta u m:1.aerable and a residence there .. al.moat anauppcrtable. lJl 

15JO there were 15/20,000 inbabitanta, by 1798 they numbered around 

90,000, new towna and villages had grown up, aneral induatriea 
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had developed and the Grand Harbour, with its :f'ine facilities, was an 

important centre of trade. There had been some striking social changes 

too as the small medieval cODmuni ty of' 1530, with sane thing of a North 

African flavour, had expanded in numbers and in wealth and cane into more 

general contact with the life of Europe. 

These social and ecaiomic developnenta brought many alteratiais to 

the landscape of' Mal.ta and this study has attempted to trace the evolu

ticxi. of these changes. 

The Knights did not sim,ply live in Malta, they ruled it. Thus the 

archives of the Order contain much material which is about Malta and 

the problems ot adm1nisteri.ng the Island. In addition the Order owned a 

large part of the Maltese eccmai,y and recorda relating to these assets 

display a cross section of the Island' a eomomio life. The Knights possessed 

large areas of urban and rural property, they ocmpl.etely ccxi.trolled a 

nwnber of industries and were involved in others as cuatomar or regul-

tor. There were, of course, sectors of' local eocxi.cmic life into which 

the Order' a penetratioo was only auperf'ioial. Thua the strengths of' any 

study baaed on the archives of the Order is bound to ref'.l.eot the strengths 

of the documentary cover. Occasional.17 other aouroea are available but 

f. c- . this i8 a basic tact or lite in Historical Geography - doowmnta are the 
- -

mainsprings of most studies and unbalanced pictures can elDl!lrge if oertain 

desirable sources are lacking. Thia tact can be illuatra ted quite simply. 

The peaaant f'anier can leaw no written reocrda through laak of' eduoaticn. 

The middlemen, who may market the peaaants pt"oduce, whilst poaaibly 

possessing a rwlimllntary education are too small to lean lasting reoordD, 
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their businesses and records tend to die with them. Small traders are 

afflicted with the same problems even where they owned enough capital 

to buy a boat. A litUe ill-luck, a few bad debts, the closing of 

credit, bankruptcy, the business and all its records, dispersed and 

forgotten. It is normally the larger organisations which survive hard 

times and preserve records. Unfortunately ms.ny sectors of the Maltese 

economy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were daninated by 

small one man businesses. N"" the Order were cnly interested in such 

people in general terms - the health of a particular trade, the regulation 

of the quality of its products, the need for protection from foreign 

can.petition, etc, are mentioned in the archives but frequently it is 

only by inference that any knowledge on the detailed organisation of' 

an industry can be discerned. 

There are other sources. Frequently traders are taken to court and 

during the proceedings a picture may emerge of the way in which a part-

I . .:.... icular economic activity ia run. The Record.a of the Law-Courts still 
-

exist in Malta and al though the collections are uncatalogued some work 

is being done in them on eighteenth century trade. Aa yet none of this 

work has been published and in the meantime the frequently Wldetailed 

nature of the secticna Oil trade and industry, in this stud-}', is to be 

regretted. 

Small farmera and traders leave wills and other documents related 

to their property and DBllY of these are preserved in the Notarial 

Archives. This souroe baa been used to a l:imited extent but no attempt 

has yet been made to procluce a detailed analyaia ot the content ot will• 
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as they relate to various trades.

Yet another source which may give some information an small farmers 

and traders are the accounts of contemporary writers. But here there 

are great dangers for we are moving into the shadow land of secondary

sources where writers retell what they have been told, surmise what they 

do not know, write what they are expected to write and record legend.a as 

facts. There are exceptions and imn like Giovanni Abela 1 and Agius de
- 2

Solcllan\lS have done a great deal to advance our understanding of their

times. Too often, though, it is all too easy to find hearsay evidence

and the careless use of souroes which a writer had at his disposal. 

i � T his leads to the problem of what is a primary source? :Many �asury 

records are primary. Recorda of payments for work done or the purchase ot 

goods, etc., etc., unless elaborate embezzlement has taken place, are 

basic raw material with the chances of error reduced to a minimum- On 

the other hand the record.a of the Order'• Council rray be loaded with 

errors. Comicillor' s may have their tacte wrong, and it ia f'reqwmtly 

difficult to check if a decision of the Council waa implemented. 

1...... In the end, however, the �iatorian D11St judge trm the evidence 

I.e.....

before him and if' only one account ot a sixteenth century ewnt 1a avail

able then the material must be tested and uaed until found wanting. The 

Hiatorical Geographer 1a fortunate in that he can frequently test much ot
-

-

hi.a D8terial against the landscape and thus eliminate error. 

Yet anotbsr problem ia the volume ot aouroe material available. 

Documentary evi&mce tor this atu� has been gleaned from the Notarial 

1. Della Deacris;lape di MaJ ta, Malta. 1�7.
2. Rell.Le 141• Kid-eighteenth century.
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Archives, the British M:useum, the Public Records Ot'fice and st. John's 

Gate where the English branch of the Order now bas its headquarters. 

The major source has been the documents housed in the Royal Malta 

i l, . Library which contains not ooly the �chives of the Order but many 

documents relating to medieval Malta and the Universita, the Maltese 

civil governing b�. The archives ot the Order alone consist ot 

some 10,000 volumes. Now whilst much of the material is irrelevant to 

a study of Malta what rerna:ina is fomidable and no claim is made that 

it has all been searched. Add to this the untouched documents in the 

Notarial Archives and the Law-·Courta, not to mention those in Catania, 

Messina, Palermo, Naples and the Vatican Library, and clearly the task 

I ,_. would probably outlive any cme worker. Again the tlistorian can c:nly 

work on the evidence before him and whilst it is often not possible to 

get the whole truth a study can contain nothing but truth. 

Because of the unevenness ot' source material and its utilization 

this stucv is, in some respects, unbalanced. There are sections where 

it is reasonable to conclude that all that coul.d be added is detail. 

Elsewhere the study moves tran isolated reference to isolated reference 

unable to find a pattern tar lack of evidence• Such difficulties are 

I .c.-. part of ,!-istorical geography and they bedevil most studiea. 

Much of Maltese lite, as it exiata today, waa shaped during the 

rule of the Order of St. Jotm. The patterns ot diatributiclll aneloped 

in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries have shaped a 

great deal of what exiata toda3. The early patterns., in turn., were 

intluenced by what had gone before and • the past mich an hiatarian 
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studies is not a dead past., but a past which in some sense is still 

living in the present ••••• history is concerned not with I events' 

but with 'processes' ; ' processes' are things which do not begin and 

end but turn into one another; if a process P.1 turns into a process

P.2., there is no dividing line at which P1 stops and P.2 begins;

P1 never stops., it goea cm in the changed form P2, and P2 never begina,

it has previously been going on in the earlier form Pr There are in

history no beginnings and no endillgs. History books begin and end., but

1
the events they describe do not". 

1. R.G.Collingwood, An AutobiographJ, 1939.



CHAPTER I 

'.CHE PHYSICAL BACKGROUND, 

There are many difficulties in writing a chapter outlining the 

physical backgrowid for a study which deals with any period but the 

present. The difficulties spring f'rom the fact that the physical 

compments of a landscape are liable to chaDge. To describe the ph,r 

aical background existing today is not necessarily to describe it as 

it existed several centuries ago. Soila, climate, natural vegetation, 

drainage, etc, are all liable to widergo profound change with the pass

ing of time and as a result of human interventicm. What ia more, these 

changes, unless catastrophic, are unlikely to be well documented. 

Climate may fluctuate slightly but critically and we are unlikely to 

find a direct record of suoh processes tor it ia c:mly the exceptional 

drought or storm which ia recorded. Soils can be altered by processes, 

both natural and human, which operate so slowly that in the eyes ot 

observers conditicna always remain ncmu.l• 

GEaLoo.Y. 

Kal ta is made of Tertiary rocks of the Miocene period. Overwhelm

ingly the geological auccesaian is composed ot limestanes interspersed 

by some clays and a bed ot greenaand. At the head ot tbe auooeaaicn 

there are a number of recent depoaita which are largely a product of 

the Pleiatooene period. 

1.



The first adequate descriptions o:t' the geology of hlalta were 

published in the nineteenth century. By 1890 and the publicaticm. 

by John Murray, of 'The Maltese Islands, with special reference to 

their Geological Structure' in the 'Scottish Geographical Magazine' , 

the picture was virtually complete. Since that time our knCJWledge of 

Malta' s geology has only been enlarged in minor ways. 

Murray set out the succession as follows:-

1. Upper Coralline Limestone (.exceeding) 530' 

2. Green.sand O - 50'

3. Blue Clay 0 - 230' 

4. Globigerina Limastone 75 - 680' 

5. Lower Coralline Limestone ( exceeding) 6261 

In recent years, as a result ot borings made in an abortive search tor 

oil, the thicknesses of the beda have become lcnOIID in greater detail. 
l 

The measurements given above are based on thia work. 

2. 

At the head ot the solid aucceaaion a tanda the largely unbedded 

UPP.1i2 CCRATJJ:NI LIMESTWE. Lithological variation within thia bed ia 

great - the lim,stane 8being sometimes rubbly, sam1timaa granular and 

poroua, at other times compact and crystalline•• The utilisatim of land 

underlain by the Coralline 1a adapted to these variatic:ma. 

Whilst they are protected trom the atmosphere the ncn-oryatalline 

portiana ot tbia bed are triable. Once exposure takes place the roak 

acquires a tough outer abell and soil torming processes are unable to 

generate material quickly enough to balance erosion loaaea, except where 

there ia a ccncentratim ot debris in aolutim hal.lon. 

1. H.a.House, K.c.D1mbam, J.c.wiggleaworth, M.B.n., chapter 1.



The maximum thickness of the Greensand is only some 50' and it does 

not outcrop extensively. The moat important feature of this bed is the 

control it exerts on the erosicm of the overlying Upper Coralline. The 

Greensand is quickly removed aJld this leads to the undermining and 

collapse ot the Upper Coralline escarpm,nte. 

The rook is useless as a building atone and soils developed on it 

have poor moisture retention properties. 

H BLUE CLAY. 

The Blue Clay variea greatly in thickness and is misaing in places. 

3. 

In sane areas the clay, which is malleable, has been forced outwarda by 

the pressure of the rocks above and covers extensive tracts ot hillaide.
1 

This bed is particularly important aa, being imperYious, it errata the 

paaaage of percolating groundwater and creates the upper, perched, water 

table. The springs which flow out at the juncticD ot this bed with the 

one above have been the basia ot a sone ot irrigated gardens. Soila 

developed cm or Juat below the Blue Clay haw good moature holcli.ng 

qualities. The clay baa been uaed tor pottery. 

By tar the greater part ot Kal ta is umerlain by Globigerma 118-

atme. Again tb.ia tormaticn ahon considerable lithological ftriaticn, 

which resulta in imp<rtant ettecta en the landscape. 

1. John Kurray, op. cit. 1890, p.4,66.



Part of the west coast ot )(al.ta. This 

figure illusti-ates the control which the 

Greenasnd exercises over the receaaiao ot 

the Upper Coralline escarpment. 

' 





Nine or ten divisions of this bed have been recognised
1 

al though 

sane are only developed locally. The formation can be broadly divided 

into upper, middle and lower sections by the presence of two beda of 

phoaphatic nodules. Such phoaphatic deposits are cmmcn throughout the 

Globigerina but only the two just mentioned extend throughout the Island. 

The lo.er Globigorina provides the Island's most impcrtant building 

1 '-. stone, known locally aa '.Franka', and throughout history quarries have 

been extensively developed where it outcrops. 

I.e... 

The middle Globigerina consists principally of "white marly lime

stones• whilst the upper portions ot the highest division tend to be 

marly and b1ue in colour. This causes sam, contusion when tryiDg to 

separate these beds f'ran the overlying Blue Clay. This upper Globigerina 

ia almost useless as a building atone but soils developed on it retain 

moisture well with important effects cm ary farming potentialities. 

LOff'.lm C@\LLlliE LIMESTONE. 

In general this bed is similar to the Upper Coralline but tenda to 

be mare crystalline. 

The building atone excavated fran this bed ia known aa 'Jc:m.qor.' 

Today it ia used tar ornamental. work although during the rule ot the 

Order of St. John it was uaed extensively far the facing of tartiticaticma, 

2 
,. c... aa it was more resistant to sea spray than 'Eranka' • 

Outcrops of this bed are not wideapread, karatic features are well 

1. Jobn Murray, cp. cit. 1890. p.472 and H.R.Houae et alia lt.B.D, p.27.
2. G.A.Ciantar, ·VaJtailluatrata', vol.l, llalta, 1772, p.408.



Fig. 1:2 - The Great Fault near Gtiargbur. The Lower 

Coralline is exposed al<lllg the fault aoarp. 





Fig. 1:3 - Ph:vsiographic Regions. 
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( gJ The Eastern Region. 

( h) The N axxar Upland.

No standard basis has been adopted in the delimitation of these regions, 

some are descriptive and others are genetic. 

a) THE SCW'LANI§•

To the north and weat of the Great Fault are a group of smaller 

fractures which traverse the Island in a rougbly eaat-west direction. 

The movement along these faults has been considerable and relatively 

recent and they have given rise to a series of limestone ridges separa

ted by depressions. From north to south the ridge-depression sequence 

is as follows: -

lr1inimum 

6. 

Maximum 
Height Height ( in feet) 

Marfa Ridge 

Gfiadira - Hotra Depression 

llellieba Ridge 

:U:izieb Depression 

Baida Ridge 

Pwales Depression 

Wardija Ridge 

Bingemna - Wied il Cffiaael Depreaaim 

i.os 100

260

275 200

225

The maximum height of the ridges varies between 485' and 275' and aa 

they are usually steep sided they create transport problems within northern 

and western Malta. Not all the limestone blocks have received equal 

elevation, nor are they all aligned in the same way. Whilst all have a 

tendency to dip eastwards some have been tilted, :in varying degreea, 

almg a north-south axis. Thia has at't'ected the drainage patterns and 



Fig. 1:i,. - Upper Coralline Karst on the MAJ:i'a Ridge. 





thus, the availability of' water within the depressions. 

The depressions are floored by Upper Coralline liimstone except in 

the Cffiasel depression where Lower Coralline and Globigerina limestones 

are developed. Characteristically the solid geology is overlain by 

several feet ot recent, alluvial, deposits washed down from the adjoining

ridges. The seaward ends of' the depressions are normally choked wi tb 

debris and there is evidence of recent rises in sea··level. 

In broad the drainage system, which trends predoadnantly west to 

east, is adjusted to the pattern of' faulting although there has been 
(. v,�llR':j� ) 

some evolution of this simple scheme. In the west small wieds"have

developed which have started to capture the headlraters of' the loo.ger, 

eastward flowing, 'streams'• All streams in Malta are ephemeral and, 

in the present climatic conditions, only flow after heavy rain. 

It is possible that the Bingemna depression formerly found an outlet 

to the sea between <ffl:allia (:M.R.4.979) and Madalena Towers (:M.n.5277) 

but a capture has united it with the Gfiasel depression and, eventually, 

Salina Bay. This capture baa resulted in the virtual abatracticn of the 

farmer dividing ridge• 

At the edges of the limestoDe ridges subsequent streams have developed 

valleys and, in the process, enlarged the Blue Clay outcrops thus prO'Yi� 

ing a physical background woll suited to irrigation farming. 

The relief of this regicn shows considerable variety and whilst the 

depressions filled with alluvium offer intereating possibilities tor 

agricultural develoi;aent the steep aided, dividing ridges make it 



difficult to integrate the area with the remainder of the Island. In 

a profound way these facts of physical geography have influenced the 

history of the region. 

b) THE RABaT-DINGLI PLA'.i'&U.

The plateau reaches its maximum elevation in the west where it

exceeds 800'. In the east 600 1 sumnit levels predaninate. The whole 

has been gently tilted to the east and is capped with Upper Coralline 

l:imestone. The region is much dissected and there is a considerable 

variation of relief. In the centre of the upland a group of streams, 

draining into the Wied Tal - Qlejgtra (M.R.4573), have been responsible 

for a considerable lowering of the plateau and have removed the Upper 

Coralline over a large area., exposil>g the Blue Clay. 

Minar fluctuatiOl'ls of the plateau surface are important as they 

influence the possibilities of soil accumulation and water supply. In 

this respect the distribution of solution hollows and valley head sink 

holes is significant. 

a. 

The edge of the plateau is usua.lly well defined by cliffs f'ormad of' 

Upper Coralline limestone. At the base of these cliffs there is frequently 

an accumulation of Coralline boulders - the products of recession - which 

have an important influence on agriculture and field boundaries. At 

the western edge of the plateau high cliffs are developed below the 

800' levels• The descent to the sea is accomplished by two lines of' 

cliff's, cOliJPosed of Upper and Lawer Coralline respectiftly., with an inter

vening area of gentler slope. In this last area down rolled Coralline 



Fig. 1: 5 - B�ija. The Upper Coralline scarp. 

This remote plateau top was a Bronze 

.Age village site. The terracing here 

is Arab in origin. 





boulders produce a characteristic landscape which is recognised and named 

locally - the Rdum. 

c) � BLU"� CLAY Ex:CLA VF.S.

These exclaves are well developed throughout the two regions juat
h"�'''..-

discussed wherever the overlying Upper Coralline and Greensand aae been 

eroded. The exclaves are particularly well developed in the small valleys 

fringing the Raba1'-Dingl.i plateau and the ridges of the north-west. The 

springs occurring at the valley heads, combined with the good moisture 

retention properties of soils developed on the Blue Clay, offer rich 

possibilities tor irrigation farm:uig. 

The crystalline Lower Coralline limestone is resat.ant to erosiC8'l 

and produces much of the cliff' scenery f'oWld along the west coast of the 

Island. There are two main exposures of this Coralline limestone; in the 

south-west corner of' the Island and as a mantle around the northern edge 

of the Naxxar uplands. Relief' is dominated by karst features and soil is 

not usually well developed. Numerous small inliers of this limes tone are 

found, usually in association with faulting, in various parts of the 

Island and again karst f'ea tures are developed.. 

e) 

In the west the bench is defined by the Rabat-Dingli plateau and f'alla 

gently to the east where it is roughly delimited by the 2.50' contour. The 



Fig. 1;6 - The Karstlands. There are two Neol.i thio 

Temples - M.naidra and Hagar Q im - on the 

exposed limestone overlooking the sea. 





transition between this region and the Rabat - Dingli plateau is marked 

by relatively steep slopes which have a considerable influence on crop 

distribution. Rather less steep slopes are generally encountered at 

the eastern edge of the region and here there are a number of spurs which 

have proved important rural settlement sites. 

The wieds running across the last region have incised themselves 

deeply into the edge of the bench as they f'all into the 1.iarsa Lowlands. 

·.rhe Wied Inci ta (M.R.4-971) tumbles 1001 in hardly half' a mile and the

Wied :W:anz:ir (M.Ro 5268) falls 200 1 in one mile. 

The two harbours, Maraamxett and Grand Harbour, are separated by a 

ridge running from Attard (M.R.4-972) to Valletta. This ridge has bad 

10. 

an exceptional influence on the Island's settlement pattern, as have 

another group of ridges running into the sea from the southern shore of the 

Grand Harbour. 

The drainage system rurming into Maraa Creek, is well developed and 

a relatively large area of the Island drains into a great kidney shaped 
�-

I lowland between the head of Grand Harbour and the village of Q'lormi d.t ""'-
" 

(M.:a.5170). Here a wide expanse of f'lat, alluvial, land has been created 

which is liable to t'looding in wet weather. 

That part of the Marsa lowlands which drains into Maraamxett is less 

well developed and consists principally of' the Maida valley (:M:.R.5272) • 

g) THE EASTERN REGION.

This is a regic:11 of gentle relief developed in an area predoninan:tly

underlain by Globigerina limestone. Steeper slopes are encountered in a 
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nwnber of wieds which run in a general west-east direction. Where these 

valleys maet the sea a number of bays are developed. The great horseshoe 

bay of :Marsa Scirocco is Malta's largest harbour but the shelter it pro

vides is inadequate. st. Thomas Bay and Marsascala are both small and 

poorly protected fran easterly winds• 

b) THE NAXXAR UPLAND.

This area, composed largely of Globigerina l:imestone, rises smoothly

to summits which approximate to 4-25'. The region nerges smoothly with 

those around except in the north where it terminates sharply at the Great 

Fault. Here there is a large inlier of Lower Coralline lines tone and 

karst features are well developed. 

Finally it should be a tressed that this account has done no more 

than outline sane ot the more prominent relief features. It certainly 

does not encanpass all the landforms which are geographically relevant. 

Man's response to the Maltese envir0Dml9nt .has been so detailed, so shaped 

by bedrock and, what in most areas we would call minor landforms, that 

it is almost impossible to generalize with validity. 



12. 

CLIMA'l!§• 

The m,an annual rainf'all or the Maltese islands is slightly in 

excess or twenty inch es. The months of Jlme, July and August are usually 

canpletely dry. The rainy season normally canmences in September but 

frequently, after the initia1 downpours marking the change of season, the 

weath er cools and calms into what is known locally as St. Martin's swm.er. 

Usually October is not subject to heavy rainfall and the bulk of the 

annual total falls in November, December and January. The rainy season 

lasts from September to March and the months ot April and May, over the 

last century, have experienced averages of less than one inch although 

both are capable ot recording considerable wetness. In fact, paradoxi

cally, a characteristic ot the climate ot Malta is its ability to act 

uncharacteristically. :Mitchell and Dewan.ef have analysed the Is land's

annual rainfall totals f'ran l.84l.-2 to 1956-7 (a raintall year begillning 

on the 1st September). The variability of annual rainfall is shOWD in 

the following table. 

Total ADD'Jft1 Rainfall 

Lesa than 10 inches 

:LO - :U.. inches 

15 - 19 " 

20 - 2lt, " 

25 - 29 • 

30 - }4. " 

35 - 1.D
• 

N11rnbfr ot Qocurrencea

i.. 

9 

42 

35 
20 

3 

} 

They go on to point out that the totals tor individual months are no 

1. M:.B.D, p.lt,8.
2. Ibid.



less variable • •••• "only four, 1-..ovember, December, January and March, 

have not, an at least one occasion, been months of canplete drought and 

even these four have recorded minimum totals of only a fraction of an

inch". 

13. 

What documentary evidence we have suggests that similar conditions have

existed at least since the end of the Middle Ages. In 14-73, 1 during a

prolonged drought, seeds tailed to germinate and abandaling the Island 

was considered. 2 
Murray states that between J.J+E,7 and 1470 no rain f'ell in

.Malta at all. During the rule of the Order of St. John there are frequent 

documentary references to droughts. Early in the eighteenth century the 

rains of late spring, which radically influence the sunmer grain harvest, 

were trequen tly deficient. 3

.Another important aspect of rainfall is its intensity and the limit

ations this places on the cultivation of slopes. Describing the effects of 

a storm which took plaoe in October 1957 :Mitchell points out that even an 

terraced hillsides much damage was dane by sheet erosion and gullying.4-

A large part of Malta's rainfall is brought in by north-westerly air

streams and is orographic. Uplift is stimulated by the forcing up of' air 

as it contacts the high ground in the north and west of the Island. 

l. E.R.Leopardi, 1Bandi, Transacticlls of the 1 0oosiglio Popolare' etc.•
of the XV Century', K.H�, vol.2, 1959, p.255.

2. op. oit. 1890, p.4,52• N.D.
3. e.g. 1719 April, 1722 April,. 17� April, A.o.K. 267, and April 1732,

A.O.K. 268• f.2()9.
4,. P .K.Ki tchell, 1 Studiea in the Agrarian Geography ot Malta, 1 Pt. l, 

'Koisture Characteristics of the Climate,' Department of Geography, 
the University of Durham, 1959• 



Thus the north-west of the Island records higher rainfall totals than 

the south-east whilst the lowest totals are recorded in the extreme south-
1 east around Marsaxl.okk. However, the overall pattern is not quite as

simple as this and other factors are operative particularly at the beginn

ing, September, and the end, March - April, of the rainy season. During 

these periods a rather different pattern of rain.tall distribution is 

apparent with the highest totals being recorded in a more central area ot 

the Island. Bulmer and Stormonth2 have suggested that • in situations of 

little general wind there tends to develop, in the summer IDOllths, a cOD

vergent system of sea breezes • • • • • which in many cases ultimately re-

sul ts in a closed anti-clockwise circulation about a centre not tar tran 

the airfield at Luqa" (M.R. 5268) • As a result of this ccmvective clouds 

form and showers develop. During the months when this system is operative 

the highest rainfall totals are recorded at Naxxar (M:.R.4-97lt-) and in 

the Luqa-S iggiewi area. The Naxxar maximum is explained by topography 

and possibly juxtaposition to the north-west wind, whilst the Luqa 

rnax1mum is related to the cODvective circulation alread_y' menticmed which 

draws up moist air fran the twin harbours "giving the heaviest rainfall in 

places like Floriana and Luqa where there ha.a been some uplift ot the air 

over rising ground as well•. Again this work doea not appear to otter a 

ccmplete explanation of JI.al ta' a rainf'all diatribution. Clearly, it opera

tive, the Island's convective circulation and the resulting raintall •Y 

1. M.B.D, p. 75•
2. B.F.Bul.mer, and K.stormanth, 'The Rainfall ot Malta,'

H.K.s.o., x.o. 676, 1960.



have important influences on agriculture. It may offer a partial 

explanation tar the widespread developnent of dry farming in parts of 

oentz:-al Malta and its virtual absence in the south-east. 

WIN!§• 

The winds which affect the Island are of' considerable importance. 
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Fruit trees have to be planted in sheltered valleys or be protected by 

high walls. Even relatively barey tz:-eea, like the oarob, are frequently 

protected by semi-lunar walls covering the directicns f'ran which harm:f'ul 

winds may be expected.. In the Pwalea depression (:M.R.4377) fruit treea 

show an interesting pattern of distribution. The north facing wall of' 

''--. the valley is subject to the powerful '�jjiatral' (N.w.) • '.�rigal' (N.E.) 

, . '- . and '�ramuntana' ( N.) winds and it is in the small valleys of the south 

facing wall that the majority of f'ruit trees are found. In the same 

valley cereals and legumes are grown to provide wind breaka.
1 

There ia

evidence to suggest that many of Malta' a plethora of field walls were 

built because f'arm,rs felt some crops could not be grown succesatully 

without the protection they provided.. 2

,_,.__ The '!J.okk' (s.E.) and '!ofsi.lJhar' (s.) winda blowing up tran the North 

Af'rican deserts in sumner are capable of witb.ering dry farm,d crops. 
ttv. 

i.1-. The 'g.rigal' which blon straight into the mouths of
11 

Grand Harbour 

and Maraammtt was, and still ia, capable of restrictiJJg their use tor

considerable periods. 

l. 14.B.D, p.24,3.
2. Treaa. B. 289, t.16.



Still air conditions are recorded on very few days of the year. 

t.... The most persistent wind is the '¥ajjistral' which is recorded on 

16. 

' L . 29 per cent of the days in an average year. The ·�rigal' (15 per cent), 

'·'- . 'Xloklt' (13 per cent.), 'Tramuntaml' (6 per cent) and 'Nofsjnhar' are 
. - -

also :frequently recorded. Thus north and northwesterly air streams are 
" 

recorded on 35 per cent of days and this tends to moderate the SUDIIDl9r 

rnexime but gives rise to distinctly cool condi tiona in winter. 
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WATER SUPPLY, 

There are two water tables. The upper, perched, table is based on 

the Blue Clay which pounds up water percolating down through the Upper 

Coralline and Greensand. The junction of the Blue Clay with the over

lying beds is marked by a line of springs. 

The lower water table is developed in the Lower Coralline and 

I.._ Globigerina !,i.m,stones, 

Most of the present domestic water supply is extracted from the 

lower water table and this has been true historically although, as early 

as 16]4, Aloph Wignacourt., the then Grand Master of the Order of st. John 

of Jerusalem, had an aqueduct built which tapped the upper table near 

Rabat and ran down to Valletta, This was exceptional and moat towns and 

villages, not in the immediate vicinity of the upper table, relied upon 

wells which tapped the lower one. 

Clearly in the conditions of rapid rwioff which normally exist iD 
A 

:Malta considerable ettorta have to be made to conserve what water ia 

available. Thua, during the period of the Knights, and i.Ddeed right down 

to the present day, rain falling onto the root's of virtually all buildinga 

waa piped into cisterns. In certain areas the proviaion and maintenance 

of such cieterna was obligatory. 

Irrigation water baa been provided both by driving ahatta down to 

meet the water tabl• and, in the case of the upper one, by exploiting 

the seepage associated with the Blue Clay outcrop. The upper table is 

also tapped by driving levels into .billaidea. 
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0HAPm II 

THE HISTCRICAL BACKGROUND. 

Man came late to Malta. Sicily was not colonized until the Old 

Stone Age was nearly complete and although there are a number of 

Mesolithic sites on that island, none have been found on Malta. Probably 

it was not until the great technical innovations, which marked the 

I.(... Neolithic, that Man developed the means to cross the sixty mile strait 

between Sicily and Malta. Almost certainly tne Neolithic colonizers 

C8JD! to a virgin land. The Island was well wooded and fertile.1 The

natural fauna consisted of wild boar, deer, fax., hare and, possibly, a 

primitive form of ox. Some elements in this fauna suggest a fairly open 

type of wood.land. The vegetation and soil cover helped to conserve the 

Island's rainfall, and it was almost certainly less arid than it is today. 

The earliest settlers to cane to Malta belonged to the first phase 

of the Neolithic, found in this part of the world, who used a character-

/. L, .  istic style of pottery known as !mpressed ware. The date of the first 

colonization was probably about 3,800 B.c.
2 and it seems to have been

launched from Sicily for the earliest phases of the Neolithic in both 

Islands, ( the Stentinello and Gffar Dalem phases) are closely akin. 

The cultural sequence which develops trom the Gttar Dalam. phase is distinct-
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ively Maltese and cultural uniformity between Neolithic Sicily and Malta 

can only have lasted for a short time, whatever the cent.acts between the 

two Islands. 

The earliest inhabitants practised mixed farming. The arable side 

was daninated by cereal production and the stock consisted of sheep, goats, 

oxen and swine. There is internal evidence for the presence of all these 

animals. Representations of sheep and cattle have been found at the type 

site of Gtiar Dal.am and at the type site of the final phase of the 

Neolithic - Tarxien - numerous representations of cattle, sheep, goats 

and pigs have been found. Finds of animal bones around contemporary 

hearths and remains of sacrificial animals in the Neolithic temples are 

other sources of evidence. 

At present it is impossible to state, with any certainty, what the 

ecological consequences of the Neolithic occupation were. All that can 

be said is that what evidence we have indicates that, by Neolithic 

standards, the population of Malta was relatively dense and it seelllB 

probable that many elements of the natural vegetation were ranoved. Hor

ever, at the termination of' the Neolithic in 1-:alta, the Island was 

appirently deserted for about a century and it may well be that some 

regeneration of the vegetation cover took place. 

CCBlcerniDg another Neolithic contribution to the landacape we can be

more certain. Dotted over the Island are sane thirty Neolithic temples. 

1. J.D.Evana, 'The Prehistoric Culture Sequence in the lfalteae
Archipelago,' P.P.Sf, vol. 19, 1953.

2. J.D.Evans, op. cit. 1959, pp.141-151.



in various states of preservation. The earliest Mal teae buried their 
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dead in simple rock cut tanba but, in the later stages of the cultural 

sequence, they reproduced and developed the form of the tombs above ground 

in the structures of the massive trefoil temples. 1 All the temples are

built primarily of Coralline limestone, except Jlagar Qim (M.R.1+965) where 

Globigerina limestone was used. Globigerina was also used extensively in 

many temples for the construction of intemal fittings and decorations. 

Quite how this extensive develoimezit of religious building was financed 

is in dispute. Bernabo Brea
2 

sees Malta as a great centre of Neolithic 

trade in this part of the Mediterranean. However, Evana3 and Trump.I+ will 

have naie of this. Both have undertaken excavations in Malta and they 

have found few objects to substantiate the trade links Brea postulates. 

Around 2,000 B.c. the oommunity which had built the impressive 

Neolithic temples died. Whether death was due to diaeaae, drought, 
5 

or !\

religiously inspired migration, or some other oause, is unknown. In any 

oase the Island aeema to have been deserted for some years. 

THE BRONZE AGE. 
Recolonization took place by what are known as the Tani.en Cemetery 

people but today little remaina of these inhabitants apart tran sane 

twenty doJ mena dotted over the landscape. 

1. J.D.E'9'8lla1 op. cite 1953, p.90.
2. AntiguitY vol. 31+, 1960, pp.132-137 •
3. Op. cit. i959 and Ant�uity, vol. 31+, 1960, pp.218-220.
l+e Antiquity, vol. 35, 191, p.303 and Antiguib, vol. 36, 1962. 
5• D.Trump• 'The Later Pre-History ot Malta•, P.P.Sh vol. 27, 1961, p.259.
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The Tar.x:ien people had occupied the Island for sanetime before another 

group of Bronze Age people arrived ( ce 1400 B. c.) and 8.llDihUa ted them. This 

later group, the Borg in-Nadur people, started to fortify their villages. 

Whether or not raids were launched on Malta f'rcm outside is ditficul t to 

say but, raids there were. 
1 

Trump has suggested that population pressure 

built up at this time and resulted in • • • • • "frequent outbreaks of warfare 

between vill.age and village". The known villages of this period are all 

sited def'ensi vely. Normally they make little visible contribution to the 

present landscape, except in a few cases such as the type site Borg in

Nadur, where the fortifications can still be seen. 

Another Bronze Age contribution to the landscape is the ' cart-tracks• 

which radiate fran many Bronze Age village si tea. ( They have not been 

precisely dated within the periociJ • These parallel ruts are probably not 

cart-tracks at all and may have been cut by slide-cars. A nwd:)er of things 

can be deduced from the presence of these ruts. 1'�:iratly, they must have 

been worn at a time when the limestones were still protected by a cover of 
tl-lL ro, I,( 

soil and be:f'are 'Wley had acquired, with exposure, a tough patina. Secondly 

their density over wide areas indicates that a tree cover was lacking in 

many places. Godwin
3 

has analysed a Bronze Age soil sample and shown that

by the end of that period the vegetation cover did not include trees. 

1. op. cit. 1961, p.26o.
2. H.s.Gracie, 'The Ancient Car'trtrack:s of Malta•' Antiquity• vol.XXVIII•

19si... pp.91-98 and J.D.Evans, op.cit. 1959. pp.189-191.
3. In a camnunication to the Malta National Muse\111, Valletta.



... I!'_i.g_._2_: _1 - An exposure of Upper Coralline limes tone on 

the Rabat-Dingli Plateau. The Bronze Age 

'cart-tracks' are exceptionally well exposed. 

Later field buildillg is also well illustrated. 



;r 
:-



23. 

Quite how radically the environment of the Island was altered by pre

historic peoples is dif'i'icul t to say. Certainly the natural vegetation 

cover was removed but what of the soils? At what period was the soil cover 

eroded :fran the Coralline limestone to produce the great tracts of farst I.,;. 

or., :in Maltese., 'Jag!S.ara'? ConditiQl!ls which may have brought this about le;... 

certainly existed during pa.rt of the Bronze Age - over population
., :inter

village warfare etc. - but more than this we cannot say. 

The small area of Malta makes it almost inevitable that the first 

group of people., to exploit the Island :intensively., will strain and 

exhaust its resources. The Neolithic people seem to have avoided this 

as they were an exceptionally well organised society and free :from wars. 

The presence of cart-tracks., cut in the Bronze Age, would seem to indicate 

that the Neoli tb.ic settlers left the soil cover largely intact. 

Bronze Age Malta was not free :from war and the societies which marked 

it were poorly organised in comparison with those which had gone before. 

�rosion, of at least part of the soil cover, may have taken place in the 

latter part of this period. Unfortunately we lack any positive evidanco. 

Certainly the karst seems to have been in existence by ROOWl tin8s for 

there are indications that bare hillsides were being rehabilitated then. 

But there is no definite evidence that the _!aghara existed prior to 1 -<-. 

this time. 

Whilst we cannot be certain as to the period of time in which the 

soil cover w as removed from the Coralline limestone, we can outline sane 

of the effects of this change in environment. With the removal of the 



natural vegetation and much of tJ1e soil ::,f,alta.1 s original ecological bal

ance was disrupted. The landscape had been planed down and any subsequent

utilization of the Island by man required that h e  developed and maintained

his own balances. Such balances were bound to be delicate. As Bowen-

J ones bas expressed it - "everything one sees in Malta, other than the

major topographical features, is man-made and man-maintained ••••• For

this reason there is an wis table equilibrium that eternally threatens to
lcollapse." 

The overall effect of this pre, or proto, historical planing has been

to increase the Island's vulnerability. The man-made balances have :fre

quently collapsed when the central Mediterranean has been racked by wars.

The precarious foundations of local agriculture and the inherent tendency

of the population to exceed local food production, have proved a powerful

drag on the Island's strategic possibilities.

MALTA UNDER 'M CARTHAGINIAN§. 

By-
� B.c. the Phoenicians were trading 1n the western basin or the

Medit.erranean and, within a short time, f'oWlding oolaiies. It is difficult

to believe that Malta was not oonoernad at a very early stage in Phoenician

trade and expansion. Phoenioian artefacts which may date trcm the ninth

century B. c. have been found2 and in the eighth and seventh centuries B.C.

the Island was colonised fran Carthage. This event closed the Bronze Age

in Malta.} The first Carthaginian colany was probably a small trading

1. M.B.D, P• ,349. 
2. D. Harden, 'The Phoonicj ePt,' 1962. p.J+O.
)• J.D.Evans, op. cit. 1959. p.188. 
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post situated near the head of the Grand Harbour. Possibly, at a later 

date, a settlement was established on the site of lh:dina ( there are several 

Punic cemeteries in the vicinity) and Gozo, too, appears not to have been 
1 

unaffected. However, no Phoenician town site has yet been identified on 

the Island. 

In the eighth century B. c. 
2 the Greeks started to trade with Sicily

and southern Ital.y and eventually established colooies in the region. 

Al though, in succeeding centuries, there was a clash of interests between 

Phoenicians and Greeks, which frequently led to war, there is some evidence 

of peaceful co-existence between the two parties in Malta. The central 

Mediterranean was being permeated at this time by European and Middle 

Eastern influences and Malta was firmly within the sphere of the latter. 

There were undoubtedly many importations fran the Hellenic world, the 

proximity of Sicily made this inevitable, but the Island came to be 

strongly controlled by Carthage and Punic culture appears to have put 

down deep roots. 

With the rise of Rome, and its conflict with Carthage, Malta came to 

lie at the peripheries of two expanding spheres of influence. During the 

first Punic war the Ranana captured the !al.and, burning and pillaging it 

in the prooeaa. 

During the contlicte between Pboenio:1.an and Greek and Ramm and 

Carthaginian the Island acquired a value, not mly aa a port of oall and 

trading poat, but also as a military base. What little evidence we have 

1. D.Harden, op. oit. 1962, p.lt,O.
2. T.J .nunbarbin, The western Greelco, 1948, p.1.



suggests that 11alta had become, at the time of the first Punic war, a 

Carthaginian naval base. 
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It is possible, from inference and the few literary sources we possess, 

to reconstruct at least something of the econanic basis of Punic Malta. 

However, as tn remains of this period can be recognised in the landscape 

today, such a reconstruction would be of little relevance. 1vhat has coo.

siderable significance to any study of the genesis of Malta's individuality, 

is the deep cultural imprint which the Punic occupation made• 

The Ranans acquired Malta permanently from Carthage in 218 B.c.
1 

during 

2 
the second Punio war. However, Diodorus Siculua, writing a century and

a half after the start of the Roman domination, gives this description of 

the Island. Malta "has artisans skilled in every manner ot craft, the 

most important being those who weave linen, which is remarkab� sheer and 

soft, and the dwellings on the island are worthy of note, being ambitioualy 

constructed with cornices and finished in stucco with Wluaual workmanship. 

This Island is a colony planted by tbl, Phoenici.ans, who as they extended 

their trade to the western ocean, fOW'ld in it a place of safe retreat, 

since it was well supplied with harbours and lay out in the open sea; and 

this is the reason why the inhabitants of this Island, since they received 

assistance in many respects through the sea-merchants, ahot up quickly in 

their manner of living and increased in renown• After this there is a 
' 

second which bears the name of Gaul.us ( Goso) , ••• • • a Phoenician colony"• 

l. Li�, XXI• 51.
2 . v. 12, 2.
3. 'rranalation from J.Aquilina, Paper• 1p }.(a].teae Lingui§ti91, Malta,

1961, p.44,.



And another accowit, describing the shipwreck of St. Paul at Malta in 

60a.D., refers to the inhabitants of the Island as 'Barbaroi', i.e. they le. 
2 

spoke neither Latin or Greek. It has been suggested that the Maltese 

of the day spoke a dialect of Phoenician. 

Pottery styles., too, continued to exhibit a strong P\Ulic flavour 

long after Carthage had been destroyed. Whilst Thomas Ashby
3 

smrming

his acco\Ult of' :Malta wider the Romans says it is doubtf'ul if' t.he inhabit

ants ever became thoroughly Romanized. 

lhis Middle Eastern influence, • out of North Africa•, is important 

for it has been suggested that the reason why Islamic culture rooted so 

deeply in Malta, towards the end of the first millenium A.D., was that 

there already existed a sympathetic Punic cultural. substratum. We shall 

return to this later. 

ROMAN 1.fALTA. 

During the RCID8ll occupation (218 B.C. to the middle of' the f'if'th 

century A. n.) some of' the more important tea tures of' the human imprint 

on the landscape of Malta began to harden. Whether or not this was simply 

an emphasising of' a pre-exiati.Jlg pattern 1a di:f'f'icult to say. In a:ny oaae 

during thia period two paramunt elements in Maltese life, tor the next 

1,500 years, take definite :form - the centrally plaoed capital and the 

harbour aide trading settlement. 

l. Acts XXVIII, 7 •
2. J.Aquili.Da, op. oit. 1961, p.8 and D.Harden, op. cit. 1962• p.115.
3. 'Roaan ».lta,' The Journal of Rgyn Stwii11, 1915, P• 75.



There can be little doubt that Malta became very prosperous under 

RCIIIB.D rule. Cicero in an impeachment of the rapacious Verres - a 
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i.'-. Qovernor of Sicily who misused his authority to plunder the territory 

under his guardianship - gives a list of' his misdeeds. Included in 

this :inventory are a nwnber of products alleged to have been taken f'rom 

Malta and it appears that the Island was producing a number of' luxury 

goods for export besides textiles. 

Extensive harbour works were developed around the inlet which is called 

Grand Harbour today. The innermost creeks, extending into -the Marsa (K.R. 

51+-70) were protected by a mole and the remai.n8 of' quays and warehousea have 
1 

been found• At this time the sea flowed further into the Marsa but silting 

took place at a later date. The ef'f'ects of this infilling have been less-
2 

ened, to sane extent, by a rise in sea-level since Roman tillllta. The large 

amount of' Raman masonry in the area auggesta a fairly extensive developnent 

of harbour facilities and it is ditf'icult to believe that a settlement did 

not exist here as well. Detailed archaeological investigatima have not, 

as yet, been made. 

No such doubts surround the Roman capital of l4alta which stood an the 

site now occupied by Melina (K.R.4,671) • In Roman tims the Island and the 

capital city bore the same name - Melita. Melita, the city, was sane three 

times larger than the present day l4dina and was separated tran the Raba'b

Dingli plateau by a ditch twelve feet deep and eighty two feet wide. st. 

1. Thomas Ashby
) 

OP• cit. 1915.
2. J.B.Ward Perkins, 'Problems of Maltese History,' Antiguig,

vol. 16, 1942, p.19.
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Paul's Church in Rabat stands an the line of this ditch. 
1 

Abela, 
2

writing in the f:irst half of the seventeenth century, mentions that the 

streets of Rabat were still littered with the remains of Roman buildings. 

A f'aot which testifies to the prosperity of Malta under Rane in ccmparison 

with the following oen turiea. 

The capital and the harbour were probably linked by a road. This 

t. <..- . may have been the 1.§trada !Iltica' which was still recognised and used in 

the mid-seventeenth century. 

Phoenician and Greek influences earlier in hiatory would, very probably, 

have resulted in an increase in arboricul ture. There is direct evidence 

of this activity during the Rcman period and oil preasea and storage vata 

have been found at several villa 11-#es. Braun'+ has suggested that Ranan 

farmhouses may have influenced the design of aOll8 local buildings. 

Little more remains of Ramm Malta than the relica of a ff!lff villas, 

bath.a, harbour worics and temples. But the major patterns of the human 

geography of Malta under the Ranana are, in many oases, perpetuated in 

the landacape today. 

BARB(lRUNS AND BYZANTINEs. 

By the fifth century A.D. Raman pa,,er had declined ao much that the 

Vandale were able to set up a kingdom in North Africa. They qui.ckly dev

eloped a strcmg navy and, by the middle of the century were raiding Malta 

1. Ibid. p.30.
2. G.F.Abela, tacrisicme di H,J ta, Kal.ta, l6J+.7•
3. Treaa. B. 2 9, ft.19-20.
l+e B.Braua, 4P IptroduotiOD to Kalteae 4Mb1 H9tuz:e, Kal ta, 1941+, P• 5.



and Sicily. Whether or not they garrisoned or colaiised either Island 

is uncertain. Durill.g the sixth century the Byzantines were able to 

establish control over Sicily and apparently Malta as well. There is 

no concrete tt-aoe of the Vandals in the landscape and the Byzantine con

tribution was extremely limited, although excavation may reveal more. 

THE ARAB DOMINATION 870 - 1090 A.D. 

30. 

The Arabs took Mal. ta fran the Byzantinea in 870 A.D. and the Island 

was once again drawn out of the European world but into another which was 

considerably mere advanced. The Arabs controlled North Africa and Sicily 
1-o hle ..... 

so that Malta, strategically, was of limited value, but in security the
I\ 

Island became quietly prosperous. Several Arab chroniclers make mention 

of the Island at this time and indicate ita proaperity. 

l 
"Malitah., (llelita the Latin D8JJll9 for the Island) Island near Sicily,

rich in ewrything tba t is good, and in the blesajng of God • • • well 

peopled, possessing towns and villages, trees and fruit." .Another drawa 

a similar picture. "l4alstal possesses a secure harbour to the east, it 

abounds in aheep, honey and truita." Both accounts auggeat that the 

Island possessed a considerable number of cultivated trees and this ia 

in contrast to many later descriptions, particularly those of the 

sixteenth century, which frequently canment that the Ialand was •without 

treea of any sort". Place name eviclenoe auggesta (Fig. J+: 1) that 

there were a considerable number of olive groves at thia time and there 

l. Quoted by A.A. Caruana, El-Gherien 'l'al-Leibru, Malta. A'Hypogeym. ctt_/ (.
Malta,, 188lt.• 
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is documentary evidence of the planting of olives by the Arab overlords. 

Undoubtedly the Arabs introduced ar re-em�asised a number of crops, 

especially cotton, which came in succeeding years to occupy a central 

place in rural life, and citrus fruits. They also introduced new agricul

tural teclmiques. "Caning from an even drier land, they knew well the 

value of water" and it was probably at this time that ll1iny of the izTiga

tion methods now used in Malta were first introduced. IITigation had been 

practised on the Island previously, but the Arabs had more sophisticated 

techniques of water exploitation, application and usage. It was they who 

/ . ._ introduced the 'Nori.a' (called 'S�nt.ja' in Maltese). Once a device such 
-

-, -

as this is being used, replacing the man-handling of buckets, with its 

ability to feed water onto the land at faster rates over a larger area, 

then the whole system and layout of irrigated farms has to be altered and 

extended to exploit it. 

Under the Arabs there was a resurgence of' urban life which had been 

in decline since the end of the Ranan dadnaticm. The old Roman capital 

was remodelled, refortified and renamed - lddina - the city. The Araba 

are also thought to have been the f'irat to fortify the site now occupied by 

Fort St. Angolo (M.R • .5672) and they probably exploited the nearby creek for 

commercial shipping. Numerous trading links were developed and Sicily, 

particularly Palermo, became an important narket and point of contact between 

c...c..�. ;estern and Arab cultures. At the same time organised piracy started to make

a cc:mtribution to the eccmany. 



There is no doubt that the Arabs ma.de a huge cultural impression 

upon Malta. Probably there was an influx of Arab setilers and Christians 

came to be in the minority. Whether this was due to Arab settlement or 

Christian defections to avoid taxes or both is impossible to say. Arabic 

was adopted as the Island's language and since this time it has evolved 

into a separate language, Maltese, by contact with the �estern world and 
1 

the acquisition of a Ranance superstructure. 

The change of language which tocic place wxler the Arabs baa given us 

a datum for Maltese place-name evidence. It is unlikely that place-names 

describing transitory objects would survive such an upheaval in any great 

numbers and widely distributed names, :mdicatiw of woodland, crops etc. 

probably have their origin at saoe:t;ime after the Arab coo.quest. 

Arab influence was not eradicated with the Christian Reconquest 

(1090 A.D.) for it was not until the thirteenth century that the Moslems 

were expelled and many no doubt turned Christian rather than go. 

Thus there are a number of recurrent themes in Maltese history which 

appear to spring :f'ran basic geographic factors - position, siae and natural 

resources. The need for the Island to supplement its own wealth trca 

external sources, the tendency for any successful exploitation to outrun

agricultural productivity, the periodic breakfOWD of balances in response 

to unsettled times and the movement between European and Middle Eastern 

sineres of influence, all find their source in these basic t'actors. 

1. J.Aquilina, OP• cit. 1961, P.42•



Fig. 2:l. The distribution of place-names indicative 

of a former tree cover. 

The existence of these names may indicate 

tracts of woodland at sane�ime 

between the tenth and thirteenth centuries. 

Souroes: The six inches to one mile map 

of Mal. ta and various documents. 
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By 1090 A.D. the interaction of environment and events during the 

preceding four thousand years had already shaped many facets of Maltese 

life. Any future influences were boWld to be modified by what had gone 

before • 

" 

THE CHRISTI.AN REyC�QUEST A.l""ID THE LATER .MIDDLE AGES. 

At the beginning of the eleventh century the lands which were to 

becane the kingdom of the Two Sicilies were shared by many peoples and 

overlords. The Moslems caitrolled Malta and Sicily whilst the southern 

part of the Ita1ian mainland was divided between the Byzantines, Lan.bards 

and a group of maritime republics including Naples and Amalfi. 

The Normans were invited into the area to fight as mercenaries for the 

Laubards' cause, but they socn became the most powerful group in the regim 

and by 1071, under the leadership of Robert Hautville, they controlled 

Apulia, Reggio and the surrounding territory. In 1o61 Robert's brother 

Roger had started upon the conquest of Sicily and in 1090 he took M:.alta frail 

the :Moslems, with neither bloodshed nor damage. 

Malta was once more under European domination although, at first, the 

effects of this were not very great. Butler
1 

has suggested that whilst 

the Christian lot was eased the Arabs continued to control the Ir,land but 

paid tribute to the Norman overlords. 

The various lands cc:mtrolled by the Normans were :fused into a ki.Dgdm 

when, in 1130 A.D., the scn of Count Roger became Killg Roger of Sicily, 

1. Professor Lionel Butler of the Department ot Medieval History, st.
Andrews, in a personal ca1111unioa tiou.



Apulia and Calabria. The lands and peoples of Roger's kingdom were 

extremely diverse and, with great tolerance and administrative skill 

they were brought to unity, at the sane time, preserving 'The local 

rights and custans ••••• of the several distinct elements in the population, 

Latin, Greek, Hebrew and Saracen". The court of the 'baptised §ultan' I.e.. 

embodied the strengths and talents of his variegated kingdan. The 

administrative system employed Byzantine and Saracen techniques and 

administrators, besides those imported by the feudal lords. The '!2uana.', le... 

which controlled much of the kingdom's finances, pre-dated the Norman 

2 occupation and was Arab in origin. The 'qatapans,' responsible for a I.e.._

large pa.rt of local administration, were Byzantine in origin. The office, 

with somewhat altered functions, existed in Malta for centuries afterwards. 

During the early years of Norman rule :Malta was, probably, only 

dol{- loosely attached to their lands but, as King Roger started to reSarganise 

the Sicilian kingdan, this rapic:ll.y changed. The evidence we have suggests 

that between 1130 and 1266 A.D. ( a date which uerks the demise of the 

Hohenstaufen dynasty) the prosperity which i.i.al ta had enjoyed under the 

Arabs was incremented Wlder the Normans. Count Roger had employed few 

vassals to help him conquer Sicily and he was able to retain most of the 

new provinces. The administrative ability of King Roger was put to ex

ploi ting and increasing the wealth of these lands. He also exploited the 

maritime position of the Island 3 which in an age of coe.stal navigaticm, 

1. 

2. 

C.H.Haskills, f.he N97F@D8 in �uropean HiatqrY, 1915, P• 225.
C.H.HaBkins, EJJgland and Sicily in the Twel:t'th Century, 1 "Englifl:b.

li.i.stori<rft] Reliff.," vol. XXXVI, 1911, p.652. 
F.Chalandcn, 'The Norman Kingdom of Sicily,' Cambridge Medieyal
History., vol. v., 1926. p.184,.



was well suited to controlling the : .. editerra.nean sea routes. Rozer built 

up a powerful navy and nerchant fleet and when, by ll53, he had control of 

the North African coast from '.::'wiis to Tripoli the King had the Mediterra

nean "by the throat". The trade of Sicily developed Wltil Roger's "income 

£'ran Palermo alone was said to be greater than that which the King of England 

derived £'ran his whole kingdom." 1 Malta shared in this prosperity and

Edrisi, writing during the reign of' Roger, describes the Island as follows:-

" •••• • Malta is a large island with a good harbour opening to the 

East. Malta has a city. The island aboWlds with pastures, flocks, fruit 
2 

and above all honey." apart from this account by Edrisi we have little

knowledge of the events occupying the remaining years of the twelfth century 

in Malta. The econOII!iY' was, however, so closely linked with Sicily that it 

had, perforce, to follow a similar track - prosperity Wlder the three great 

Iv. Norman �ings; Roger, William the Bad, and William the Good, foJ.;laned by a 

thirty :,ear decline, Wltil Frederick II was able to take control of the 

I.(; !ingdom. During this period of recession Sicilian trade degenerated to

such an extent "that the country which had once been so prosperous was now

on the verge of bankruptcy" • 3

Like King Roger, Frederick gave geographical and political unity to 

the heterogeneous regions and peoples which comprised the Two Sicilies. 

o.H.Haskins, OP• cit. 1915, p.233. 
K.A.mari, Bibliotoca Arabo-§icula� vo1.1, Turin & Rome11880,
p.53. The wording of this description is ajrniJar to that used by
Olle of the previously quoted Arab writers. 
G.Masson, Frederick II of Hohenstaufen. 1957, p.85.



f L • Frederick had boundless _!mperi.al ambitions and Sicily becan¥3 the treasury

which financed them. The island was fabulously weal thy and the Emperor

organised its development and exploitation to the full. Malta shared in

0Af. this. Like Sicily the island had been conquered with little assistance

fran feudal nobles and few of its lands, as far as we knov,, were given out

1.'" . in fiefs. Onoe lPrederick had regained financial control of the �oyal

estates, soll)3 of them had been mortgaged, i.falta became closely linked with

the Sicilian crown. Frederick' s possessions an .Malta were extensive and

formed a substantial part of the Royal estates. This was particularly

important for :b'rederick gave great encouragement to agriculture and was

constantly attempting to raise the productivity of his own lands.

The Emperor' s activities in southern Italy and Sicil:sy have been des

cribed thus - "he forbade the seizure of oxen and implements for debt; he 

created model farms; he exterminated injurious animus; he fostered the 

cultivation of cottcn and sugar cane; and the plantation of the date-palm;

he sought to acclimatise the indigo plant; he allowed the clearing of the

l 
demesne-forest for vineyards". 

With specific regard to Malta, Butler has aDB.lysed contemporary letters 

which show Frederick taking an interest in cattle raising, pigs, and en

forced labour on his lands. Whilst he also encouraged :falcon breeding and 

planned the establishment of a camel breeding station on M.al ta. 
2

Like his grandfather, King Roger, Frederick developed a 'Dllvy and ner

chant :f'leet. During the unsettled years which preceded Frederick' s 

1. Michalangelo Shipa, 'Italy and Sicily under Frederick II'• Cambridge
Medieval Hiatgr;y, vol. vr. 1929, p.150.

2. M • .Amari, Storia gel Muaulyn1 di Sicilia, vol. Ill• pt.11, 1939• p.817.



re-organisation of the ,!5:ingdom, two great maritime powers of the day - I.'"' 

Pisa and Genoa - gained considerable influence in Sicily for it was an 

important link in a chain of bases leading to the Levant. "In Sicily 

they enjoyed almost identical privileges; each had a special quarter in 

all important harbours, a consulate, a warehouse - the '.!'ondaco' taken I.\.. 

over :f'ran the Arabs - and the enjoyment of free trade which exonerated 

their merchants fran the payment of taxes, dues and duties"• Syracuse 

was almost completely controlled by Genoa whilst Malta, too, became an 

important Geno�se trading station. 2 During Frederick' s minority, when

he was al.most pemiless in Palermo, Malta had been sold to Henrico 

Pescatore, a Genoese, who used the �sland as a pirate base against Moslems �. 
3 

and Greeks. He was expelled shortly after 1223.

By their domination of trade and avoidance of dues the maritime states 

1 ,_ were draining the Sicilian ;ingdom of its wealth. Frederick cancelled many 

of thejr privileges and set about exploiting trade for himself and his state. 

warehouses were built and all exports and imports had to pass through these 

to pay dues and duties. As Frederick' s merchant fleet developed he was 

socm able to create certain virtual. Bo381 Monopolies. In 1224, the export I.�. 

of grains, other foodstuffs and cattle was forbidden. 4, Frederick went

on to make large sums in Gicily' s profitable grain trade which he now oon

trolled. 
;o� 12 E.Kantorowios, Frederick II, English edittir, 1931, P• 2. 

R.Valentini, 'Feudo e COPRDlme in Malta,' A.S.K, 1935•
Butler, op. ci t.
E.Kantorowicz, op. cit. 1931, p.126.
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Industry, too, was developed and the _!loyal _¥cnopolies here, many of I .c..

which were Byzantine and Norman in origin, were extended until they in

cluded salt, ircn, steel, silk, slaughter houses and money changiilg. 

By the end of Frederick' s reign Sicily was probably the richest 

region in Europe. This wealth was based on an administration tar ahead 

of anything else in Europe at the time, the natural riches of the !,ing- (. '

dan, particularly the great grain pr;-oduction and the positional advantages 

of' Sicily. Butler has argued that Malta, too, was highly developed econan

ioally. It was not to last. When in 1250 A.D. the Emperor died excoamuni

oate, the Pope brought down Charles of A.njpu to exterminate what remained 

of the Hohenstaufen' s - "the race of vipers". Within a ff!IW years the 
�- • •  lt..1,.t"IJ� �mpire fell apart, and SicilJ, after a term of oppressive government, rose

: � 1 
against the Angevins m 1282 and drove them t'ran the Island. During thia 

period Malta was sacked at loast once. 

The house of Aragon became the overlorda of Sicily and within a few 

I c . decades Frederick' s European ;mpire had disintegrated and )(al ta had cane 

to lie, not wi th:in a f'ew miles of a weal thy kingdan at the heart of an 

I.(.... ;mpi.re, but cm the borderlands of a divided and distracted Europe. To 

t ._ . the Aragoneae the Sicilian !ingdom was just another possession, not the 

centre of their existence. 

1. s.Runciman, The Siciliep Vespers, 1958.
2. R.Valentini, 'Universita Melivetata.' (Quoting Finka, "Acta Aragcm

.!l!I" ,) A.S.M. Rom, 1935, P•4l•



E'llINIC .AND CULTURAL CHANGES DURIID T.ffi.. MIDDLE AGES. 

The isolating of Malta. was not the only result of the Aragonese 

domination of the area far as the Island's strong links with Europe were 

loosened the processes of Latinisation, which had begun with the Norman 

Conquest, were slowed. Under the Normans M.al ta' s Moslem carmunity, pro

vided it remained loyal and paid the taxes imposed upon it, was allovred to 

retain the doudnant position in society. The Normans never attempted an 

Cc�. "impossible Normanisation" of the !ingdom, they brought administrative, 

legal and econanic re-organisation but their numbers were few. Probably 

there was Cllly a very small inf'lux of Europeans into Malta at this time. 

The trading interests developed by the Genoese, in the latter part of the 

twelfth century, 11JJ1y have led to a colmy of Europeans being established 

near the Grand Harbour, particularly after the Genoese got administrative 

control of the Island for a time. But such peopl.e were essentially rulers 

and administrators and probably had little effect on the population as a 

whole. Much the same can be said of the administrators introduced by 

Frederick II. 

In 1221 A.D. one of Frederick' s vassals was obliged to raze the rebel

lious town of Celano. The population was transported to Sicily to tarm 

/ . ._. lands formerly worked by Moslems. These last had not taken the !mperial 

yoke with ease and had been removed to Apulia and settled on vacant terr

i tory. In 1224 A.n. a number of the inhabitants of Celano were brought to 
1 

Malta and settled. We neither know how many came nor how many lett again to 

1. ll.Amari, op. oit. 1939, p.617.
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people the new town built to replace Celano - �sarea. The :f'aot o:f 

J+O. 

their caning may indicate that the Island was not overpopulated at the 

time and possessed vacant lands but equally it may not. In any case an 

Italianate section was added to the community - at least for a while. 

When the Bishop of Strasbourg visited Malta in 1175 A.D. he recorded 

that the Island was inhabited by Moslems. And in 12/+0 A.n. the Emperor 

Frederick: sent the Abbot Ghiliberto to the Island to assess the population 

for tax purposes and the survey sh09'ed, not only that the Moslems probably 

outnumbered the Christians, but also that they held most or the wealth. The 

Abbot added that the Maltese had different custana f'rom the Sicilians. In 

1249 A.D. Frederick: expelled the Moslem population from Malta but hoar many 

changed their religion rather than leave ia unknown. Those who went left 

behind their language and a society dan1nated by their influence and out

loc:ic. l4al ta probably remained essentially North African. 

From the beginning of the twelfth century trad:i.Dg contacta with 

European ports strengthened. This w as a two-way affau- with Catalan, 

Venetian, Genoese and other ships calling at the Island and llaltese boats 

sailing out to trade. Theae contacts, which i.Dcludod North African ports 

as well, were limited to a very small section of Maltese society and prob

ably affected, culturally, no more than the few people living around the 

Grand Harbour. 

Later, when a Maltese nobility•• created by the Aragonese overlords, 

this was definitely Italianate in oharacter, and the influence ot Sicily 

1. Ibid. pp. 54,5-54,7 •



4.1.. 

was projected into the sphere surrounding the Isl.and's aristocracy. 

Again in terms of the whole population such contacts were limited, whilst 

the villages and countryside remained, in most respects, little affected 

by European influence. 

Butler bas analysed Ma ltese surnames of the later Middle. Ages and 

has shown that apart £ran the noble families, humbler settlers from 

Europe arrived a.a well. However, two lists of inhabitants canpiled in 

hi(- c.1500 A•D• show clearly that there was still a pre:daminanoe of the older 

:Maltese stock at that time. 

It was the changes reaul ting from the Order of St. John's rule that 

altered Malta's closed, traditian.al. society, gave it new opportunities and 

a changed outlocic. The inward looking medieval society started to evolve 

rapidly anoe the Order arrived and began to build a group of new towna and 

fortifications around the harbours. The traditional agricultural society, 

which had fOI"IDfJd the bulk of Malta's population, was outgrown by the new 

classes which grew up in the area surrounding the harbours. Here tb.e: 

:Maltese acquired new occupations and were aubjected to new influences, 

they lived in planned Italianate towns where cOIIIDft"CiAll success demanded 

a command of' Italian, Spanish and French. 

Almost certainly by the time the Order left Malta the l4.alteae who 

lived in ttie new towns were largely European in outlocic and thought of 
l 

themselves u such. When S� visited the Ialand in the latter part
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I i... .  of the seventeenth century, he described the town dwellers as "frenchi

fied" • Whilst this is probably not qu ite accurate clearly the Maltese 

living in the urban areas did not strike the traveller as North African. 

During the latter part of the Middle Ages, then, European influence 

was not strong enough to bring about any radical cultural changes except 

in a small section of society. However, this is not to say that the organ

isation of society did not evolve. In fact a well marked local administr

ation developed during this period. The origins of this government are 

obscure 
1 but by the begi nn;ing of the fifteenth century there existed a

quite highly organised admi.nistratioo, which enjoyed a f'air degree of 

independence within the Sicilian Kingdom. In many ways this government 

operated along democratic lines. The head of' the Univeriste. , or 

governing body, was appointed by the Viceroy of Sicility but under him came 

four elected Jurats. The Jurata in effect ran the Island. They arranged 

for the necessary supplies of wheat to be brought from Sicily, main-

tained the Island's def'encea, treasury, harbours and organised the amall 

local parliament - the 'C011Sigl.io Poplare:, . The aeat of goverment was 

Mdina. Gozo, too, had a ·Univeraita· · which was independent ot the one 

existing m ll.al ta. During this period, too, the Ranan Catholic Church 

strengthened ita organisatim in Malta particularly af'ter the establ:iabwnt 

i c, of Religious Orders on the Island. -- -

1. ReValentini, 'Feudo e comune in Malta,' A.S.Mt Rane, 1935•
2. E.R.Leopardi, 'The Island of Gozo (1432-1530) • lLH, vo1..3, 1962.p. 78.

J 
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The disintegration of authority in the central Mediterranean, conse

quent upon the collapse of Frederick' s Empire, had massive social and 

economic repercussions on li1a.lta. The next three hundred years were to 

bring upon the Island, which appears so prosperous in the thirteenth 

century, plague, drought, depredation, de-;population and poverty. The 

prosperity built up under the Arabs, Normans and Hohenstaufens was wasted. 

An island "rich in everything that is good, and in the blessing of God" 

and abounding •in sheep, honey and fruits" became, by the early sixteenth 

century, "merely a rock barely covered with more than three or four feet 

of earth, which was likewise stony, and very unfit to grown corn and other 

grain", the inhabitants "were poor and miserable, owing to the barrenness 

of the soil and the frequent descents of corsairs •• • • • in a word • • • • • a re-
1 

sidence in Malta appeared disagreeable indeed, almost insupportable"• The 

causes of this economic and social depression are canplex and spring fran 

the political chaDges which took place in the Mediterranean world after 

1250 A.D., the inherent lack of resources of the Kalteae archipelago 

and the Ieland' s peculiar etate of delicate balance "which eternally 

threatens to collapse". 

There is no need for us to analyse the political changes suft'ioe it 

to say that as a result ot instability piracy became an important occupation 

in the region and laal ta became a base tor corsairs working the central 

Mediterranean. Malta lacks sufficient resources to replace the wastage that

1. Louis de Boisgelin, Ancient and ¥gdem yaJ ta, vol. II, 1805, pp.15-18.



this type of activity involves and by the early fifteenth century, the 

documentary evidence shows that the resources of the Island were exhausted 

and large areas of land abandoned. 

Valentini1 has suggested that the final breakdown was caused by the 

attempts of Aragon, early in the :f'i:f'teenth century, to expand its territory. 

This alienated various surrounding peoples and precipitated attacks an 

Malta. In 1429 A.l). the Moors la1.U1ched a big reprisal attack on the Island 

(it is c laimed that 18, OOO men took part) and a series or smaller raids 

followed. Agriculturally this was disastrous and the yeara between JA.34 

and 1439 A.D. were reported to be totally sterile. A atate of war existed 

until 1457 A.D. by which time the Island was near bankruptcy and viti

cult'lire had been virtually eradicated. 3

Other forces, besides the ambitions of Aragan, bad helped to bring 

this about. There were numerous pirates operating in the waters around 

Malta - Genoese, Calabri.ans, Greeks, Turks and Arabs and they, too, 

were liable to put in the occasional raid on the Island. By the end ot 

the f ifteenth century corsairs based an the Barbary coast bad developed 

into a considerable nuisance. What is more, the crewing of pirate boats 

at Mal. ta with Maltese seamen helped to diminish the population for many 

never returned. In 1429 A.D. the crewing of
1 

.fuate· '(armed boats for I.(.... 

piracy) at Malta had to be forbidden.� 

1. 'L'Espansionismo araganese nel Mediteraneo cane cause della decadenza
di Malta,' A.s.M, Rane, 1941.

2. Ibid. p.112.
3. !bide p.110.
� R.lrt.L. 860, !•�• I.e._.



The records of the 'Universitt\ display a harsh picture of life in 

the later part of the fifteenth century. Clearly the administrators ot 

the day saw their troubles as stenming from the great raid of 14.29 and 

they were forced to send out, over a period of years, a number of appeals 

in an attempt to g et aid from the Island's over'"'",,_lords. The content ot 

these appeals give a great deal of detail on the condition of the Island. 

The inhabitants describe themselves e.s living oo "a rock 1n the middle 

of the sea far :f'ran help and comfort" •1 The journey to Sicily had been

made precarious by the activities of corsairs and the population lived 

in fear of plague, drougbi' and invasion. The two strcngholds - the 

Castello ( today :B'ort st. Angelo) and Mdina - had become tumble-down and 

impotent, the latter being only parti'1.l.y occUl)ied. In 1455 half the 

houses were empty. 

Villages were declining and the delicate balances which maintained 

much of the agricultural land were collapsing. The Island became more 

and more dependent co imparts of Sicilian foodstuf'fs but at the sam time 

it was becoming harder for ships to  move between the two islands. 

I,,. l. 

2. 

1 (, 3. 

R.:M.L. 9, J.108.
E.R.Leopardi, 'Bandi of' the XV Century,• 
K.B, voJ..2, Noe 4-, Malta, 1959, pe255•
R.M.L. 3, f •9•
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Inevitably in such cond.i tions trade, urban life and agriculture 

were in rapid decline. Nor was there an;y amelioration during the six

teenth century, raids were no less comnon and in 1525 some four hundred 

Maltese were removed in the course of a single incursion. Many M.al tese, 

with the means, removed to Sicily. Certainly n a residence in Malta 

appeared disagreeable" and it seemed that the alternatives facing the 

Island were either depopu1atiai or a future as a corsair lair under 

the Moslems. 

But the strategic geography of' �urope was altering. The Turks were 

threatening the Habsburg possessions in the central Mediterranean and 

thereby transf'onni.ng the region f'rom a Buropean borderland to an import

ant frontier zone, involved in the containing of an Islamic thrust into 

Europeo This same thrust had dislodged the Order to St. John from Rhodes 

and pushed it into the western Mediterranean in search of' a new base. 

Charles Vth was able to offer Malta for this purpose and thus make man

power and capital available for the exploitation of the Island's strategic 

assets. 

'rhe Middle Ages had been chequered for !vial ta. Having been reclaimed 

by �urope in the eleventh century the Island had become, by the beginning 

of the thirteenth century, a prosperous appendage of the most prosperous 

kingdom in Europe, subsequently it slumped to become an impoverished, 

partially abandoned out-post and, at the beginning of the modern age, was 

once more at the start of another period of rapid economic growth. 
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Important cultural changes had taken place as well. The Island 

had emerged from the Arab domination with a predominantly h arth African 

flavour and just at the tim:l when it appeared to be at the start of a 

long period of intense �uropean influence the whole pol.i tical structure 

of the central Mediterranean changed, leaving Malta in a peripheral 

position. However, a number of European institutions were �orted 

and the ·univerai� and Church evolved t.o take a central place in 

11al tese life. The comrmmi ty developed ind.i viduali ty and indBpendence. 

When the Order of st. John arrived the Island had a well marked character 

of its own which was strong enough to ensure that the majority of the 

Knight' s creations hau a :Maltese flavour. 



i. (,., s  

1+8. 

Clfo.P� III 

The Crusading Order of St. J � of Jerusalem. 

In lll3 A.D. a group of men who ran a hospital in the Holy Land for 

pilgrims visiting Jerusalem, were banded into the religious Order of St. 

John of Jerusalem. Within a few years it became military in character and 

l.c.... other 2.Fders, of a similar type, were fotmded to act as permanent garrisons

in the Holy Land and consolidate the gains of the crusades. 

At the end of the thirteenth century the crusaders were driven out of 

Palestine by the Saracens. At first the Order of st. Jahn went to Cyprus 

but, in 1308 ., the Knights moved on to Rhodes, where they remained until 

1522. 

Members of the Order were drawn exclusively from noble European 

families al though something less than full membership was open to men 

lacking the highest qualifications of birth. The Order was financed.,

principally, by revenues drawn fran European properties which had been 

bestowed upon it by monarchs and noblemen when crusading zeal was high. The 

statutes of the Religion ( the Order of st. John was frequently referred 

to as the Religion) ensured that it became increasingly rich as, on death, 

nearly all the property of a Knight was auta:natically inherited by the 

Order. 

The head of the Order was the Grand Master and beneath him the members 

were grouped into a series of f,angues , depending on their place of birth. 

Knights lived in, or had facilities in, the .d.uberge of their .Langue • 
-

-

In 1522 the Turks drove the Order out of Rhodes and it migrated. into 

the western basin of the Mediterranean. It might be thought that with 



Europe living in constant fear of the Ottoman .C:mpire, Turkish land cam

paigns had brought them close to Vienna by this time, the Order would be 

quickly provided with a new base for operations. Unfortunately the political 

rivalry which existed between the Valois and the Habsburgs prevented this 

a..>id it was eight years before the Order was granted Malta by Charles Vth. 

Malta was far from ideal, being completely undeveloped as a base for 

modem warfare. However, after eight years during which operations were 

largely suspended the Order, if it were not to become inet'f'eotual, required 

a base of some f'onn. The Grand Master of the day, Villiers de L'Isle - Adam, 

accepted Malta largely in the hope that he would be able to secure something 

more suited to the Religion's needa in a short time. Many �rnbers of the 

Order hoped it would be possible to recapture Rhodes. 

Before the Order accepted Malta a coumission was sent out to report on 

the proposed new base. Unfortunately the original copy of the document the 

commissioners drew up is no lcmger to be fowld in the archives of the Order 

but Giacano Bosio, 
1 

who wrote a history ot' the Order to 1571 from official

sources, included a summary of the document in his bode. A shorter summary 

also appears in Louis de Boisgelin' s 'Ancient and Modern Malta,• 2 Other 

sources coITobora te the report and there is  no reason to doubt its accuracy. 

The deficiencies of Malta, from a military point of view, are very clear tram 

1. 

2. 

Giacano Bosio, Dell' Istoria della sacra Religione et I�· 
Militia di San Giovanni Gierosolimitano, vol. III, Roma;i:02. pp.30-31. 
vol. II, London, 1805, pp.15-17. 
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the commissioners' account. They describe the paucity of locally grown 

food supplies, the exposure of the Island to corsair raids, the poor 

quality, in a military sense, of the loca1 population and the lack of 

fortifications. The amount of capital requu-ed to erect the necessary 

defence works was great and this was at a time when the Order had just lost 

considerable income producing properties in Rhodes. The incomes . which came 

from the newly acquired crown lands of Malta, were very small in comparisoo. 

The new base involved a greater degree of dependence upon Europe -

particularly Sicily and i ta Spanish overlords. To an Order which valued 

independence highly and whose neutrality towards other European powers 

was imperative, the new situation had many prospective flaws. The French 

element within the Order was dom:inant and this was to be a fruitt'ul 

source of distrust between the Sicilian Viceroys' and the Order. 

Whilst perhaps less isolated than Rhodes the position of Mal.ta was 

very exposed. Added to the continued Turkish threat, corsairs, based on 

the Barbary coast, were a danger to the sea oa:imunica tions between Mal. ta 

and Sicily. The corsairs were rapidly assuming another r&le besides 

piracy, as they linked up with Turkish efforts to break into the western 

Mediterranean. Dragut Reis and his corsair galleys took part in both 

the heavy Turkiah attacks on Malta in 1551 and 1565. 

THE GREAT fiIEGE Cf 1565. 

The early years of the Order's rule ill llal ta were not easy, either 

for the Knights or the Maltese. The Order ware able to repulse attacka 

on the Island by corsairs but in return they brought the threat of the 

Turks and total war. The Turks were try:illg to f oroe their way into the 
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western Mediterranean and Malta, as the base of the Order, was bound to 

be involved in the efforts to prevent this. Indeed the Turks could not 

leave the Order free to operate behind then- lines. In 1551 Tripoli, which 

had been granted to the Order with 1,� ta was lost and, in the same year, 

a strong Turkish force attacked the Island and carried thousands of the 

inhabitants of Gozo away into slavery. 

On coming to Malta, in 1530, the Order ha.d inherited several fortified 

positions; the citadel in the centre of Gozo, Mdina and the I Castello a 

mare) (Fort St. Angelo) lying next to the Grand Harbour. All were weak 

and unsuited to resisting the new techniques of siege warfare. 

The defence of the Island bad obviously to be concentrated around 

the Grand Harbour, for the Turks could hold all of Malta but this and 

still not control the Island. There could be no question of' using :Mdina 

as the principal fortress and this was the major f'law in the old strong

holds capital make-up. The Order could have been contained there and 

forgotten, whilst the Turks launched an attacK upon Sicily. 

On the 18th May 1565 a Turkish armada of nearly two hundred ships 

appeared off Malta and within a short time an army amO\lll ting to 30-40, OOO 

men was put ashore. The Siege of Malta is tar too well known to bear 

recounting here.
1 

What, however, is worth pointing out are sane of the 

consequences atenming f'rom the battle and the victory. 

1. A good aoco,mt can be found in Giacomo Bosio> op. cit. 1602 and,
more conveniently in w .H.Presoott, Histga; of' the Reign of Philip II,
1860, or Frances�o Balbi de Correggio, The Siege ot MaJ it:,
Copenhagen• 1961.
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Had the Turks conquered in 1.565, or had the Order never been coerced into 

accepting Malta, allowing the Island to remain an undisturbed part of the 

Sicilian kingdom, it seems probable that, at best, Malta would have shared 

the economic stagnation of Sicily. At the worst the Island's population 

woold have decl:ined steadily, possibly leading to total abandonment. 

Another possibility is that Malta would have been taken over by the 

Barbary corsairs and used as an ancillary base. None of these things 

happened and instead the Island became the headquarters of a rich and 

powerful Order which had, relatively, huge amounts of capital available 

for investment in a poor and backward country. Throughout their rule the 

Knights spent large sums on buildings and fortifications, their military 

machine demanded and created a series of industries to equip and service 

it, whilst the high standard of living enjoyed by mni>ers of the Order 

gave work to many people. The whole ece11omy of the Island responded to 

the stimulus provided by the Order's wants and spending. 

Whilst all thi s ia true there is no denying the havoc which the first 

few years of the Order's rule brought upon the Island• The Siege of Ma1 ta 

was the holooaustic climax to the loog wasting of msn and resources which 

had marked the late Middle Ages. "The Turks, when all their farce and 

engines of war were landed, began to devastate hamlets and fields, 

to burn houses and ravage everything with fire and sword, so that for three 

l 
days and nights they wretchedly destroyed nearly the whole Island". And

when this was done the Island was fought over tor another tour months. 

1. Ioan. Antonii Viperani, De Btll o llolitensi Histgria, Perugia,
1567, t.6. A copy exists at s.J.G. with a translation by w.K.Bedford.
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The effect of this on the landscape must have been disastrous - crops 

ruined, walls broken, villages looted and wasted. When the peasants 

returned to the land their numbers had been depleted, their houses 

wrecked., the livestock eaten, equipn:ent and seed gone. The processes 

of land abandonment and decay of the Middle Ages had come to a climax -

Malta was a ruin and a wilderness. 

From this nadir in the Island's economic history it has been 

possible., using the archives of the Order and other sources, to trace 

the growth of popuJ.ation., changes in the rural settlement pattern, the 

establishment and gr;-owth of several new towns, the rehabilitation and 

development of agriculture, together with the expansion of trade and 

industry. 

The Great Siege of 1565 was a turning point in the history of 

modern M:al ta. The Order and Europe became convinced of the Island' a 

strategic worth and a new period of prosperity started, based an the 

maiies which the harbours brought in as a military base. 
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CHAP'.!E1 IV 

MALTESE AGRICULTURE PRICE TO THE Cc».CI?G OE' THs, gmER. 

By the beginning of the fifteenth century Maltese agriculture was far 

from being a simple subsistence system. It is certain that in the thjrteenth 

century, if not long before, the Island was unable to produce sufficient food 
' 

for the need.a of its inhabitants. For instance, in 1283 the ·Universita 

petitioned the King of' Aragon for the confirmation of privileges granted by 
l 

his predecessors to allow grain to be extracted, duty tree, trcm Sicily. 

One :illlagines that these privileges dated from the time of �1 rederick II who 

forbade the export of grain t'ran Sicily, except through controlled dutiable 

channels, but !Blde provision for .Malta which lay within the kingdom. 

The major agricultural deficiency was Malta' a inability to produce 

sufficient grain and this was a factor both ot the Island' a limited area, 

in terms of the population, and the marginal quality of much of the land. 

This grain deficiency placed upon the economy a need to export in order to 

provide funds to pay for imported food. By the end of the fourteenth 
2 J i.. 

century Malta exported to Sicily and elsewhere, cotton, cumin, aloe 

and beasts of burden. The Island imported grain, cheese, butter, oil, 

fats and pitch.5

1. A.Mifsud, 'L' appre>Tigionamento e l'Universita di Malta nelle passate
Dominazioni,' A.M, vol. ID, 1918• p.170.

2. R. $.Lopez and P.RaJDIOUd, Jleclieyal jrade in the Mediterranean, 1955• p.109.
3. E.Roasi, 'Kal ta deaoritta da un pellegrino italiano nel lJ9J.,' • Giorn di

Polit. e Lett., 1934-, p.697. Quoted by R.Valentini, 'Univeraitaa
Kelivetata, 1 A.�.�, 1935, p.66.

4,. w.Heyd, Hiatoire du Cperce du Levant, Leipzig• 1923•
Quoted by V a1entini, Ibid. 

5. Valentini, Ibid.
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In this form Maltese agricul tu.re had successfully surmounted severa1 

economic problems by giving addi tianal work for the popul.a tion iD pro

cessing and exporting whilst at the same tine providing currency for 

imported foodstuffs. The crop structure outlined above had probably 

evolved well before the thirteenth century. Edrisi, writing at the tim3 

of Roger II ( see chapter II) mentions the small island of Kemmuna 

( Canmo) , lying between Malta and Gozo. The name of the island is prob

ably derived from cumin 1 and may be indicative of a widespread

cultivation of the crop in the eleventh century. Maltese cotton was a 

well known item of European trade by the beginning of the fourteenth 

century. 

In broad, then, the agricultural aystem which prevailed on Malta 

during the fifteenth century was as follows. The better grains, cotton 

and cumin ,vere the crops of the higher quality dry farmed land. 
2 

Where

irrigation water was available 'giardini' (small irrigated gardena) were 

developed, whilst on marginal land the hardier grains were sown. Karst

land, the 'xaghara' and 'moxa', served two principal tunctiona; it 

provided rough grazing for cattle, pigs (•porou di la xa.r:; ,J sheep, 

goats, etc, and was also used for the collection of 'cardi' (probably 

thistles/• mich, in the absence ot wood, served as fuel. 

By the mid-fifteenth century agriculture was in decline, the area 

o'f arable land was decreaaillg in size and the delicate balances which 

1. J.Aqui1iz:la, op. cit. 1961, p.214,.
2. A.C. Ka. A. 247. l.4-39• published in A.S.)4 1937 • P•lt-78•
3• E.R.Leopardi, 'Bandi of the XVth Century,' K.H, vol.2. 1957,

p.125. Quoting R.M:.L. 958. t.255 v.
lt-• R.:M.L. 854,. 
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maintained much of the farmed land were breaking down. The primary 

cause of this disruption was the wars which occupied the early decades 

of the fifteenth century. It is recorded that after the !:.:Corish raid of 
. l 1429 there were several years of total sterility. As a state of war

existed from 1429 to 1450 the export channels of Maltese agricultural 

produce may have been seriously disrupted for a time. Cotton producticm 

was resuned as were exports of the crop to Sicily. 

Viticulture was not so fortunate and the area producing vines was 

greatly curtailed during the fifteenth century. The crop had probably 

always been di:f:f icul t to produce prof'i tably Cll the Island due to the 

proximi. ty of the more efficient Sicilian producers. When the existing 

v:ineyards were disrupted, and ma.ey owners ruined financially, viticulture 

never really recovered in spite of a protective closing of the hOID9 market 

to imported wine for six months of the year. Viticulture never entirely 

disappeared for in 1530 there is a reference to "mastri gi.ardinari et dui 

de le vigne" but Malta was virtually without a wine industry throughout the 

rule of the Order. 

It is surprising that the land-use patterns outlined above do not 

include the olive and there is no e vidence to suggest that such trees 

existed in significant numbers during the fifteenth century. The 

1. R.Valentini, 'L'Espansie11iomo, aragonese 1181 mediterraneo come
causa della decadenza di Malta,' A. s.14;, 1941, p.112.

2. R. Valentini, 'Documenti per servire alla storia di Malta ( l432-l450i 1 

A.S.M• 1937•
3. R.M.L. 74{) and 153,, f'.�5. Published by A.Mifsud, 'Nostri Consoli

e le Arti ed i Mestieri,' A.M, 1917� P•4l•
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problem is f'urther complicated as we know that Malta f'ormerly bore a 

considerable number of olive groves. There a.re a large number of' olive 

plac&-names still found on the Island., two of the oldest villages -
• . 

l Zeftun and Zebbug - bear such names and this must indicate the former 

widespread cultivation of the plant ( figure 4: 1) • 

We have already argued ( chapter II) that most Maltese place-names 

must post-date the Arab conquest. If a large number of' olive place-Dames 

existed prior to the Arab domination it seems highly unlikely that many 

would be translated into Arabic unless olive trees actually existed. 

It seems probable, then., that llalta had a considerable number of olive 

groves at least as late as the tenth centm-y A.D. Som,time between the 

tenth century and the beginning of the fifteenth century Malta's olive 

groves disappeared but it is impossible, at this stage, to give a precise 

date to this change of land-use. However, it is possible to suggest some 

of the forces which may have brought about the change. 

By the twelfth century the Italian trading cities were mking use 

of Malta (chapter II) not only as a transit port but also as a comnodity 

source. Pegolotti' s 'La Pratica della Mercatura' (1.310-131+0) at om 

point mentions cotton :from six different sources - Syria, Byzantium• 

Apulia, Calabria, Sicily and Malta. 2 It would appear that by the early

fourteenth century southern Italy, Sicily and :Malta had come to form 

an important cotton producing region. s icily and Malta were something 

,.<-. 1. Both names mean "!he village of olives"• J.Aquilina,_ op. cit.
1961• po23J+.

2. R.S.Lopez, and P.Raymond, op. cit. 1955, p.109.



The distributioo of place�names indicative 

of a former cultivation of olive trees. 

Source: Six inches to one mile rrap of :tlal ta. 
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1 
of a trading baCK.wa ter witil the eleventh century so that prior to 

this date cotton production in Malta was probably an a limited scale. 

It would seem reasonable to postulate that during the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries., with the rise of the Italian trading cities and 

the general increase in trade, that lvi.a.l.tese cotton production for 

export became increasingly important. Such a trend would resul. t in the 

disrupting of traditional crop associations leaving behind numerous 

place-names as a legacy o:f' former, more typically Mediterranean, land

UBe patterns. 

A cottage industry developed around the production of cotton yarn 

and this became an established part of the Island's social and economic 

organisation ., thus ensuring the continuation of the new crop patterns. 

There is a tradition in Malta that olive trees disappeared as the 

demand tor cotton increased. fhia tradi. tion bas been attached to the 

eighteenth century. However, a study of the Order's property books 

provides no evidence whatsoever to show that .Malta carried mare tree 

crops in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries than it did in the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Perhaps the eighteenth century 

datillg for the demise of olive growing is simply a product of more 

recent theorists and the tradition recalls a much earlier event? 

1. R,S.Lopez, Cambridge Kcgnapic History, vol. II, 1952, p.288.
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MALTESE AGRICULTURE UNDER THI!; ORDI::R.. 

Vi hen the Knights accepted Malta they were fully aware that their new 

base produced very little food and that large imports of grain and other 

foodstuffs would be necessary. The Order's commission, which reported on 

the suitability of :Malta, estimated that enough food was produced locally 

to feed the inhabitants for one th:ird of the year.
1 

However, Bosic2 states

that in the years preceding the Siege, the Island produced twenty to twenty 

five thousand salme (a salma. is equivalent to eight bushels) of gram, 

which was sufficient to support the inhabitants for about eight months of 

the -year. Whether the discrepancy here is due to an inaccurate first 

estimate, or a recovery m agricultural production between 1530 and 1565 

is impossible to say. It is unlikely that the later estimate is amiss; 

Bosio va-ote fran official sources and the estimates contained there were 

annually put to the test when deciding how much grain to import. 

The local deficiency of food was largely made up by imports :f'ran Sicily, 

where lvial ta enjoyed duty free grain rights. With the arrival of the Order, 

the Sicilian authorities imnediately suggested that the Island was no longer 

I .e,. part of' their !Singdom and, therefore, noo.-entitled to duty free gra:in. Ia 

1530 Charles Vth over-ruled this cla� and in 1532 made an additicnal grant,. 

to meet the need.a or the Order, of 4,000 sa1me of wheat together with 1,000 

salme of barley, 4, each year, duty free from Sicily. 

1. Giacomo Bosio, op. cit. 1602,. vol. II, p.30.
2. Ibid. P• 776.
J• .A.O.M. 670, f.85. 
4-. Universit'h No. 11 r.9.
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The scope and size of these duty free food entitlements gradua1ly 

increased. 
wcv., 

In 1554 the Order .__ exempted :from the payment of dues on 

foodstuffs manufactured at its Sicilian supply bases and, by 15.58, the 

Order's grain quota had been raised to 6,500 salroe of wheat and 1,500 salme 

of barley. Up to 4,000 sheep and 400 pigs wereavailable. 
2 

Large quantities 

of vegetables were also imported. 

The lJal tese, through their Universi ta , also had cheap grain entitle

ments. Just after 1530 these were limited to 9,000 salrii:, of meat and 1,000 

salme of barley and vegetables. 3 The size of the entitlements was the sub

ject of ccntinual correspondence, claims ., counter-claims and appeals to the 

Habsburgs, who were the overlords of Sicily and the picture does not clarify 

until sone years after the Siege when we have figures showing both the ri@lts 

claimed and the amounts imported. 

In 1584 a memora11dum sums the position as follows:-

The Order might draw every yearj 

6,500 saln:e of wheat. 

1,500 sallll:3 of barley and 'legumi', al though 

it took onl.y 750 salroo of this. 

The people of .Malta and Gozo, via their 'Universita' , could draw 

9,500 salme of wheat and an additional 2,000 saJ.me 

were available in times of need. 

500 salme of barley and 'legumi' • 

The total entitlement for Malta is given as 19, 2,50 salme. 

1. Ibid. tt. 59-60.
2. Ibid. tt.Blt,-86.
3. Universita No. 9, t.309v.
!t,. Universite. No. 1, r.137.
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There a.re a n'Wllber of problems and inconsistencies contained in these 

figures relating to grain requirements. We do not really know how the totals 

lfor the local grain harvest were computed but a system had been evolved. 

The fi.:,rrures given for the harvest represent total production and not just 

the surplus. Calculations for grain requirements were based on the prin

cipal of one salme per person per year. This applied both to Mal ta.2 and 

Sicily • .3 In the latter island this meant approximately one million salme 

were needed for home consumption and 200,000 salloo had to be stored for 

sowing the fol.lowing year. 

In Malta, around 1590, the position was approximately as follows. In , )( <.1,. I\ ..... � l Mi><(d � ('C\j,1/ 

a normal year the combined production of wheat, barley and 1 mischiato� tot-
6,,J "''"'·' pe.. r�., � � 

ailed about 34,000. The population numbered 0.30,000. Probably between ODe 
� A 

4fifth and one sixth of the grain harvest had to be reserved for sowing in 

the following year - leaving approximately 28,000 salme for consumption. 

At this time the combined grain allOlf8lloe of the Universita and the 

Order amounted to about 16,000 salme of wheat plus a small quantity of 

barley. On this basis, provided the tratte was met in f'ul.l, the Island 

had annually enough grain to feed o.44,,000 people. However, the bulk of 

the local grain harvest was ma.de up of barley and mischiato. Less than 

1. In c.1587 Grand Master Verdalll issued a 'bando' decreeing that all
should declare their stocks of grain - R.M.L. lo69. This oan hardly
be the first such regulation unless, prior to this date, the size of'
the harvest had simply beEll estimated.

2. A.Mifsud, op. cit. 1918, p.180.

( 
3. Helmut Koenigsberger, The Government of Siciliib under Phillip II ria.( {

of' Spain, 1951, P• 79 F.N. � 

/+. Universi� No. l, t.189. 



1 
2,000 salme of wheat was produced whilst a great deal of the poorer 

quality grains were used f'or the feeding of' stock. In 1632, for instance, 

there were approximately 2,000 horses, 4,000 bovines and 2,000 other 

2 
beasts on the Island, many of them stall fed. V,e m'll3t also conc1ude 

that a fairly large proportion of the Island's people lived, basical.ly• 
3 

on the poorer quality grains rather than wheat. 

Adequate information relating to the quantities of' grain imported 

into Malta seems to be lacking in local collections of documents. Much 

materia1 may well be f'owid in Sicilian archives for the grain tt-ado there 

was subject to detailed supervision by the Spanish administ?"ation. 

Evidence from Ha.1 tese sources is tragnentary. A memorandum written 

in 1600
4 

states that the Order's entitlement of 6,500 salme of' wheat and 

1,5 00 salme of barley was met every year, from 1587 to 16oO, with the 

exception of the famine year of' 1591. This document does not inform us 

as to the :fulf'ilnent of the tratte as it related to the Universita. Another 

dooument5 lists exports of grain to Malta between 1587 and 1601 from two

Sicilian sources - the Conte di Modica and the Du.ea di •.rerranova. In normal 

years the former supplied five or six thousand salme of grain but in 1591, 

159J, 1594-, 1596 and 1597 he exported nothing to Malta. The Duca di 

Terranova supplied 1,000 salme each year except in 1591 and 1594,. Whether 

or not these deticienoies were made good trm other souroea awaits further 

1. Universita No. 1, t.189.
2. Universita No. 2, f.108.
3. Cassar-Pullioino reaches a similar conclusion in a study of Maltese

dietary habits based on contemporary accounts. 1.A.ntiohi Cibi Maltesi,'
K.H. volo3, 1961.

4,. Universita No.2, r.2.

5• Ibid• f • 6. 



investigation but clearly, by the end of the sixteenth century, the 

established supply lines were liable to complete breakdown. l!'ood was " 

also imported fran other sources. Saa, cama :f'rom Sicily through the 

normal, dutiable, export channels. The European estates of the Order, 

63. 

at least in the early years of the Knights' rule in :Malta, sent gra:in.
1

Naple/ and the surroWlding territori was another source. The galleys of 

the Order spent a deal of time htmting down grain boats, not only on the 

Barbary coastJ+ but also around the shores of Sicily; •Les galeres de Chev

aliers arraisannent couran:ment les na.vires charg,s de bl,, an sortir des 

• caricatori' siciliens: exactenent conme les corsaires de Tripoli". 
5

The need for massive food imports was not only a drag on the Island' s 

economic life but also lessened its strategic value. Whilst dependence upon 

outside sources of f'ood was weakness enough, these sources themselves began 

to prove unreliable particularly as the Sicilian granary was running down. 

6 Braooel has shown that in the seventeenth century Sicily became a frequent

importer of grain. He argues that grain production was liable to break--down 

fran 1570 onwarda.7 Prior to this there were years of shortage - the bad

harvest of 1562 was particularly important to Malta. 8

le A. o.».. J+l 7, Lib. Bulle 1536-4£>, f • 283.
2. A.o.u. 429, Lib. Bull. 1561-63, r.223. 
3. A.O.ll. 4-32, Lib. Bull. 1568-69• t.242.
i,.. A.o.M. J+.32, Lib. Bull. 1568-69, r.229. , ... , 
5• F .Braudel, La Kedit,erraneo et le Mand! M:editeraneen a L I epogue de

Philippe II, Paris, 194-9., p.121. 
6. op. cit. 191+9., pp.4,66-4,67. 
7• J:t should be noted that the populati<m ot Sicily waa growing rapidly 

at this period.a 
8. A.OJ. 91• Lib. Cone. 1561-67 •



The composition of the :Maltese grain harvest was another problem. So 

much land was of poor quality that, of the grains, it could only grow barley 

and mischiatc, • The Island produced a smal.l surplus of barley but was 

chronically short of wheat.1

These weaknesses in local agriculture were congenital and sprung from 

the Island's lack of size and the poor quality of much of the agricultural 

land. They had been considerably aggravated by the economic problems of 

the late Middle Ages and, more recently, by the Great Siege of 1565. It 

is uncertain just how many Turks were billeted Oil and pillaged Ka1 ta during 

that year, al though most estimators suggest 30,000 to 1+0,000. The ettects 

of their four month stay was catastrophic. 
2 

When the peasants returned to

the land they went back to a wildemess. 

The Turkish force had arrived before the grain harvest was completed 

and mu.oh was lost. All livestock was driven within the fortified towns to 

sustain the defenders, or was captured by the Tur.ka. 

A few months after the besiegers had been repulsed a brief', for an 

ambassador of the Order, going to Philip II, stated t.hat it will be DBDY 

years, even if the Island 1a unmolested, before it recovers to the pre

Siege state.3 
In 1569., nearly four years after the Turkish withdrawal, it

could still be written, "this Island ot ours by its nature sterile has 

become more so atter the coming of the Turkish armada"• 4, 

1. A.O.M. 4-31, Lib. Bull. 1565-67, t.268 and A.O.M. 4-32, Lib. Bulle
1568-69, r.256v.

2. B.¥. Additiaaal Manuscript, 16, 176, 1'.315. Copy of a letter from
Grand Master &, Valette to the Pope� 11 tb, September 1565.

)• A.O.M. 4-31, 1567, t.268. 
4-e A. O.l!. 4-32, 1569, t.256.



The damage done by the Turks was not the col.y hindrance to the re

habilitation of agriculture. There were well founded fears that the Turks 

might make a speedy return. The f'ortif'ications needed repair and expansion 

and just as the Maltese formed the body of' the defence force, they con

stituted a large part of the available labour foroe as well. Many were 

required to labour on the new defences rather than their farms. Two years 

after the Siege "the major part of' the Isl.and remained uncultivated• as the 
1 

men of the Island were working an the defences of the new capital - Valletta. 

In 1569 the Malta harvest was again exceptionally poor and the grain 

harvested during the SUDID8r only lasted until the beginning of' September. 2

Fears of' another Turkish attack restricted the activities of the galleys. 

Their crews were needed to work on the Valletta fortifications and during 

the sailing season the Council of the Order were reluctant to coumit them 

to missions which could result in the taking of grain boats, if these took 

them far from the base which might need def'endi.ng. 

The supply problems were aggravated by the necessity of feeding the 

large numbers of foreign troops brought into the Island, the men 1-Ported 

to labour on the works surrounding Valletta.3 and the demands of' visiting, 

allied fleets needing auppliea.4-

M.al tese agrioul ture reached a nadir in 1565. By this ti.ml, large areas 

of land were abandoned and production was limited to the simplest f'orma. 

Viticulture had been largely curtailed in the titteenth century as a result 

1. A.o.M. 431, r.269.
2• A.O.)(. 4.32, f'e225v•
3• .A..O.M. 4.32, 1564,• t.256.
4-e Universita No. 1,. t.187. 
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of raiding and the proximity of more efficient producers in Sicily. What 

trees and scrubs remained were grubbed up by the Turks to rmuce gun plat

forms and fortifications. 
1 

The land-use patterns were daninated by grains 

and stock. 

Mu.eh of' the land which had been abandoned in the late Middle Ages lay 

in exposed areas, particularly in the north and west. But population 

pressure an land still in cultivation, in more favourable areas, remained 

high. In 1551 a large part of' the population of Gozo was removed by the 

Turks. The northern isl.and was considered to be more fertile than Malta 

and there was no shortage of' settlers anxious to farm the vacated lands. 

This suggests that farmers were prepared to incur risks provided the possible 

rewards were good and that, in many areas, abandonment may not have been 

simply the result of exposure but also of' the marginal quality of' the land 

involved. 

The documentary evidence, relating to the latter part of the sixteenth 

century, is not suf'f'iciently detailed to allow ua to exarnine, in any but 

general terms, land-uae patterns and the revitalizaticm of agriculture. 

There are, hoarever, a f'ew documents giving quite detailed estimates of' 

production although many of' the figures they contain cannot be relied upcm. 

A description of' :Malta written in 1,582
2 

gives a picture of the country

side and peasantry which is still very depressed. Harever, by this time, 

grain production seems to have recovered to the pre-Siege level aa the author 

1. Balbi di Correggio, The Siege of Mmlta, trana.Balbi, Copenhagen, 1961.
2. 'Relazione dell 'Isola di Malta tatta alla s. Ta di N.S.Papa Gregorio

llll dall' anno 1582.' A.s.i;. • 1936, PP• 291-292.



quotes an estimate which places the grain harvest at 20,000 salme. Another 

document, compiled durillg the reign of G.M. La Cassiere (1572-81) gives 

the annual grain yield as 19, OOO salme. 

The figure for grain production, given in the 1590 estimate of popu-
2 

lation, is 34-,976 salme, which suggests that in the years immediately after 

the Siege the area under grains was considerably extended. 

Another document, of n ot unblemished pedigree,3 gives considerable

detail on the agriculture of Gozo. The greater part of the Island was 

cultivated at the time. The production figures (1587) are given below and 

whilst we may doubt the totals the list of products is interesting. 

Formento (Wheat) 1094-.13 salme 
Mischiato (Mixed grain) 1378.15 "

Orzo (Barley) 4669.3 "

Fave (Beans) 18.5 "

Lenticchie (Leguminous 44-10 "

plant) 

Cimino (CUmiDJ 61.14 " 

Lana (wool) 64,.11 

Lino Cf8 (Flax) 30 oartara ( lOOlba) 

Cottcne Cantf (Cotton) 2000 " 

Formaggi (Cheese) 962 aardi 

Miele (Haiey) 170 ea.a• 

lo Boldo Royal ldssf, ]4.
J
.AXX 624-o 

2. Universita N 0o 1, f'l.. 189.
3. We only posaeas an eighteenth century transoripticm ot this document.

'A discourse an the Island of Gozo given ti> the Grand Mast.er in 1587, •
R.1'.L. 142,,, f'f'.2&..-286v. The au.thar gives no  details as to the
source of his f'igures and there are acme amall discrepancies within
the document.
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Approximately one third of the island's land was arable, scm, 660 acres 

were given aver to pasture and the rest was rocky ground. Tree crops appear 

to be lacking. On the island there were 8,548 animals and a detailed 

break down is given. 

Buoi 

Vacche 

Vitello 

Pecore 

liontcni 

Agnelli 

Capre 

Capretti 

Porci 

Cavelli e giumete 

liuli 

Asini 

380 

24,0 

270 

3.ai..o 

93 

4,88 

1,270 

195 

992 

182 

72 

217 

(oxeDJ 

(cows) 

(calves) 

(ewes) 

(rams) 

(lambs) 

(goats) 

( small goats) 

( pigs) 

( horses and mares) 

(mules) 

(asses) 

What emerges here is a picture very similar to the one characterizing Malta 

of an agricultural economy daninated by grains and stock but, in addition, 

producing an important cash crop - cotton. The producticm. of cotton in 

Malta, at this time, was apparently not nearly ao important (.300 _Qantara) •
1 

I.e...

This contrast may be the product of spurious atatiatica, although there 

have always been important regional differences between the two islands 

and the small production of cotton on lital ta is, possibly, a reflecticm of 

temporary ecc:nanic changes resultant upai the Siege, the building of Valletta 

and the strong demand for grain. As we have seen during the latter part of 

l. B.M. Royal Mss, 14,· AXYj621+e



the Middle Ages cotton was an important crop :in ¥.ial ta. 

It seems probable that in the years between the Siege and the fifteen 

eighties increases :in population were supported by the produce of land 

returning to cultivation. By 1590 this process, as it affected gi-ain 

production, seems to have been vu-tually complete. In 1590 a detailed 

estimate of population was made and on the basis of this an increase in 

the Sicilian grain quota requested. Fran 1590 onwards grain production 

does not appear to have increased greatly.1 In 1617 the total grain prod

uction of Malta and Gozo was estimated at 36,600 salm,
2 

whilst the 1631

harvest was estimated at 36,472 sa1me3 and that of 1632 at 35,065 salme. 4-

Al though grain production was not increased apparently after 1590 the 

population of' the Maltese islands continued to augment itself' and Malta 

became increasingly dependent an outside sources of supply. 

Thus by the end of the sixteenth century the Order was f'aoed with a 

battery of economic problems. The local population was growi.IJg repidly, 

the external sources of food supply often proved Wlreliable and the care

tully negotiated cheap grain privileges useless. Overcoming these problems 

led the Order into considerable involvement in the regulation of local 

ecananic life and during the seventeenth century new patterns of administra

tion and control were developed. 

1. In 1590 34,976.9 salme of grain were produced. Ot t.hia 1,783 aalme
were wheat, 13, TI4.9 mischi.ato and the remainder barley. Universita
No .. 11 f.189.

2. Wheat 5.2a9 salme, mischi.ato 11,328 aalme, barley 19,4-29• Universita
No. 1, t.4.l+v.

3. Wheat 5,4-94- salrne, mischiato 13.021., barley 17,957.
4,. Universita No. 2, f.108. 
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Agricultural developnent under the Order of St. John was not marked 

by the introduction of many new crops but rather by a slow modification 

of crop emphasis and land-use patterns, as a result of economic pressures. 

At the begirming of the seventeenth century there were not inconsid.ez

able areas of pastureland on both Malta and Gozo; such land soon became 

arable. Even the rough grazing - the xaghara and moxa - was, at least 

partially, made cultivable. And, because it was the basis of a cottage 

industry, the produc'ts of which were in demand, the area under cotton 

steadily increased until the end of the eighteenth century. whilst the 

land which was already arable, at the begm:ning of the seventeenth century, 

was considerably developed and subjected to more intensive utilization. 

'.rhere were attempts to introduce new crops and, for health reasons, to 

suppress others but, in the overall picture, the modifications produced 

were relatively unimportant. 

The greatest force operating on land--use patterns was the pressure 

generated by the Island's increasing population. 

During the seventeenth century a change in the pattern of land ownei

ship took place. The Order acquired considerable tracts of land and 

became directly involved in the agricultural economy• This involvement 

was motivated by a number of social, econanio and strategic forces. The 

social pressures sprung largely t'ran the constitution e.nd traditions of 

the Order whilst the economic and strategic considerations were shaped, 

principally• by the Island and its poverty of resources. 
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When the Lirder was given Ma1ta, in fief, by Charles Vth it autanatically 

acquired the crown lands an the Island. At the tine of Frederick II these 

had been extensive but subsequent overlords had disposed of' many of' the con

stituent fiefs. By 1530 there was not much land left and the Order started 

to rebuild the demesne. :tor instance, the important 'f'ego del la 1;:arsa' was 

acquired in 1582, at a cost of ll,000 scudi (a scudo was worth J/8d), with 

money provided by Grand Master La Cassiere. 
1 

Other Grand i:,iasters, too, 

I.e... frequently bought pieces of land to add to the :tlagistral estates. l!:ven so

it was not until the first half of the seventeenth century that the Order 

really began to organize the land resources at its disposal. During the 

sixteen thirties the finances of the Order were weak and it was becoming 

increasingly difficult to collect · respe11sions · from many of the European 

estates. As a result, although there was little good quality agricultural 

land on Malta the Island became increasingly attractive for investment, as 

it was possible to exercise direct control. This factor became stronger 

in later years as the Order experienced persistent interference with its 

:i!;uropean property. 
3 w��

In 1643 the minutes of the Council of the Order record that there aae 

a nuni:>er of fiefs in Ma1 ta, which became the Order's property in 1530, on 

\.'-. which rent had never been collected. As a result of this DWlUte a ja.gistral 

( ·'- . property book - 'cabreo !fagistrale' - was compiled'+ and an effort made to

develop these assets.

Del Pozzo, sr.fo� di Malta, vol. u, Venezia, 1715, p.2o6.
A.O.M. 257, f. • 
Ibid. t.152. 
'l'reasury B. 289. 
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During the seventeenth century it became fashionable for Grand 

1,i.asters to set up foW1dations, bearing their nanes, with which they 

endowed the CrJer. This �sire to serve, and be ren�mbered by, the 

fraternity had some important effects upon land-use, for these found

ations frequently acquired large areas of' rural property and invested 

capital in development. Grand Master de Paule set Uf' s. foundation to 

endow a galley, Cotoner acquired land, developed urban property, built 

warehouses and windmills to provide a 'fandazione' for the upkeep of Fort 

Ricasoli (M.R. 5772) • And Manoel de Vilhena enterpreneured a town, 

Flori.ana, to provide for the fort he bu.U t to guard Valletta.' s northern 

flank (M.R. 5573). The 'f'ondazione Lascaris' was one of the wealthiest 

and best organized of all the foundations. Lascaris applied his fortune 

to bot.l-i urban and rural developnent, he bought land from private and public 

sources, including the Universita of Mdina, and then invested considerable 

sums to raise its earning capacity. 

The establishment and growth of' these foundations is important, for 

the incanes aerived fran them nade a significant contribution to the 

l.c.... 1reasury, gave the Order a stake in t he local economy and provided the

Knights with a means of raising agricultural productivity. 

This interest in the land of Ma.l ta is reflected in a large increase 

in the available source rnaterial. Prior to the seventeenth century we 

have little more than occasional, and frequently oblique, references to 

agriculture and the state of the land. Now we are almost embarrassed by 

the plentitude generated as the Knights grappled with the administration 
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and development of their rural property. However, even in the seventeenth 

century, the material varies in quality, quantity and distribution. 

LAl\D-·USE IN TBE FL"R.ST l!ALF Clli' THE Sc.YEl\1TEENTH ClsNTURY. 

'.l'he great triad of Mediterranean agriculture is grain, vine and olive 

but in Malta this had been modified, by the medieval patterns of trade and 

war, to grain, cumin and cotton. At least these crops dominated the 

arable system practised on land of better qua.li ty. On poorer land the 

crop patterns were rather different. 

There are nwnerous general accounts which can be quoted to substantiate 

this pattern of land-use on better quality land
1 

but the most important 

( c..- primary source is the 'cabreo ¥agistrale' completed in 16,54.. 2 This volume3 

is particularly valuable, for the surveyors who compiled it gave detailed 

descriptions of the land, its quality and the crops it was capable of 

producing• Fran these accounts it appears that good quality land was sown 

with grains, cottcm and cumin. This was the case with the ' tego ( fief) di 

Benhuerat' (M..R.4777), which occupied the flat £1.ocr of the Gfiasel depres

sion at its seaward end. 4- These crops were probably sown in rotation. 

Land of medium quality produced grains - barley,· mischiato , •tum1nia15

and sometimes wheat. Poor quality land could only support the hardier gt"ains. 

Thus Comino, a small island lying between :Malta and Gozo, composed of Upper 

1. e.g. Giovanni Francesco Abela, D@a d.egorizione di Malta, Malta, 1647.
2. The completion of this volume is announced in A.O.M. UB, 'Liber Concilior

1652. 1653, et 1654,', t.186v. A d.esoriptiai is also given and we know 
the volwne has come to us in its entirety. 

J. Treas. B. 289.
'+• Ibide r.4-3.
5. 'Tooman' - a local grain, planted in February on poor land, Louis de

Boisgelm, Ancient and Modern Malta, London, 1805, p.103.
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Coralline limestone and possessmg a thin, patchy, soil cover produced only 
1 

miachl.a tv • 

'rhe designation bad was applied to the xaghara and moxa. Occasionally 

the latter would yield a crop of grains from its soil pockets but, mare 

normally, such land was used as rough grazing. 

Grains were threshed on threshing fioors, '�iri,' which -were widely 

distributed over the Island. 

In that part of the Island lying south and east of the Great Fault 

litUe land was given over to pennanent pasture, although much land, of'

course, was used for the production of fodders. 2 Abela states that a great

part of the local grain crop was consuned by atoak. Today a large quantity 

of this crop is pulled green as feed and Treasury B• 289 contains references 

to I taraina 1 
( ferrana) which is barley harvested in this way. 3 

The principal fodder crop grown on 1he Island today is sulla4 but the

plant was certainly not so important during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. There are references to • gilbiena', as sulla is called in 

:Maltese, in various documents but these are few and it would appear that 

the principal fodder crops were cereals and cottoo seed. Thanas Mad}ill5

gives a detailed account of stock rearing in the early nineteenth century. 

Ca tile were fed on green barley, aulla, bruised pulse, chopped straw, bran 

1. Trease B• 289, t.159.
2. op. ci t. 164-7, pel}5•
3. Treas.B. 289, ft.22-23.
4,. M.B.DJ, p.199. 
5• Thanas Mac:Gill, A Handbo<ic or G�qe�o_}48! �-ap_d .Gozo, J4.al. ta, 

1839, pp.17-19. 
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and cotton seed. The last being the predominant feed. Ball makes a 

similar statement - "Cotten seed is the chief article of f ood for cattle, 

and the Beef of the Bullocks fattened with it is very fine". It seems 

probable that the rise of sulla to the position of' dominant fodder crop is 

associated with the decline of cotton production. Cotton seed was also 

used for fuel. Beans were of some importan ce  both as a fodder and 

for hwnan conswnptian. 

In the north and west of the Island there was land of good quality 

used solely as pasture. Part of the 'fego di Santi', in the Bingemna 

depression (:M.R. 4374), seems to fall within this categor; 1ililst most 

of the Pua.lea depression (JLR.4,377) was similarly utilized. 4, There were, 

in fact, important regional differences between the agriculture of the 

northwest and the rest of  the Island. We shall return to this. 
,. 

f\NL\ 

Besides cattle, sheep, goats" pigs, h.eea••, ete , a large amount ot 

poultry, together with considerable numbers of rabbits and hares, were 

also produced tor human consumption. 

ffiRIGATION FARMII§:• 

It is possible to distinguish two Maltese agricultural systems 

on the basis of the availability of water. Where irrigation water is 

available distinct land··use patterns develop in the f'orm ot the 'giiardini' 

or 'iXden. 1 Such units were usually situated in small, sheltered, valleys 

1. P.R.o+, c.o, 158. 1. Rendite t Beni publici ae11• Isole ae Malta e
Gozo. Enclosure in Despatch, 2 th December, 1801• r.21. 

2. R.M.L. 429, 1754-• t.159.
3• Ibid. t. 79• 
4-• A.O.M. 1182, t.80 and Treas. B. 289• f.92. 
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served by perennial springs. In their most typical form 'giardini' pro-

i. t- duced a wide variety of tree crops and vegetables. The Magistral property

book contains descriptions of several holdings of this type. The

'giardini' at 'Gflain Kaijet' (M.R.4471) and 'di Due Fontane' 1 had a water

sharing agreenent and both contained large nwnbers of citrus trees and 

pomegranates al though production was oonoentrated on vegetables; a reflec

tion of the market potential of Rabat. The 'Giardino Qhayn Toffi6fia' 

Ul•R•lt-176) was less accessible and conoentrated upco arborioulture. As 

the site of this holding was relatively exposed it was surrowided by a 

high wall, to protect the trees from the wind. This was normal practice in 

areas where good, natural shelter was lacking. 

The range of tree crops grown within the 'giardini' was large. An 

eighteenth century description of one in Gozo3 records nine types, 4- ex

cluding citrus :tru.its. Whilst such virtuosity is exceptional a nud>er ot 

tree crops were normally cultivated in a 'giardino' rather than caioentrat

ing upon one species. 

The distribution of 'giardini' is, naturally, related to the availabil

ity of suitable water supplies. The subsequent valleys. tributary to the 

depressions of the north .. wes t were well favoured, as were the valleys 

serrating the edge of the Rabat-Dingli plateau. 

In the south and east of the Island ' giardini • were lees frequent. 

1. Ibid. tt.55-57. 

2. Ibid. tt. 90-91.
3. Treaa. B. 294-. p.4,.
4,. "fiche di latte, amendole, oarrube, fiche d' india, aiJJgole, 

perische• berochi, granati, viti.• 
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Aro'l.md Q}'ormi (M.R. 5270) at the edge of the Marsa depression, water lies 

near the surface and a rich developnent of' 'giardini' took place, particul

arly after the building of V aJ.letta. The unheal thiness of the area placed 

a break on exploitation. The numerous water works were associated with the 

annual outbreaks of fever and 'bandi' were frequently issued prohibiting 
1 

the establishment of more ' senija' ( noria) • 

In 16512 the Order forbade the laying out of vineyards and 'giardini' 

without a licence. No reason was given and as the penalties were trifling 

it may simply be a reflection of a growmg bureaucracy. 

Outside the 'giardini' tree orops made a very small contribution to 

land-use patterns. This was an expression of physical limitations - the 

need for shelter to escape strong winds and the necessity of irrigating 

certain tree crops, particularly citrus fruits. It waa also due to the 

fact that the vine and the olive u.de very limited contributiOUB to llaltese 

l."' . crop complexes. In the ' cabreo jlagistrale' , apart trom the 'giardini' and 

the 'Boschetto', an area of' wocxlland largely l aid out by the Order, there 

are only five references to treea. (The volum, containa deacripticlla of 

over 150 plots of landJ. The casual, wallaide, distribution of figa, vinea 

and carobs which is noticeable toaa_y in � areas was obviously lacking 

L in the mid--seventeenth century. G,!acinto ooummta on the absence of vines, 
3 

even along the walls arO\Uld fields, at the begiming of the nimteenth century.! 

1. The tirst such regulation dates from 1648 and it was re-issued in
1673 - R.14.L. 1210, p.155 - and 1689 - R.M.Le 64.1, pp.170-171•

2. .A.0.14. 788, r.217.
3. P.C.Giao:into, Saggio di Agriool.tura. per le Iaole di Malta e Goao.

Messina• 18U, p.252.



AGRICULTURAL CHANGE DURING THE IATTER HALF OF THE 

§JMW!'lj@NTH CENTURY A@ TIIB EIGH'mNI'H CENTURY. 

78. 

In this period the most important development was the increasingly 

dominant position which cotton came to occupy in the crop patterns and rural 

life of the Island. During the latter part of the sixteenth century, 

except in Gozo, cotton was not an important crop although, as we have seen, 

it had been widely cultivated in the Middle Ages. Decline was only a temp

orary affair and was probably related to the disruption of rural life, and 

the strong demand for gr:-ain in the yeara. imnediately succeeding the Siege. 

A change of this type would also account for the rise in gain production, 

in the latter part of the sixteenth century, to a figure in excess of the 

pre-Siege output. 

In the seventeenth century this pattern of land-use was altered as, 

with the growth of the Island's population, it became necessary to employ 

arable land more intensively. Cotton gave this added intensity as not 

only did it provide work for farmers but it was also the basis of a cottage 

industry. Unfortunately it is impossible to be quantitative about increases 

in cotton cultivation and we have to utilise general accounts and suppos-

ition. Agius de Soldanis, writing in the middle of the eighteen century, 

states that "the Island produces some grain, and some fodder, but a small 

quantity, and much cotton". And there is no doubt that local textile 

industries underwent an enormous increase during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. 
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Although a great deal of cottai was imported this was only allowed after 

the local crop had been sold and there were other protective measures. 

The actual. volume of the grain harvest may have declined little -

but its composition probably altered. As more and more marginal land was 

brought into cultivation the production of barley and 'mischiato: increased 

but, on land of better quality, wheat and cumin were probably giving way 

to cotton. However, such encroachments by cotton were limited by the ra ture 

of the rotations practised. 

Other changes were minor. The growing of flax and hemp was, for a 

while, suppressed
1 

but re-established at a later date. Tobacco was intro

duced around the beginning of the eighteenth century. 
2 

At first entry was 

opposed by the Order for fear that the plant would foul the air3 but later

cultivation was allowed. No substantial area of arable land was occupied 

by the crop. 

In the second half of the eighteenth century there was a scheme to 

4 
introduce a silk industry into the Island, and perforce, mulberry trees. 

Zamnit
5 

states that plantations of mulberry trees were established in the

Marsa area. 

There are numeroua references to the planting of trees and vineyards, 

during the late seventeenth century and eighteenth century, but 1:he area 

involved was small and no great modification of the crop patterns r esulted. 

1. R.M.L.
2. R.M.L •
.}. Ibid. 

1210, 1639, pp.5-6. 
641, 1705, p.277. 

4,. ReM.Le 2, ft.685-689. 
5. T.Zammit, Mel ta1 the Ielanda and their Hi&tor:y, /Malta.

I 
1929. 
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The increasing profitability of cotton cultivation may have acted 

as a check here, particularly in the case of vineyards. 

A 'cabreo' of the 'fondsziane Lascaris', canpiled in 17�, 
1 

coo.ta.ins one hundred and thirty three entries concerning agricultural 

property, well distributed over the Island. Of the one hundred and 

thirty three entries only twenty three mention tree crops and only two 

describe holcHngs with more than twenty trees. 

Potatoes were not introduced into the Island until the late 

eighteenth or early nineteenth century. 
2 

1. Treas. B • 302.
2. "The cultivation of potatoes is now introduced, and will prove

of great_advantage to the inhabitants." P.R.O, 60, 158. <..o 
1.

-\ 
2�_v.51�1:,)
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Tfil,; Ex:'.lliNSION OF T� CULTIVATED AREA.. 

Sane of the most important landscape changes which developed, during 

the rule of the Order, resulted from the need to extend, and to intensify 

the use of, the cultivated area. There were a nwnber of methods by which 

agricultural productivity might be raised; 

a) Reclamation of wasteland.

b) Improvement of existing arable land.

a) Reclpaticn of Wasteland.

In the early years of the seventeenth century, the area of unenclosed

karstland (xaghara) was considerably larger than that existing today and 

any large scale extensicn of the farmed lands had obviously to take place 

in these regions. 

Another :form of wasteland also existed - the mu-shlands. In both cases, 

however, wasteland is something of a misnomer, :for these areas made import

ant contributions to the econODl3'• more precisely, they were capable of more 

intensive utilization. 

THE RECJ:;44/\TION OF THE EARLY SEVENTEENTH CENrtlRY ltJARSHI.#iD• 

At the seaward end of virtually all the important valleys, finding 

an outlet on the east coast of Malta, there were, during the early part of 

the seventeenth century, tracts of marshland. The names used to describe 

these areas, in documentary evidence, are imprecise. The Ma1 tese word 

' ghadira' and the I ta1ian ' pan tano' can be used to describe anything t'ran 

a pool to a bog. Some of the 'pantani' were certainly no more than winter 

marshland, whilst others, contained water throughout the year. 



Origm and Distribution. 

The torrents produced by NLSl ta' s sharp wmter storms wash down large

quantities of debris which are dumped in the lower courses of the wieds.

Unless the lmes of drainage are caref'ully maintained they are rapidly 

blocked and pools of stagnant water develop. 

Marine forces also contribute to these processes. During the winter 

the strongest seas are generated by the north, north-westerly and north

easterly winds. The majority of the east coast bays, where the wieda rwi 

into the sea, face mto the north--east wind, or 'grigal •. This wind drives 

material onto the foreshores and produces humped beaches which act as 

barrages., preventing storm water reaching the sea quickly. Occasionally., 

during violent storms, the barrage is breached or over-ridden and the land 

behind flooded. There are several recorded instances of this in the sevent-

eenth century. Flooding has also been caused by earthquake tremors. 

The sites of 'pantani' are indicated by a number of sources of evidence. 

sane have never been successfully reclaimed., as is the case with the wmter 

floodlanda behmd Mellietla. Bay. Others, whilst no looger subject to 

flooding, except an very rare occasions, have subsequently gone out of 

cultivation after attempts have been made to irrigate them with water drawn 
bo.j�

from too near sea·,level. The lands lying behind st. Paul's and Salina
,.

are

of this type. 

Some sites are recorded today only :in place-names. There are, of 

course., a number of names which can indicate farmer marshland but the 

1. Treas. B. 289, rr.95-97.
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commonest two are 'ghadira' and 'pantano'. '.rhe latter is particularly 

conmen in written records as officials of the Order, notaries etc., used 

Italiano 'rhe word 'aimar', meaning reed, is another place•nam:, indicative 

of marshland. 

The most useful sources, in many ways, on seventeenth century marsh

land., are the descriptions of such land contained in the various property 

books found in the Royal Ma1 ta Library. 

Utilization of the Marshland. 

As a result of periodic floodings by the sea sane valley mouths 

became sal t--marsh and developed halophytic vegetation. At Salina and the 

gbadira behind Melliefie.. Bay this vegetation was periodically collected, 

burnt and the ash sold as a fertilizer. 
l 

Many ' pan tani' were quite highly developed. At Salina Bay a series 

of salt-pans were laid out and, near Maida, a flax retting pond was con

structed in the valley infill a few feet above sea-·level. The pond was fed 
2 

by a brackish spring. 

In 16393 the cultivation of hemp and flax was forbidden and the pond

was stocked with fish. 4 The 'pantano' at St. George's Bay had a similar

history. 
5 

Fish ponds nNay have been created in the lower courses of other 

valleys. 

1. Ibid. ff. 9 5-97 and f • 52.
2.. Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.28. 
3. R.M.L. 1210, rr.5-6.
4. Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.28 and Treas. B. 289, rr.39-40.
5. Abela, op. oit. 1647, p.109.
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Today they exist at Uarsascala and l.1arsaxlokk but we have no e vidence 

relating to their date of origin. '.rhe nama 'menqa,' shovm on the six 

inch map of the Island adjoining the Grand Harbour near Hamrun, neans 
1 

litUe pool or f'ish pond. During the seventeenth century the 'pantani' 

were regarded as being lIDder-utilized and unhealthy. This last point is 

worth some discussion as it had a bearing not only on the efficiency of 

the population but also on the utilization and setUement of the marsh

lands. 

According to the account given by Giacomo Bosio the canm:issioners, 

sent by the Order to assess the suitability of' the Island as a base, re

ported that each year, particularly in the month of' August, the inhabitants 

were subject to a fever. This they attributed to the practice of washing 

1 lini12 in the fountains, which produced 'mal'aria•.
3

l�early all the 'pantani' had a rer,iutatian for producing 'mal'aria'. 

The Marsa was notoriously unhealthy. 4- There are direct references to

'ma.l' aria' in association with the 'pantani' at Mellitma5, bt. Paul's Day, 
6

st. George's Bay, 7 Marsa,
8 

whilst the land behi.m Salina Bay is naned Bur 

1.rurrad, which can be interpreted as meaning sickly ueadow.

1. 
2. 

3. 

5. 
6. 

7. 
8. 

Aquilina, OP• cit. 1961, pel98. 
Here I lini 1 probably m3ans flax but it has been interpreted simply 
as linin - Cassar-Pullicino 'Malta in 1.575: Social Aspects of an 
Apostoiic Visit,' H.H, 1956, p.21. 
Bosio, op. ci t. 1602� p.30. 
Ibid. p.698. 
""�.o.M. na5, r.4-5.
Deed of Giovanni Battista Micallef' c.1650 - Notarial Archives, Valletta. 
Treas. B.  3111 f.16. 

-

A.O.M. 258,. f.2lOv. 
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'rhere were two reasons for c1.raining the 'pantani' - firs-Uy, to 

create tracts of ueep soiled, flat a3ricultural land and secondly, to 

eradicate possible sources of disease. 

The largest and r.1ost important area of marshland was at the 1.:arsa 
1 

where there were at least two lakes. The area was traditionally unhealthy

and the people liYing nearby were continually subject to sickness. The 

area was frequently flooded, both by storm water, borne into the kidney 

shaped lov,land by the tributary wieds and by invasions of the sea. In 

165c2 the Council of the Order of G t. John decided to drain the marshland, 

anticipating that the costs would soon be recovered f'ran the newly created 

agricul tur3l. land. It was cletermined to exclude the sea f'rom the entire 

inner basin of the G·rand Harbour by erecting a seawall from one side of the 

harbour to the other. This was probably never built but by 1654.
3 

drainage 

channels had been excavated to act as a storm water course through the 

karsa lowland. '.rhe account of the area, given at this time, makes it 

clear that a considerable tract of marshland remained, al though some 

land had been recla�d and cleared of marshland vegetation.5 The situation 
;"'� ,, 

in 16.54, was closely akin to that shown in the accompan
ff

igure; the small

1. Ibid.
2. A.O.M. 258, f.210v.
3• Treas. B. 289, r.25. 
4-- Ibid. f.16. 
5• Ibid. f'f.24-25. 



Fig. 4= 2 - Early Seventeenth Century Marshland. 
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island being a knoll o'f Globigerian li.Ioostone which stand5 a little above 

the general level of the lolar1::1a. 'l'he Order cont:inued to reclaim land, as 

the infilling of the area progressed., witil late in the eighteenth century 

when the remaining marshland was virtually choked up. By this time the 

valley had become "the broadest, the most extensive and fertile in the 

whole island." 1

.C:arly in the seventeenth century a would-be drainer of a piece of 

land behind the foreshore at Melliepl Bay successfully petitioned the 

Grand lv;aster that the land might be transferred to him on coodition that 
/>l'l>.-J�r 2 _3 he N 1111d it;,to cultivation. An official of the Order reported"' that 

the area had always been marsh, was uaeless, in fact dangerous by i ta pro

duction of 'mal'aria' and suggested that with stroog works, to exclude the 

sea, the land could be rendered cultivable. Whether or not the supplicant 

achieved this we do not know but today the land still floods in the winter. 

About 1650 the Universita of Melina had undertaken the draining of 

just over four and a half sa.1.me
4 

of marshland lying behind the foreshori:, of

st. Paul's Bay. 5 This land was transferred from the ownership of the 

Universi�· to that of the 'fondazione Lascaris' and is described in the 

' cabreo' of th:i foundation, canpleted in 16.58. The land had been walled 

and provided with drainage channels. Four salme of the former marsh had 

become good quality arable land whilst the rest yielded only herbage. 
6 

1. Louis de Boisgelin, op. cit. 1805 , p.12.3.
2. A.0.M. ll85, fe/+5•
3. Ibid. f .4-5v.
4,. A salma = 4,. 4- acres. 
5• Deed of Giovanni Battista Micallef op. cit. 
6. ReM.L. 1302• f.22v.



Fis• 4-: ,3 - Undated Plan of the Larsa showing the small 

island which formerly existed there and 

some drainage works. 

I�. 1'1. L. . 
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Lying behind the beach at Mellieta, !P,USt to the north of a low 

limestone ridge which bisects the lowland, is a 'pantano' of long standing. 

The land still floods in winter as the gfia.dira name suggests. This area 

had probably been developed as salt-pans during the medieval period and in 

the mid··seventeenth century it was still refeITed to as the "Pantano delle 
1 

Saline Vecchie". During the early sixteen-fifties this land had been pro-

ducing "bellissimi meloni d' acqua.", later however the sea had broken in and 

soured the area. By 1658 the land was owned by the I fondaziane Lascaris' 

and had been provided with drainage channels. Of the four salme of land 

only one had recovered to the point where it could be sown, whilst the 

remainder yielded water melons, vegetation for burning and possibly herbs 

( 
'3 care barre?) • 'fhis rehabilitation was never completed. Later 'cabrei', 

coi:upiled in the eighteenth century, show that a large part of the area re

mained waste - as it does today.4

The g!'ladira at st. George's Bay was used, during the early seventeenth

century, for retting. In the eighteenth century the 'f'andazione Manoel' 

acquired the land and drained it in 1736. 5

The small stretch of water at Maida was probably not drained until 

1. Treas. B. 289� r.95.
211 Ibid. 
)• R.M.L. 13')2, fel9v.
4e Treas. B. 296, 1721, f.387v. and Treas. B. 294, c 1794, t.65. 
5. Treaa. B. }11, t.116.
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the nineteenth century, and certainly it still existed in the eighteenth 
1 

century. 

Other small 'pantani1 existed at Pieta, St. Juliana and there may 

well have been others at 11:arsascala and Marsaxlokk but documentation is 

lacking. 

Inland, small pools frequently formed in low lying areas. abela 

mentions several which were persistent. IJnadira Bordi ( the first part 

of the name is now extinct) was one of the largest. 

The total area of marshland, and land flooded during the wet season, 

can never have been very large but it did make several interesting con

tributions to the economy and health of the population. It may have 

influenced the settlement pattern. For instance the Romans had port 

facilities and possibly a town adjacent to the Marsa. The unhealthiness 

of the area JdJ.Y well have been a factor contributory to abandonment. In 

the north.-west of the Island, which was largely uninhabited during the 

rule of the Order, the large number of 1 pantani' t'ound in the region may 

well have been one of a group of unfavourable !'actors which helped to keep 

2 
the area empty. 

lo Treas. B. 290, f.8 and Treas. B. 291, f.4-
2. Boisgel:in, op. cit. 1805, p.44.



Abela (1647) pp 64 - 109. 

"Ghadira ta Xara.11 

"Ghadira ta Rez Latomia o pantano". (Near Zabbar). 

"Ghadira tal Bordi. 11 

"Ghadira di T orbet GharSagna." 

"Ghadira di s. Giorgio. 11 

Documentary �ourges in the Royal Malta Library -

(Eighteenth Century unless otherwise stated). 

A.o.M. 6385,. (1617) r.125. "Casal Gadir Bordi".

Treasury B. 289. (1654,) r. 24, reference to ' gionchi 11 

Treasury B. 289, (1654) 1'. 42, "Ta Ramla tal gadira" 

Treasury B. 289, ( 1654,) f. 52, "Simar ta Saline•" 

at Marsa• 

- near Benuarra t.

Treasury B. 289, (165lt-) r. 95, "Pantano delle Saline Vecchie." 

R.M.L. 1302, ( 16.58) r. 22v,. 
"Simar tal. Pwales."

A.O.:M. 262, (1673) r. 24, "Essimar tal Pwales."

Treasury B. 294-, r. 107, "Il pantano, sive il Ghadira, osia
le saline veochie." 

Treasury B. 294-, f. 70v, "Santa Maria tal Mahatap, appellata tal 
Hadira." 

(Arable land when the volume was compiled). 

Treasury B. 303, f. 29 ,. 
"San Giorgio tal Ghadir." 

Treasury B • .302, f. 71, "Pantano Puales.• 

Other Documentary Sources. 

I c... Deed of Giovanni Battista Micallef 2• 1650 Notarial 

Archives, Valletta - "Il pantano tal P• Puales.• 
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Whilst the area of marshland which could be brought to cultivation 

was small, a large part of the Island consisted of bare rock (xaghara) 

which, at best, was only thinly patched with soil (mo:xa) • With a dea1 

of effort such areas., which were used primarily for rough grazing, could 

become arable if the farming canmw1ity was prepared, or forced, to build 

up plots of land on the bare rock. These plots, or 'campi artif'iciole' 

(Fig. 2:1) not only involved considerable labour in their construction 

but were equally demanding in terms of maintenance firstly, because the 

soil had to be held in place by retaining walls and secondly, the lime

stone beneath was incapable of disintegrating quickly enough to provide 

new parent material for soil genesis. Such fields could only continue 

to exist as a result of "unremitting hand labour." 

The eccmanic conditions which have given rise, historically, to the 

processes of land creation are complex. It seems to occur principally 

in prosperous, secure, times when the farming ccmnunity outgrows the 

available cultivable land and is unable to find an outlet for surplus 
l 

numbers. Thus there is evidence of field building under the Romans, Arabs, 

the Order and in the n:llleteenth century. In unsettled times, when these 

are marked by a declining population, many 'campi artif'icioli' cease to 

be tended and quickly disintegrate. In this way the agricultural area 

has expanded and contracted through history. Exposed and outlying areas 

have been the :first to be abandoned. The north-west of the Island., beyond 

the Great Fault, was utilized during the Ranan domination and during the 

1. D.Trump, 'The Later Prehistory of Malta,' P.P.s, vol. 27, 1961, p.258.
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Arab period ( whether or not it was abandoned as a result of Vandal raid

ing in the fifth century A.D. is uncertain.) In the late Middle Ages it 

was largely abandoned and then recul ti va ted under the Order and the 

British. Several areas in proximity to the coasts have experienced a 

similar history. 

The creation of new agricultural land clearly presents a land.owner 

with difficult tenurial problems, unless he is prepared to undertake the 

work himself. On the one hand the landlord wishes to ensure the develop

ment of his property whilst, on the other, the tenant requ:ires security of 

tenure to forestall eviction, or excessive rent increases once hia holding 

has been brought in-;:to cultivation. A long term, or perpetual lease which 

was unalienable, provided certain conditions were upheld and i.nheri table 

was employed. 

The Order, Universi� and the Church, who between them probably owned 

something approaching fifty per cent of the Island' a farm land, all 

employed this type of contract. Although the matter haa not yet been 

investigated in detail, it appears that large private land.owners used 

a similar system. 

Such lcm.g term, or empb.yteutical, leases had their origin in class

ical antiquity. Both the Greeks and the Ranana had used a related form 

of contract on nnmicipal and state landa.1 However, it waa not until

the enactments of Justinian that the institution passed into private 

2 law. It "l18Y well have been the Byzantinea who introduced the lease

1. R.w.Lee� The Elements of Rgoon Law, 3rd• ed., 1953, p.169.
2. w.w.Buckland, A MfW@l ot' Rgpen l?riyate Law, 2nd. ed.• 1939, p.166.



into the Island; it was certainly in use during the Arab domination.1

By the latter part of the 1;iddle Ages the system seems to have been 

highly developed and widely employed. 
2 

Under the Order, with the re

expansion of the agricultural area and the redevelopment of much land, 

92. 

the e�utical lease was eminently suited to the nee ds of the day. Ot 

course, this was not the only type of contract employed and shorter leases 

were common, particularly on better quality land not requiring improvement. 

At the present day any lease of sixteen years, or longer, is taken to be an 

emphyteutical grant. 3

A study of seventeenth and eighteenth century leases shows that the 

following conditions were normally incorporated in the contracts:-

1) The lessee must improve the land.

2) The land must be cultivated in accordance with the normal

practices of Malta. 

3) There could be no subemphyteuais without the permission of the

lessor. Defaulters under this clause fortei ted theu- tenurial rights. 

4,) Should the rent tall two years in arrears the owners could 

reclaim their property. 

At the termination of the lease the land, and all the improvements, 

returned to the owners. The lessee had no rights on the land nor was there 

aey obligation to renew the contract. 

(1,) Frequently the lessee was obliged to erect a staie plaque in the 

wall of his holding giving an outline of the contract. 

1. 14.Amari, op. cit. 1880.
2. For instance Dora La Fertila, 'I poaaed.imenti. dei benedettini di

Catania a Malta,' A.s.M, 1936, p.261.
3. v .Caruana and F.Mizzi, •Agricultural Land in Ma1 ta,' The Lg Jo,rn•J,

vol. II• M.al ta, 1 947, p.122•



Such plaques are still common in the walls of Malta today • 

. l ) Many contracts not only stipulated a rent but also an annual 

payment in kind. 

Fundamentally these conditions are little different in present day 

1 . n� 

contracts. The most noticeable differences 'is the cessation of payments 

in kind and the fact that evictioo cannot take place until rent payments 

hive been in abeyance for three years. In the form of emphyteusis pro

mulga ted by Justinian eviction could only take place after three yeara 
2 

non-payment. 

In eighteenth century leases clauses ( 1J and ( :'J..) of the contract, 

those dealing with the obligations to improve the land and employ sound 

methods of husbandry, are frequently anplif'ied and specific demands maao. 

For instance, a 'giardino' on Gozo was leased, in 1783,
3 

tor twentrnine 

years. Within eight years the lessee had "to break up the rock existing 

in the property and in that part of the land which carried no soil he 

was to plant ltilk and Indian l!'i.gs, or other trees more prof'itable to the 

owners, according to the judgemnt of their expert". Should the tenant 

ts1. l to carry out this allotment the owners would cancel the ccm. tract, 

repossess the property and any new land - 'terre nato' - and imprO"l9menta 

which the lessee had made. 

i.. 
In 1722 a holding near lldina was given out on a seventy year lease 

1. Ibid.
2. R.w.Lee, OP• cit. p.170.
3. Treaa. B. 29�, ft.1-2.
�. Treas. B. 293, rr.27-28.



and the em.phyteuta was "obliged to renew, at his own expense, all the 

walls necessary to maintain the land and to plant the most suitable 

trees in it." 

94. 

In general, clauses requiring lessees to build walls, convert rocky 

areas to productive land and to plant fruit trees are conman. Occasion

ally the contract stipulates that the tenant will spend a certain amowit 

. 1 
of money, in a given period, on improvements. 

The clauses dealing with husbandry are particularly interesting for, 

whether or not they were observed in individual cases, they give a picture 

of 'Wl at was regarded as normal agricultural practice at the time. 

'rhe I fandazione Paola' let a 'giardino', in 1743, for a four year 

period, wider the following con di tians: -
2 

Every year the tenant had, at his own expense, to make the first 

and second hoei.ngs, stake, cut and remount the vines. Cleanse both the 

vines and the trees of 'vermini' • If the lessee lacked these skills then 

the lessor would provide someone who had. 

The lessee was allowed to grow vegetables, however, whilst there was 

suf'ficient water available to supply the needs of the trees on the prop

erty, there was not enough to support cotton,. onicms and cabbage which 

had to be grown ' di seccagno. ' 

N cne of the orange or lemon trees were to be removed but if either 

they, or the vines, proved to be of bad quality then grafting could be 

undertaken. 

1. e.g. Trease B. 292, f.110.
2. Treas. A• 21, ff. 2v - 5v•
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No crops were to be sown in amongst the trees. 

The same 'cabreo' contains the conditions Wlder which the 'giardino 

di ·.-ed Ghersuma' (M.R. 4073) was leased. The two leases are very similar 

except that irrigated crops might be grown at Ghersuma. However, in the 

event of a water shortage the trees were to talce preference. 

In 1774 the first of the two properties, mentioned above belonging 

to the I fonda.zione Paola,' was re-leased at a considerably higher rent.
1 

The conditions of the contract were substantially the same but there are 

certain additional clauses, designed to ensure more sophisticated agri

cultural practice. The wild vegetation between the trees had to be hoed 

out ( this might be interpreted as mulching) and the lessee was obliged, 

every year, to spread "ben spento e maturo" manure on the land. 

Such a plethora of detail was not normally included in leases, the 

lessee was usually obliged to cultivate the land according to the rules 

of good husbandry and no further gui.dance was given. Occasionally clauses

relating to crop rotations were included. The lessee might be forbidden 

to crop his land year after year. 
2 

The lessors were, apparently, particu

larly interested in preventing the mon�opping of cereals. For instance, 
" 

some lessees were restrained from repeatedly sowing their land with 

• se:mente di lavori. '3 Should this rule be broken then the rent would be

4
doubled for each year in which the clause is transgressed. 

1. Ibid. rr.117-a.
2. e.g. 'Treas. B• 296, r. 75.
3. The precise meaning of this phrase has not been determined but in

context it appears to mean cereals.
4. Treas. B. 292, r.187.
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Rotation of crops appears to have been the normal practice for 

another lease, after declaring that the land could not be sown repeatedly 

'con lavori,' goes on to say that crops must be alternated n conforme 

l'uso di Malta." 

1. Ibid. ff. 188-189.
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THE DISTRIBUTION 01'' NEvV LAND. 

In the latter part of the sixteenth century Malta possessed large 

areas of open, rocky ground which were referTed to as • spazio publico. • 

�ome of these areas were under the jurisdiction of the Universita of 

.i,.dina and others wider that of the Order. Two primary factors control

led the distribution of the 'spazi publici.' 1''irstly, they reflected the 

geology and were predominantly developed on the harder limestones. 

::lecondly, they were rela tea to the areas which had been abandoned by 

settlement and agriculture during the late kiddle Ages. 

lJuring the seventeenth century efforts were made to cultivate some 

of these open spaces. �ven in the late sixteenth century the Order had 

made grants of land from the 'spazi publici' to individuals. No docu

mentary record of the number and scale of these grants has been found and 

on the death of Grand Iuaster Verdell; ( 1.582-1595) they were revdced and the 

land became common onoe more. �arly in the seventeenth century the policy 

of making land grants in the 'spazio publico' was re-established. By this 

time there were a fair number of poor, landless and often homeless families 
2 

and they were given small plots, usually consisting of a few tunmoli, 

where they might build a house and create a small plot of land. The vast 
m nl l,_ 

majority of these erants were in areas of very poor land. For instance, a 
I\ 

large number of grants were made in the xaghara lying to the north of 

cc...v. Mesta (£ig. 4:4). A number of the early seventeenth century grants were 

revcked in the sixteen-thirties • 
... 

The Universi ta of Mdina, with the co-operation of the Order, adopted 

l. Uel Pozzo, op. cit. 1715, p.366.
2. A tummolo - Mal. tese tomna - equals .278 of an acre.



Figg 4:4 - Land grants made by the Order 

between Co1600 and c,1680 0 
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a sir.'li.lar policy in relation to public open spaces. 
l 

In 1627 the
'

Universi t3. successfully :i_:>etltioned the '..::-rand !.'.aster that it might be 

granted various areas of 'spazio publico'. 'fhi.9 land would then, by 

agency of the Universita, be brought Lo cultivation. _:i.s a result local 

food pro,1uction ·would be increz.sed, ooney would be retaL11ed in the Island 

which at present was bein� used to buy i:;rain and the Universita would 

have more f'unds from which to meet its ex1enses. Similarly, iri 1633,
2

the Universifu of Valletta and the 'l'hree Cities were zranted land for 
ll)Mt'\c.. ) 

the same purpose. A grar;t was also made to the-� of Gozo in 

this period. We shall see later, by detailed study of' a piece of land 

involved, that in general these schemes were not as successful as the 

en tr.'epreneurs anticipated. 

Besides leasine the land granted to it by the Order, the Universita 

of Hdina subdivided additional areas of 'spazio publico' which it already 

controlled. 

The cabreo"' of the Universita.4 l ists two hundred and ninetrf'ive

plots of land which, in the vast majority of cases, were appare:.:..tly 

originally leased in the 1nid-noventeenth century. The largest number 

c c,1,. ara in areas of xaghara (fig. 4-: 5) and in fact the name of one pl ot in 

nine is indicative of xaghara or moxa - e.g. gebel, xaghara, xuechi 

(thorns), misrah ( open space), blata (rock), qortin ( wild or wasteland)• 

It is worth quoting from a docwnen t of this period for it 

illustrates the nature of the socio-economic forces involved and the way 

1. R.M.L. 670, r.57.
2. Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.74-
3. u.M..L. 670, rr. 71-72v.
4• Treas. B. 303• 



Fig2 4:5 - Land given out on development leases

by the Universit'1i of Mdina between 

C o 1650 and C o l6800
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in which they were influencing land--use patterns. 

In 1657 a supplicant asked the Universi"t11 for II a salma of land 

from the 'spati publici' of this island of Ealta on perpetual lease in 

ord.er that he might improve the land and render it useful a nd fruitful 

99. 

to himself and his successors". The applicant was successful and he was 

granted an area named "Xahara il foccania," the greatest part of which was 

"rocca". The supplicant widertock for his part to improve t."le land and 
\fv�(\Q_., 

not to sell it. Some of the traditional rights on the xaghara .A&to i:= ee 

safeguarded and an area had to be lef't for II pescagione di falconi. 11 

The volumes of '§uppliche' are f'ull of references to large impover-
2

ished families lacking adequate housing and land. 

Now whilst we shall see that many peasants never successf'ully devel

oped the land they were granted, during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries the cultivated area was undoubtedly extended. As early as 1647 

Abela states that a district just north of Birkirkara - Xwieki - has been 

reclaimed "by the industry of the peasants" and planted wi th trees and 

vines. 3 By the end of the eighteenth century the effects of field build-

ing were quite noticea ble and Ciantar reported that the productivity of 
( i

1. (.. . the Island had been greatly increased as a result of many •§pazi _!>ublici1' 
bro,�jll.1 4 

being re&Hd;fl"to cultivation. Specifically he mentions that much of 

Corrodino (M.R. 5571) had been cultivated at the expense of the Order. 

1. Treas. A. 15/+.
2. A. Q. :M. 1182 - 1184.
3• Abela, op. cit. 161.-7, p.85. 
4-e Ciantar, op. cit. 1772, p.4,06. 
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At one period soi::iething approaching a land fever seems to have 
1 

developed., with peasants busily collecting earth for ' campi artificiale' 

2
fran open spaces, the roads and even the fortifications and their ditches! 

In 1664 the collecting of' earth in Floriana was forbidden
3 

and in the

following year it was prohibited all over the Isla.�d unless a licence was 

obtained.. 
4 

This 'ba.ndo' was re-issued on a nturu)er of occasions during the

eighteenth century. 5 At about the sa111e time there may have been some over

grazing of the 'apa.zi publici' for it was decreed that sheep and goats could 

not be pastured there without a licence.6 A 'bando', issued early in the

eighteenth century, suggests that there may have been a tefency for w.

authorized enclosure of the xaghara to take place as the population were 

restrained from erecting walls without a licence. 7

It is impossible to be quantitative about the area of new land created. 

Undoubtedly many peasants failed to bring the land they had leased, or been 

given, to cultivation. There were a· number of factors involved in this. 

Many individuals no doubt gave up the 'land' when other opportwlities for 

employment came along. Whilst marginal areas, being developed by poor or 

economically marginal famili.ea lacking in capital, were very liable to 

succumb in times of recession, plague or famine, Above all farming was fickle. 

1. The ward 'chiuse' is sometimes used in contemporary accounts. In Sicily
' chiuse' is applied to plots of land developed on the lava flows of
:t.:tna. Francesco Speranza, 'Le Chiuse Etnee,' Societa' Geografica
Ita.liana Bollettino, aerie IX, vol. II, Roma, 1961.

2. R.M.L. 64J., 1697� r.232.
3. Ibid. r.14-3.
4-- R.M.L. 1216, p.461.
5• R.M.L. 429, 1722-1736, t.5. and R.M.L. 429, 176.5-72.
6. R.M.L. 1216, 1664-, p.455.
7• R.M.L. 429- 1722-1736.



Fig. 4,; 6 - Distribution of Xaghara place-names. 
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The type of mediocre land which field building produced, unless irrigated, 

could only be used to grow grain and probably only mischiato and barley 

at that. It is doubt:f'ul if the poor yields obtained in marginal areas 

enabled this type of local grain to compete with the imported product, 

especially as the Order favoured a cheap .;rain policy and frequently gave 

subsidies to this end. However, where an established farmer decided to 

develop a piece of rocky growid his chances of success were much higher. 

Figure 4:6 is an attempt to indicate the areas most concerned with 

field building and the extent to which the present landscape has been in

fluenced. All xaghara place-·names (i.e. xaghara, gebel, misrah, qortin, 

xuechi, etc) were collected. The px,incipal source was the present six inch 

map of the Island. Many such names were also found in the Order's property 

bocks. When all the names had been collected they were analyaed as follows. 

�ach name was placed in its appropriate position on the map and the area to 

which it referred examined for present land•use on aerial photographs of 

the Island. All xaghara names attached to land which was still of that 

category were plotted. A nwnber of xaghara names were fOWld in the 'cabrei' 

and many of these names no longer exist as the land to whioh they formerly 

referred has becane arable - these, too, were plotted. Then all existing 

xaghara names, which are now attached to agricultural land, were plotted 

as were those associated with marginal land. It is quite clear tran the 

resultant map that a considerable area of former karst has been reclaimed. 

1. The Fairey Air Survey of 1957, housed in the Public Works
Department, Valletta, was used•
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The map also gives some idea of the distribution ot' 'terre nato,' as do 

figures 4: 4 and 4: 5 which show the distribution of land grants made by 

the Order and the Universi ta of Mdina. 

Such an analysis of place-name evidence is, of course, non-specific 

in time. Much of the land was certainly created in the nineteenth century 

for, in spite of the efforts of the Maltese during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, when the British arrived Captain Ball., later the 

Island's first Governor, estimated that "one third part of the Island 

is still uncultivated, and that the greatest part is the property of the 

Government, and susceptible of considerable improvenent" •
1 

Towards the 

middle of the nineteenth century strenuous efforts were made to cultivate 

large areas, particularly in the north and west. Access roads and new 

villages were laid out and the land given out on the same type of loog 

term, emphyteutical lease employed during the period of the Order. 

The Imerovement of .c;xisting Land. 

Many of the processes operating to raise productivity an barren and 

marginal land were also affecting areas which were already cultivated; 

wiwalled land was enclosed, the depth of soil increased, small patches of 

rock were chipped away at the surface and covered with earth and new 

groves of fruit trees were planted. Sanetimes the landowner paid directly 

for these developments and then increased the rent. Just as frequently the 

emphyteutioal lease was employed and, as much of the land concerned was 

productive already, contracts of shorter term were the rule. The Order 

1. P.R.01, c.o, 158. 3, December 1802, t.226.



I..... frequently employed the former method and the Magistral property boolc
1 

contains a large number of' references to improvements, carried out at 

I l 

the expense of the Grand ;i:.aster, as does the cabreo of the 'fondazione 

Lascaris. ' 
2 

In general the property boo..1{s contain a mass of references to 

improvements to walls, land or the ancillary facilities of a holding. 

This theme is so widespread that it needs no further treatnent here. 

1. Treas. B. 289.
2. R.M.L• 1302.

103.
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REGIONAL VARIATIONS OF .b.GRICULTURE WITHIN Tlli ARCHIP�GO. 

The varying patterns of physical and settlenent geography described 
nh-,e.,( 

in earii� chapters are naturally renected in variations of agricultural 

land-use. :Material does not exist which would allow us to analyse, :in 

detail, the agricultural land�use regions which no doubt existed :in the 

Islands. HC7ilever, the available source materials give a clear picture 

of the major differences in agricultural pre.ctice which existed in various 

parts of the archipelago. The comparative fertility of Gozo is imnediately 

appa.rent as is the relatively unintensive land-use practised :in north-west 

lMalta compared with the Heartland. 

NCRTH AND WEST MALTA.. 

In north and west Malta the pattern of lanrership is not nearly 

so complex as that found in the Heartland. Here the land was divided up 

into relative1y large ownership units and by far the greatest part was 

in the possession of' the Order or the Universita of Mdina. These units 

were a relic of the large number of' medieval fief's which had existed in 

2
the area. 

1.
c_{

The Heartland is roughly that area characterised by nuclen.tel_
settlement in 1575 ( fig. 6: 3) • The term was used originally 
in connection with Malta, by  G. w. s. Robinson, 'The Distribution 
of Population in the :Maltese Islands,' Geogra;mx1 vol. 33, 1948. 
A.Mifsud, 'Riohiami alle Signorie del Passato di :Mal. ta',
A.M, vol. III, 1918. 
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The dif'f'ering physical condi tians ( chapter 1) and the exposure of 

the region had led to an entirely different :pattern of developnent in

comparison with the rest of Malta. When the Order came to the Island the 
1 

northwest was almost entirely uncultivated apart f'rom a few 'giardini1
• 

,., 

A century later Abela could still describe the area as the II parte de Malta 

inh.abitata• 
2 

al though, by this time, it was beginn:uig to be redeveloped 

for agriculture. As a large part of' the northwest was owned by the Order
'I 

or one of the Universita, and thus well documented, we are able to produce 

a fairly canplete picture of land-use within the regim from the mid

seventeenth to the end of the eighteenth century. 

The broad flat floor of the Wied il�sel was occupied principally 

by the fief of Benuarat. At this time the present field I». ttern was in 

existence and no significant alterations have been made to it since. The 

land, which was described as being of good quality, produced grains, cotton 

and cumin. There was no irrigation f'armillg whilst tree crops and vines were

not m evidence. Today there are considerable tracts of' irrigated land and 

the major crop on the l.Ulirrigated land is the vine. 

The small village of Benuarrat (M.R.4-777) was not in existence (it us

largely a nineteenth and twentieth century creationJ but a ffff houses and

shelters for animals existed and it was about this nucleus that the present

settlement grew. 

1. Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.30.
2. Abela, op. oit. 164-7, p.64-.
3. Treas. B. 289, t.42 et aeq.



Higher up the valley in the area called Bingemma (M.R.4374) the 

landscape was more dissimilar fran that found today. Here the Order 

held the fief of Santi
1 

and although it had spent large sums on the 
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erection of new walls the emphasis was still on the production of livestock. 

There are no references to arable farming. 

In the next depression to the north, Pwales, a great variety of land. 

use existed. In the early part of the century the valley appears to have 

been unkempt. During 1614 a farmer made a supplication for some land so 

that be m,,if more effectively enclose his own arable plot, which wc>.s- being 

continually damaged by the passage of grazing animals. This suggests that 

a great pa.rt of Pwales was given over to grazing. 

At the western end of the valley was the fief' of Gfiain Tuttiek ccm

sisting of a 'giardino' , arable land, grazing and some I terre scapol.i 1 

or virgin land. The eastern extremity of the Pwales depression was marsh

land which was not reclaimed until c.1650. 

Moving northwestwards, the next depression drains into the Wied Tal
'i 

Mistra (M.R. 4479). Here the 'faidazione Lascaris' owned '14:izieb Irrich' •
3

L e . The ]'oundation acquired the land in 16�, :f'rom the Universita of Notabile, 

when it was "rustico et publico". By 16.58 the one hundred and two salme 

of land had been surrounded by walls and whilst most remaiDed rough but 

enclosed grazing sane thirty salme had been brought to cultivation. Only 

a fraction of this was good quality land and sane was so poor that it could 

only be sown with "la &appetta" ( the hoe). 

1. '.L'reas. B. 289. ff.8,5-88.
2. A.o.M. 11a2, r.ao.

3. ReM.L. 1302, f'f'.2lv-22v.



Fig. 4.: 7 
- Aerial photograph ( 1957) of the

Wied il-Gfiasel. The predominant

crop of the alluviwn filled depression

is vines.
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.As we have described earlier in this chapter, the depression lying 

behind i,ielliefie.. Bay was largely marshland which was reclaimed around the 

middle of the seventeenth century. 

On the liloostone ridges, too, there ia clear evidence of investment, 

enclostU""e and development. In 1652 the 'fanda.ziane Lascaris' acquired 

the '' Cortino di Ghajn Tuffieha II from the Universi ta of Mdina. Again 

the land, on purchase, was "publico rustico" and used only for rough 

grazing. By 1658 it had been surrounded by walls and enclosures for 

animals had been built. A large area remained as grazing but twenty-six 

salme of Jm:1diocre arable had been developed and an I ayra' laid out for the 

threshing of grain. 

The northwest was particularly rich in 'giardini1 as figure 4-:11 
,., 

shows and most valleys served by perennial springs were utilized in this 

way. 

Thus there were three major facets to the agricultl.n-al economy of the 

narthwest in the mid-seventeenth century: the 'giardini1 with their vege-
" 

table plots and fruit trees, the major depressions which were pa.rt pasture 

and part arable growing grain, cotton and cumin, and lastly the limestone 

ridges grazed principally by sheep and goats with possibly a few pigs and 

bovines as well. 

In sum, it may be said that in the mid-seventeenth century there appears 

to have been a great deal of investment in the agriculture of the nor�st 

and land- use was intensifying. At this point the rule of the Order still 

had another century and a half to run and it might appear that a basis had 

1. Ibid. f'f.2Cr21..
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been laid for years of steady progress; more and more • campi artificioli' 

created on the bare hillsides and a gradual raising of land- use intensity 

on the better lands. This did not take place. 

Nwnerous 'cabrei1 were compiled during the eighteenth century and with 

the aid of these it is possible to trace the subsequent history of many 

pieces of land already mentioned. In 1784 the 'fondazione Lascaris' com-

, l> 2piled another cs.breo and a comparison between this and the earlier volume 

can be effected. In the northwest there is little evidence of intensify:mg 
,, 

land-use. A few more walls and enclosures for animals have been built, 

occasionally plots of land have been improved in quality but the overall 

impression is that for the last century the landscape has remained static, 

fran a development point of view. One of the few important developnents 

seems to have been at Pwales3 where the small tract of land drained in the

middle of the previous century is now irrigated. But even here the evidence 

is not indisputable. 

The hi.story of Qammieii (M.R. 4,081), lying on the south side of Marta 

Ridge, is particularly well documented. This was pa.rt of the lands granted, 

:in 1628, to the Jurats of the Universita of Melina who were convinced that 

it could be developed for cultivation. The name Qammieii means "wheat-growing 

land" which may indicate a former, successful, cultivation of the area. At 

the time of the grant the land was used for rough pasture and far the coll

ection of tue.1.5 Attempts were rrade to cultivate the land but by l.644
6 

the
1. Treas. B. 301. and 302.
2. R.M.L. 1302.
3• Treas. B. 301, f.56.
li-• J .Aquilina, op. cit. 1961, p.225. 
5• Abela, op. cit. 16'+7, P• 74,. 
6. R.M.L. 670, f.28.
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tenants have complained 0£ the infertility of Qrunmien and the :impossib

ility of sowing it. The rent had to be reduced by two-thirds to 367 

scudi P• a. 'rhe history of the property can be picked up again in the middle 

of the following century and by 1745 and rent had only recovered to 610 

scudi p.a. although from this point it rises steadily each time the four 

year agreement is re-negotiated. The Universita did have to expend sone 

capital on development during the period. In 1806
1 

the land was let at 

1120 P• a.; just a little aver the price at which it was originally let one 

hW'ldred and fifty years previously. A plan and ( fig. 4: 8) description of' 

the land acco.n:r:,anies this last valuation, enclosure had taken place and a 

series of terraces bull t up an the south side of' Marf'a Ridge but less than 

one-tenth had become arable. Most of the remaining land granted to the 

Universit'a in the area had also been enclosed but au.y small patches were 

cultivated. Qammieii was part of the l.and given out on long term l.eases, by 

the British administration, in the mid-nineteenth century as part of a large 
2 

scale plan to increase the cultivated area. By 1866 the terraces built by 

the tenants of the Universi ta had been considerably added to and integrated 

within the nineteenth century landscape. The quality of the land had been 

improved and much had becane arable. 

The Cortina of Gl'lain Tutf'ie°ila, on which the Lascaris f'ounda tion had 

encouraged development in the middle of the seventeenth century, was an 

unprofitable investment. The rent in 1657 was fixed at 400 soudi p.a. an 

l.. 
2.



Fig9 4;8 - Early Nineteenth Century plan of land

lying between the south side of Marfa

Ridge and Kasam Barrani. 

Source: Treas. B. 303. 
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a four year lease. In 1769
1 

a twenty-nine year lease was negotiated and

the Foundation was only able to obtain 160 �i p.a. for the land, al-

though the area was slightly increased. Little addition appears to have

been made to the original walls and buildings put up by the 'fondaziane' 

in the sixteen .fifties. 

The 'giardino' element in the agricultural economy appears to have 

faired rather better. "Il Giardino ta gued Ha Iiron" was situated in a 

small valley which drains part of the west coast of Malta (M.R.4270) 

and there are detailed descriptions of it dating from 1621. Clearly even 

at this early date cultivation of the land was of long standing and there 

was a great variety of well established fruit trees. The rent in 1621 was 

77 scudi p.a. The I giardino' is described again a century later by which 

time the trees were no less numerous and in an unspectacular way the ett

iciency and :t'acili ties of the land had been considerably incremented. As an 

indication of this the rent had risen to 200 soudi P• a. plus two cappanes and 

a lamb. The rent in kind, together with the enclosures for anjmaJ s which 

the' cabreo' indicates, shows that this 'giardino', at least, was the centt-e 

of a mixed farming unit. 

1. Treas. B. 302, p.107.
2. The drop is not quite so exaggerated as it appears tor a twenty

nine year lease would carry greater maintenance obligations than
a four year let. In the latt.er case the Order would have been
involved in sane of the upceep expenses.

3• •rreas. B. 292, f.27. 
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Apart f'rom the ' giardini' agriculture does not appear to have flour

ished during the century from 1650 to 1750 and the intensification of 

land-use which was promised in the mid-seventeenth century failed to 

materialize. The reasons for failure are complex and both social and 

economic forces were involved - sane have already been mentioned - the 

general insecurity of the nartli,est., the lack of settlements coomiitting 

cultivators to long journeys between village and farmland., the problem of 

over production of barley and mischiato. Basically it seems to have be

come increasingly difficult to get any reasonable retul'2'1 fi'Olll.the ·eff<:rt 

and capital put into development. Like the British administrators in the 

mid-nineteenth century it was assumed, by the various development agencies, 

that the Ma1 tese peasant could develop I campi artificioli' in the north

west as he had done for centuries elsewhere on the Island.. This view 

overlociced tbt: more difficult physical conditions and the fact that field 

building was probably a very slow process of ' assarting' Cll the borders 

of land already cultivated by established farmers. 

The lack of a realistic return on investment capital can be illus

trated by the case of "Mi.zieb Irrieh." In the early sixteen--seventies the 

land was let at J.40 scudi P• a. yet in the previous tive �ars the ' fcna

aziOlle Lascaris' had paid 400 scudi for the upkeep of the walls and still 

another 50 bad to be spent on rebuilding others which had fallen.
1 

In addition to the problems mentioned above, there does seem to have 

been something of an agricultural depression in the century under dis

cussion. Even prior to the plague of 1676 land was not easily let2 and

1. A.o.M. 262, rr.100-ioov.
2. Ibid. f. 2.1+.
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after that event the countryside was clearly very distressed and rents 

had to be lowered. 
1 

Al though more information is required the comparison 

of 'giardini' and marginal land rents seems to :indicate that whilst the 

most profitable sectors of agriculture benefi tted fran the general economic 

advance, or at least kept pace with it, marginal land became less attract

ive. Possibly the rise of other industries offering alternative and more 

lucrative fonns of employm,nt and the slower population increase, to some 

extent, released pressure on the land? 

Finally, how did the north-west fit into the agricultm-al economy of 

the Island as a whole? Certainly land··use in the region was much less 

intensive and this is brought out by figures 4:9 and 4,:10. Figure 4:9 

shows a strong concentration of 'spazio publico', virgin land (' terre 

scapoli') and wiwalled land in the northwest. Whilst the concentration of' 
;,, 

xaghara place-names ( figure 4: 6) is again indicative of large areas of 

marginal land and lane used only for rough grazing. Yet in contrast, the 

• giardini', the most intensive and profitable f'o:nn of agricultural land

use practised in Malta at the time, are also concentrated in the north.

west al though, of course, the area devoted to this specialization was small. 

The northwest was also a stock-rearing area, as figur e 4,:10 indicates. 
t, 

This figure was constructed by plotting all references to 'mandre', en

closures for animals, fowid in the 1cabrei: These volumes cover the period 

from 1650 to 1798. The stock involved here was principally sheep and goats, 

which cou1d survive on the poor grazing provided by the limestcne ridges. 

Any econanic activity within this region was bound to be handicapped 

1. Ibid. ff .100-lOOv.



Figo 4: 9 - References to I Spazio Publico', 

'Terre Scapoli' and unwalled land. 
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by isolation and lack of adequate transport f'acilities. From an agri

cultural point of view this must certainly have inhibited the possible 

range o:f' crops. Comnunications within the region were not nan-existent 

c.,.,. but they were poor ( fig. 6: 11) • An jmportant road, which was at least 

11.3. 

partially paved, passed through the area to Gozo. However, away from the 

two roads running to Marf'a conmunicatians were rudimentary and consisted 

of' rough tc-acks whilst the limestone ridges were considerable obstacles. 

Other areaspf marginal land, for :instance parts of the Rabat-Dingl.i 

plateau, the Lower Coralline areas around 1iosta and Zurrieq, were prob

ably more successf'ully developed simply because they were nearer the 

existing settlements and intensively utilized farm land. 

The Rabat-Dingli Plateau. 

�ven in the seventeenth century a large number of' land-use patterns 

existed in this area, as an examination if' figures 4-: 9. 4-: 10. 4- ;ll will 

show. The plateau displays strong concentrations of' xaghara place-names, 

'teITe scapoli', unwalled land and I spazio publico' all of which are 

indicative of marginal and waste land. There is a concomitant concentration 

of I mandre' for the sheep and goats grazing the poor land. But in this 

region are also found the most extensive outcrops of' Blue Clay and thus a 

high density of' 'giardini1
• The plateau is also marked by a number of' 

solution hollows and valley head sink holes. It would appear fran the plot 

of' mid-seventeenth century 'giardini' that these features had not been 

exploited far irrigation water, as they frequently are today. Such areas 

l.. Abela, op. ci t. 164-7, P• 71+• 



:I!' igo 4: 10 -
References to 

1
Mandre. 

1 



were probably utilized :for cereal and cotton growing. Cattle rearing 

was Wldoubtedly important, too, particularly on land adjacent to Mdina 

and Rabat. At Dingli, Ghar Kibir and Negret reclanation of the karst was 

as successful as anywhere on lv:al ta during the period. 

Fran the above it is clear that nearly all the land-use patterns 

encountered on :Malta under the Knights were fowid an the Rabat-D:i.ngli 

plateau - the extensive cultivation of cereals on marginal land, rough 

grazing on the karst, intensive irrigation farming, cattle-rearing, the 

patterns of land reclamation and the cultivation of cotton, cumin and 

wheat on the better land. 

Central and South-Eastern Malta or the Heartland. 

On virtually every distribution map included in this study the Heart

land emerges as a distinct regiai. It is marked primarily as the area 

with the densest settlement pattern and the highest agricultural intensity 

but it is also suggested by the distribution of a number of additional 

phenoimna. 

In the Heartland the size of agricultural holdings was much smaller 

than that found in the northwest. Unfortunately neither the Order nar 

either of the Universi ta owned many large blocks of land and this, coupled 

with the generally small size o:f land ownership units in private posses

sion, makes it very difficult to build up a picture of land-use over 

extensive areas. Certain generalizations are, however, possible. 

Firstly_. the proximity of settlements to agricultural land obviously 

had an outstanding infiuence on land-use, not only in terms of intensity 

but also on crop selection. The harbour towns, as they expanded, exer-
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cised an increasingly powerful influence on agriculture by their demands 

for fruit, vegetables, milk and meat. 

Al though figure 4: 10 shows very few 'mandre' in the region,. stock-·

rearing was important. 'Mandre1 were normally open enclosures used primar

ily for sheep and goats whilst cattle were housed in roofed buildings or 

in caves. \/ithin the .heartland very little land was given over to pasture 

and due to the nature of the underlying rock there was little rough grazing. 
Of 

Bovines were stall fed and goats were grazed at the wayside
,__ 

in fields 

of stubble., 

The region contained large areas of good quality land which, except 

an the steeper slopes, was probably self' perpetuating and did not involve 

cultivators in the time consuming activities of maintaining a plethora of 

retaining walls. Being, relatively, so fertile this region was dominated 

by the production of cotton, cumin and grains on Wlirrigated land. 

Although lacking outcrops of' Blue Clay this region did possess a 

number of 'giardini' • 'rhese were developed in areas where it was possible 

to tap the lower water table at not too great a depth. There were important 

� \ v-
concentrations of 'giardini' around Qformi, in the Wied is - Sewda and 

between Lia and Birki.rkara in the valley draining into :Msida Creek. 



Fig
1 

4:11_ - Distribution of 1 giardini 1 Co16502 ( "-1') 
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To the north of :.1al ta lies the smaller island of Gozo which made 

use:f'ul contributions to the food needs of :.ial t.a. During the latter part 

of the Micldle Ages Gozo was able to export grain to 1:al ta in years of good 

1 
, �. harvest. 1'he Qornmission of 1528 commented on the fertility of Gozo in 

contr8st to Lal ta. - A large section of the Gozo population was removed 

by the Turks in 1551 but the island may have escaped large scale devast

ation during the siege of 1565. In 1582 Gazo could be described as abound

ing not only in the necessities of life but also in *delitie." Considerable 

quantities of' food were exported to 1:al ta at this time. 
3 

Abela, writing w
4

the seventeenth century mentions exports of grain from Gozo to Malta but by 

the end of the Order's rule this situation seems to have changed. Boisgelin5

states that Gozo did not grow enough corn for the local population and seven 

or eight thousand s� of grain were imported every year. This import 

figure appears to be rather excessive as there is a reference (non

y_uantitative) to the export of 'farina', barley, mischiato and wheat from 

6 
Gozo to Malta lll 1739. 

The only figure� we have relating to the quantities of foodstuffs 

im1)orted into Malta from Goza are for the year November 1661 to Noveniber 

1662. 7 

1. E.R,Leopnrdi, 'The Island of Gazo, llr32-1453,' M.H, 1962.
Quoting a document of 1432.

2. Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.30.
3. 'Relazione dell' Isola di 1.falta ••• 1582•' A.s.M, 1936, pp.292-293.
4. Abela, op. cit. 1647,. p.135.
5. Louis de Boisgelin, op. cit. 1805, p.60.
6. R.M.L. 429, July 20th, 1739.
7• H..M.Lo 670, f.18. 



Lambs an<l i<.ids 

Bovines 

Sheep nnd :.;oats 

Cheese 

Doves 

Poultry of various types 

i,,:e1 ons, almonds, pome-
grana tes 

·.,:1eat

laschiato 

Barley 

Vegetables of various ty11es 

Cotton 

Cumin - bitter and sweet 

215 

685 

1,230 

527 'panari' 
115 barrels 

4,075 

20,929 

quantity uns2ecif.ie� 

2.l.85 salme 

2,335 salme 

5,130 or 3,130 salme 

791 salme 

2,000 cantara (a cantara 

34() cantara 

= 100 lbs). 

At this tirae Gozo is cle.:u-ly producing a surplus in every oector 

of agricultural activity. R.::3 the population of the island mcreased 

the surplus obviously becane less and it is probable that by the end 

of the eighteenth century little grain was produced for export. 

117. 

The import figures indicate that stock•rearing played a very import

ant _part in the agricultural economy of Gozo. This was still true at 

the beginning of the nineteenth century when it was canrr¥3nted that" the 

pasture land is fine, and they feed great quantities of cattle for the 

use of liial ta". Similarly fruit and vegetables were exported and every 



day five or six boatloads of provisions were shipped from Gozo to 

Valletta.1

i'here were also a number of minor clifferences in crop emph::i.sis 

between 1.:al tu and Gozo. Small quantities of sugar cane were produced 

in Gazo and it is doubtful if any land was utilized in this way in 

1.lalta. Boisgelin states that in Gazo the cotton tree wa::; cul tivoted 

ra ther than the annual variety grown in � . .al ta. 3 It has also been 

suggested by an eighteenth century writer that citrus fruits were not 

produced in Gozo at tile ti..roo. This statement appears doubtf11.l. 

1. Louis de Boisgelin, op. cit. 1805, p.60.
2. P.Brydone, OP• cit. 1744, p.3.38.
3. Louis de Boisgelin, op. cit. 1805, pp.6o-61.

118.
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CCivIINO 

Lying in the channel separating Malta and Gozo is the small island 

of COIIlino. Isolated and composed of Upper Coralline limestone the 

island is, in every sense, a marginal area which remained abandoned

until the beginn:ing of the seventeenth century. The island has some 

military value and in 16181 Grand },;aster Vii.gnacourt proposed to the 

Council of the Order that he should build, at his o\Vn expense, a small 

fort an Com:ino to give security to boats using the channel. 

Prior to this tjme CCEiino was used occasionally for hunting, the 

collection of dried erass
2 

and faggots for use in building fortifications.

When the Cooiino tower was completed a scall nwnber of farmers w ere intro

duced, the scrubland was cleared and the island brought into cultivation. 3

Canino was never very fertile and produced little more than mischiato. 4-

By the mid-eighteenth century a plan of the island shows a tower., s. small 

cluster of buildings, including a church and a few fields.
5

R.M.L.
R.M:.L.
A.O.M.
Treas.
Treas.

6395., t.11. 
149, r.139. 

106., Lib. Cone. 
B. 289.
B. 290,- t'el04e

1616-1620., ff.124,v - 125. 



CHAPTE.R V

Tm!; GROl{TH OF POPULATIOlf. 

The population of l.lal ta is chronically unstable. Bi ther it is 

declining rapidly, in response to unfavourable conditions, or, in 

periods of prosperity., it is 2rowing so quickly that it outruns any 

realistic rate of economic growth. 

We are fortunate in that there is a large amount of docwnentary 

evidence from which it is possible to trace, in broad outline, the 

120. 

pat tern of population growth during the rule of the Order. The accomp

aeying table swmiariz.es this information. Some estimates of population, 

which pre-date the cCllling of the Order are also included. Little is known 

about the figure for 994- i!... D. and small reliance can be placed upon it; 

al though it appears to fit the overall pattern quite well. The nwnber of 

families listed in 1240 A.D. suggests an absurdly low tota1 population. 

However, this list was compiled for tax purposes and we do not know what 

crit.eria were used to det.ermine inclusion. The economic conditioos which, 

in broad, prevailed between the tenth century and 1240 A. D. would suggest 

that the population grew steadily in numbers. If we accept the 1240 A.D. 

figure as representing the total population then, in the next three 

centuries, the population of the Maltese islands must have grown steadily 

and this seems most wil.ikely. The Moslems were expelled in 1244-. 

In the latter half of the thirteenth century, after the Aragmese 



TABLE 5:1 

.l:;stimates of the Population of the Maltese Islands up to 1800. 

1&\.LTA ggQ 

(1) 994 16,767 4,544 

(2) 1240 1.,lll f 

(3) 1394 11-,000 f 400 t

(4) 1490 16-18,000

( 5) 1528 17,000 

( 6) 1530 20,000 

(7) 1530 18,000 

(8) 1590 27,000 1,864 

(9) 1614 38,429 2,655 

(10) 1617 40,963 2,835 

(u) 1632 50.,,135 1.,617 

(12) 1658 45,688 3.,923 

(13) 1670 44,290 6,500 

(llr) 1680 43,800 5,700 

(15) 1760 68,800 

(16) J.789 90,000 

f = families. 



(1) A.Mifsud, A.M:, vol. III., No. 5, 1918 ., p.167, F.:r-;.

(2) .c:.winklemann, Acta imperii inedita saeculi XIII .,

Innsbruck., l88o-85. Quoted A.Mifsud., Ibid.

(.3) Estimate of a traveller. R. Valentini., A. s.M, Anno VII, 
Rone, 1�35� p.62. 

(i.; Estimate by Mifsud based on docU1rentary evidence ., A.1:, 
vol. III, No. 7, 1918 ., p.283. 

(5) L'Abbe de Vertot., 
The History of the Knif.hts of M�-�,

London., 1728.

( 6) Fra J -�uintinus., Insular 11elitae Descripto., Lyons, 1536.

(7) Universita No. 1, r.187.

( 8) - ( 15) See page 136.

(16) M.Richardson., M.B.D, p.135.



1 
sacking of the Island, what evidence we have indicates a declining 

population together with conditions of increasing hardship. 
2 

This is 

particularly true of the fifteenth century, when the 'Universita was 

obliged to ban the crewing of 'fuste' (armed boats for piracy) at 

1:alta in an attempt to halt the decline :Ln population nwnbers. 
3 

As 

121. 

has already been suggested ( chapter II) attacks by corsairs also eroded 

the population and the settlement pattern. Plague, too, was responsible 

4-for many deaths. 

Mifsud has estimated on the basis of documentary evidence that the 

population of Malta at the end of the fifteenth century was, "sixteen 

. 5 
or eighteen thousand souls". 

The Jews were expelled in 1492. 

1. Finke, Acta Aragcnesia
.., 

quoted by Valentini in 'La Sopravivenza
d.el.la Universitas Meliventana fino alla cessazione d.el.le infendazicni
dell' isola,' A.s.M, Anno VII, Rome, 1935, P•4l•

2. R.M.L. 860, 14-55, f.82.
3. Ibid. r.54-, 1429. A similar document (R.M.L. 855, doo.2) relating

to the year 14,40 has been published by R. Valentini• A.s.M, vol. VIII•
1937. p.4-82 and A.Mifsud, A.M, vol.III, 1918, p.233-4- quoted another
referring to the year J.4J+9.

4-• R.M.L. 860, 1455, f.82. 
5. Quoted by A • .Mifsud, 1 Richiami alle Signorie del Passa.to di Malt&:, 1 

A.ltI, vol. III, 1918, p.283. R.M.L. 860, f.172, on which Mifsud
bases this estimate, gives the number in the militia.
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SOURC§ 1,iATERIAL RELATI.l'l} ·ro Tllli PERIOD 1530 - 1798. 

With the arrival of the Order our information on the size of the 

population of the Maltese islands becomes more plentitul and 

detailed. During the later part of the sixteenth century and in the 

seventeenth century a number of estimates of population were made 

by emunerators working under the command of the Sicilian Viceroy. 

Information en population, within the various settlements, was 

probably obtained from parish priests, who kept fairly reliable 

records, the 'status animarum,' of all persons living within their 

jurisdiction. These estimates of populaticn give not only a total 

figure but also a breakdown by parishes. 

The Sicilian authorities required these estimates to establish 

the siae of the population of :Malta so that the supplies of duty 

:f'ree wheat could be regulated accordingly. For instance the "Descritt

iane de numero d.el popolo delle Isole di Malta, et Gozzo f'atto nell' 

l 
anno 1617" states that the population count was undertaken as a result 

of a sul)plication fran the Jurats of the Universita of Valletta, re

questing an increase in the' tratte· or duty free grain allowance.

In the eighteenth century many fewer estimates of populatiai were 

made and this was probably due to the increasing inability of Sicily to 

lo AoOoM. 6385 ff• 123 - 128v. 



Fig
1 

5: 1 Part of the record of the population 

estimate of 1658. 
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supply Malta' a grain needs. It became pointless to raise an entitle

ment which could not be met an-yway. 

1 A priori' these estimates of population provide a good base for an 

analysis of population growth and distribution. Unfortunately the 

material is, in so!IY3 respects, unreliable. The linking of the · tratte 

to population numbers may well have led to some i.nf'lation of the figures 

in spite of the Viceroy's enumerators. 

Theoretically the figures for any one parish, given in an estimate 

of population, could be checked against the I status animarum' compiled in 

the same year. Unfortunately this second source has not been widely 

preserved. The "Liber Status Animarum Naxari A. 1688 - 1731" ( the oldest 

volume retained by the parish) gives the following information. In 1688 

the population was approximately 1,450 and by the time the volume was 

canpleted, in 1731, there were about 1,600 people living in the parish. 

During the period no daughter parishes were created. 

In the 'census' of 1680 the population of Naxx.ar was given as 1,564. 

In this instance the 1680 estimate seems to approximate fairly 

closely to the truth but before we can make aey conclusions more ooq,ar

isons of figm-es are required. However, pariah records are not well 

preserved and are not always easy to consult when they do exist. It my 

well be that the estimated figures for the rural parishes are close to the 

truth - it would be much more difficult for a parish priest to keep 

detailed records in the barbourside towns which were not only growing 

rapidly, but also housed a large number ot itinerants. 
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Another possible source of error is that the documents from which 

we draw the population data today are, :ill many ways, secondary sources. 

We do not possess the em.i1n::,rators' reports, al though these IIBY well exist 

in Sicilian archives, and there are a number of :inconsistencies in the 

copies which are available today. The figures for 1590, 1614- and 1617 

appear to be fairly soundly documented. Later estimates, except for 

1632, only exist as lists and we are not given any :information on how they 

were compiled. The figure for 16.32 may have been deliberately inflated 

and there are several discrepancies :ill the totals given for :individual 

settlements :ill the various sources. 

The period between 1571 and 163.3 saw the creation of 17 new parishes 

on Malta ( this incidentally is evidence in itself of rapid population 

growth) and it is just possible that some persons were :included in the 

counts of more than one parish, if sane confusion arose as to the limits 

of the new parochial units. 

The estimates are not always consistent in the groups of the population 

which they :include. Sc:xretimes members of the Order, men on the galleys and 

slaves were included, sanetiloos not. When comparisons between such figures 

are made adjustments are necessary and this, too, is a source of error. 

In spite of these strictures the trend of the statistics is con

sistent and provides evidence of very rapid increases in population in 

the late sixteenth century and the first half of the seventeenth century. 

But we cannot place much reliance an the resul ta of more detailed analysis, 

lest the basic data prove to be inaccurate. 



Figo 5: 2 - Population of the Maltese Islands 1530 - 1798.
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Population Trends 1530 - l.798.

When the Order came to the 1£al tese islands it was generally 

assurred that the local population numbered sanewhere in the regiai 

of 20,000. According to the Abbe de Vertot1 the Order's coomission 

125. 

of 1528 had reported a population of 17,000 and Quintinus
2 

gives a figure 

of 20,000 Maltese at the time when the Order arrived. A canmentary on 

the population estimate made in 159C, states that there were 18,000 

local inhabitants in 15.30 • .3 In no case is the basis of the estimate 

given. 

With the garrisoning of the Island by the Order the population 

was increased. There were only a few hWldred Knights of St. John and 

many of these lived on the Order's European estates but those who came 

to Malta were accompanied by many soldiers and followers - these last 

included a number of Rhodeans, who left that island when the Order 

was forced to withdraw. In all some two to three thousand persons were 

added to the population. This nan-Mal teae section of the comnuni.ty grew 

in the succeeding years, as the Order built up its organization and 

military strength. 

From 1530. until the end of the sixteenth century the fluctuations 

in populatic:11 numbers are exceedingly complex and it is impossible to 

trace their numerical extent with any accuracy. When the Order arrived 

there were a good many people living outside the Island who, had cond

itions not been so hazardous, would have resided an Malta. Perhaps, with 

l.c:--. 1. The History of the Knights of Malta, English _l'ranslation, Landon• 1728.
2. Fra J.Quintinua, Inaulae l!{elitae Descripto, Lyons, 15.36.
3. Universita No. l• f.187.
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the corning of the Knights, and more secure times, there was some re

migration from within this group? 
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The Order soon created a demand for labour and when they initiated 

a fortress expansion progr�, in the early fifteen-fifties, labourers 

had to be imported from Sicily. 
1 

As the labour narket remained good for

many years after this a number of Sicilians may have settled permanently. 

Between 15.30 and 1550 the popula tian of Malta was probably growing 

under the stimulus and protection of the Order. However, in 1551, Dragut 

Reis led a Turkish reconnaissance in strength against the islands, burned 

the crops in the area around Q\orm.i and Birkirkara and carried off 

several thousand persons from Gozo. By this time it was clear that the 

Turks would attempt to capture .Malta - many people with the means 

removed to Sicily and, because of the lack of locally grown food supplies, 

the Order encouraged the migration of non-combatants. In 1551 all such 

persons were ordered to Sicily 3 and, in 1552, .3,000 non-canbatants are

4 reported to have left the Island. In the year before the Siege, 1564,

some women and children were shipped out to Sicily. 
5

In this patchwork of uncertainty it is impossible to make any 

suggestions on the size and trends of population. We are uncertain of 

the number of Maltese in 1530, we do not really know how many persons 

1. 
2. 

3. 
i... 

5. 

Bosio, op. cit. 16�, P.323.
Ibid. p.296. 

-

A.O.M. 88, f.us. 
Bosio, op. cit. 1602. p.255. 
A.O.M. 91, f.1J9v.
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arrived with the Order. l�or do we know how many Sicilians settled 

in I,�al ta to talce advantage of the demand for labour. Likewise we 

have no real knowledge of the nwnber of inhabitants who left prior to 

the �iege, the numbers killed during it, or how many came b ack aft.er it. 

Bosia1 stat.es that the population in 1566 was 20,000 but it is dif'ficul t 

to place any reliance on an estimate made in such chaotic times. 

After the Siege a well marked increase in population developed. 

The building of Valletta. absorbed vast numbers of labourers and masons. 

For many years there were probably three or four thou.sand labourers 

employed and at the peak of activity approximately 8,000 were engaged 

on the works. 
2 

A chrcnic labour shortage developed 3 and workmen were

imported
4 

from Sicily and Calabria, 5 whilst a large number of Maltese 

returned to take advantage of the new conditions. 

In the years succeeding the Siege the Order were anxious to see the 

population grow in numbers and, with land returning to cultivation 

together with the liberal outlook of the Sicilian authorities, regarding 

the tratte , in these times of stress, the extent to which the population 

had grown was partially disguised. 

When the  results of the 1590 entm:1ration were made known it was 

apparent that the Malt.ese section of the community alaie was �proximately 

10,000 in excess of the 1530 figure. The Sicilians were warned 6 that

1. Bosio,. op. cit. 1602. P• 776.
2 • Ibid. P • 781. 
3• A.O.N .. -431, Libe Bull. 1565-67, t.256v.
4-. Ibid. f.268. 

5. Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.778.
6. Universita No. l, r.187.



unless the · tratte· waa increased there would be death by f'amine 

during the following year. In the event the whole region suffered 

poor harvests and severe scarcity and population growth in Malta was 

checked by the famine of 1591. 'i'he llrder, as the 11.al tese started to 
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die of hunger, i thought of sending part of the population to Sicily 

but the plight of that island was no better and famine continued into 

the following year, when plague brcke out as well. Del Pozza2 sives the

total number of deaths due to famine and plague as 800. 

Conditions did not improve quickly and the same authori ty3 records 

that by 1595 many !1ial tese had left the Island. 

This was only a temporary stall and a rapid rate of population 

growth was quickly resumed. The estimate of population rmde in 1614 
4

together with the one taken just under three ye�s later, in 1617, 

reveal an extremely rapid rate of growth. 

1. Del Pozzo, Storia di Malta, Venezia, 1715, p.328.
Del Pozzo had access to the archives of the Order and continued
its history from the point where Bosio stopped - 1571.

2. Ibid. P• 340.
3. Ibid. P• 370.
'4- 'Descrittione del Popolo dell 1 Isole di Malta, e Gozo fatta 

l'anno 1614,' A.O.:M. 6385, tt. 120-121.
Another copy exists in lJniversi'U No. 2, r.40. There are 
no discrepancies between the two. 
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1590 - 32,2'.}0 inhabitants of' l.::al ta and Gozo together 

with the Order, slaves and those on the galleys. 

16111- - 41,084 inhabitants of' 1.�al ta and Gozo, slaves and men on 

galleys but excluding uen in the Order ( probably 

not exceeding 4[)0). 

1617 - 43,798 - ditto -

1632 - 56,100 inhabitants of ?,ialta and Gozo, member::i of the 

Order, slaves and uen on the galleys. 

This rapid increase in population has been questioned. 
1 

'.2he crux on 

the question is - could the population have increased by some '.J,ooo,

frar. approximately 32, OOO to 41,000, in the twenty years between 15�4 

( the end of the plague - famine �:�::1rs) and 1614? 

l:f we confine the argu1.aent to the local inhabitants, excluding 

members of the vrder and thtiir followers the figures become, appro.x

faiately 28,000 and .38,0vO respectively. The increase is possible if 

births exceed deaths by 15 per thousand each year, in other v10rds an 

aimual rate of increase of l��. The increase between 1614 and 1617 coulci. 

be accounted. for by an annual rate of' increase slightly in excess of �;. 

Ar1 increase of �; P• a. would account for growth between 1617 and 1632. 

However, the problem does not have to be viewed only in these ternis.

Of the 12,000 increase which took place between 1590 and 1617, approx

imately half can be accounted for in the harbour towns (Valletta, Birgu, 

Senglea, Bonn.la increased f'rao 8,856 to 18,691, between 1590 and 1617.J 

1. Richardson, op. cit. M.B.D, 1961� p.135.
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su·_ 
'l'he first fi0Urt� ;� not incL.1de slav es and men on the galleys, the 

1.30 • 

second figur� does. 2,500 has been adcied to the first fi.3ure to 

compensate1 • At Valletta alone, the increas e was in the region of five 

thousand persons. In the space of 45 years, from. 1571 to 1614, Valletta 

became the largest setU�:nent on the Island with a ro:_:mlation, includ.:ing 

members of the Order, of eleven and a half thousand. !.Tuch of this 

increase was derived from external sources. 

Bvidence already quoted shows there was considerable movement of 

labour between Si cily and Maltao Many 1:altese and �icilians obviously 

moved in and out of the Island as the labour market fluctuated, or as 
1 

other op portunities were offered. For instance the 1617 estimate points 

out that many JV:al tese had gone to live in Sicily, particularly on the 

south coast, to farm wicultivated land, whilst others had found work on 

the Sicilian and Neapolitan galleys. 

There was certainly some migration of craftsmen into the Island. In 

16252 two German 'dfaroantari' petitioned the Grand Master that they mieht

be allowed to practise their c raft on the Island. And in 16323 there is

a referenc e to a group of Dutchmen who had setUement in Malta to supply the 

Order with various military stores. Of more importance, in terms of 

numbers, was the influx of Italians and Sicilians. Reading through 

suppli cations to the Grand ?,faster ooe is struck by the large number of 

p ersons, with Italian names which no longer exist on the Island, living 

in the harbour towns. Squally striking is the preponderance of Maltese 

1. a.o.M. 6385, r.126.
2. A.U.k. 1183, f.189.
3. A.O.M. 1184, f.29.



nanes in the cowiti:-y areas where the native stock was little altered by 

the influx of r.iigrants • 
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.at the turn of the century the 'corso' was becoming established, as we 

shall see it developed into one of :Malta's principal industries ., and this 

resulted in an influx of ships and crews into the Island, besides pro

viding home based work for 1,J.8.1. tese employed in foreign shipping • 

.ri:conomically the Island was outstripping Sicily and it may well have 

been that as 1,�al ta became increasingly prosperous there was a flow of 

migrants, and re-mi.grants, from the larger Island. 

The 1632 E§timate of' Population. 

The size of this estimate suggests that the rate of population 

growth, established since 1594, continued but the figure is of doubtful 

value. 

On the graph of population growth for the whole Island it appears 

as a peak followed by a decline. This pattern is accentuated on the 

graphs for individual, rural, setUe�nts. This decline is not easy to 

explain - there are two possible reasons. Firstly the 1658 figure may 

be too low. The heading for the document is obscure but it appeurs to

be a census of all those people under the jurisdiction of the Bishop 

of Malta• How maey were not, apart fran members of the Order, is 

diff'icul t to say. However, the 1670 figure supports the one for 16.58. 

Secondly, there was a considerable, and prolonged, grain shortage in 

the late sixteen-forties and fifties. But there is, as yet, no evidence 

to suggest large numbers of deaths by famine. 



The Estimates of 1658, 16701 1680. 

The fieures for these years are obtained from lists which give litUe 

i.'1formation but the nuni:lers living in each settlement. It is difficult 

to place much reliance upon them without further documentation. 

The number of inhabitants killed by the plague of 1676
1 

is in doubt 

but it ra n into many thousands. 2 Del Pozzo states that a �morandum,

I.<.--. then in the .Q.hancellory of the Order, gave the number of dead as 8,569. 

He also gives another estimate of 11,300 and breaks this down into its 

component elements. 

Number of dead in Valletta 4,000 

Number of dead in Borgo (8irrA) 1,800 

Number of dead in Senglea 2,000 

Nuni:>er of dead in Bormla 1,500 

Number of dead in rural areas 2,000 

These are obviously rounded estimates and the figures for the four towns 

are all too high when compared with the total numbers living in these 

towns in 1670 and 1680. 

Eighteenth Century Estimates.

An estimate of population is believed to have been taken in 1741. 

It is refeITed to by various authorities but the writer has been unable 

to trace the original document. The total population was reputed to be 

110,000, an estimate which may have been swelled to feed illusions of 

<. grandeur. C!_antar gives the population of Malta as 66,800 m 1760. 

Richardson.} established the early nineteenth century population growth

1. A.O.}� 262, r.55v.

2. op. cit. 1715, p.449.
3• M.B.D• p.13�.
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rate and then back projected it to 1530. The figure for 1760 lies fairly 

close to the projected total. Richard.son's observations on the sixteenth 

and seventeenth century totals are handicapped by his being unaware of 

many of the population estimates. 

Conclusions. 

It seems that, in detail, the estimates of population compiled during 

the rule of the Order are unreliable in parts but provide evidence of a 

strong upsurge in numbers, which is coIToberated elsewhere, during the latter 

pa.rt of the sixteenth century and the early decades of the seventeenth. 

This is just what would be expected as a back"Ward country was developed 

into a base for military operations and became integrated with the more 

prosperous sections of European society. 

Periodically population growth was checked by war, famine and 

disease. 

After the first few decades of the seventeenth century the rate of 

population increase slowed. The Order's demands for labour, whilst in

creasing, increased at a much steadier rate. The famine and plague, which 

visited the Island toward.a the middle of the century checked population 

increase sharply. The fact that the Island imported so much food and was 

so crowded contributed to the efficacy of these checks• 

Population growth in Urban and Rural areas. 

This growth pattern did not characteriae all parts of the Island. 

The most buoyant feature was the growth of the urban population. The 

rural population apparently grew quickly, as well - but not as quickly. 
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By 1632 the curve of rural population is beginning to flatten whilst 

urban growth slows very litile. This trend is borne out by evidence 

obtained from the 'suppliche'. It is clear that, in the early seventeenth 

cen�..iry, there were a considerable number of poor, landless, families in 

the rural areas and that can di tions were not easy for many. 

'.rhe effects of the plague t1676) were not so marked in the coWltry 

areas. By contrast the effects of famine may well have been greater - the 

towns having first call on imported supplies. 

The evidence of the Naxxar I status animarum' suggests, that in the 

late seventeenth and early eighteent h centuries, rural population was 

increaaing-_very ·�owly. After increasing quickly until 1632, urban popu

lation assWIJed a slower growth rate. Probably a lack of building land 

contributed to this. 

The nwnbers in Senglea, Vittoriosa, Bormla and Valletta were sharply 

reduced by the plague of 1676 but afterwards, in contrast to the rural 

areas, growth was quickly resumed and in the eighteenth century new urban 

areas had to be bull t. It is impossible to say whether these increases 

were generated internally or were attained by attracting people fran 

rural areas. If the latter is the case it may account to some degree for 

the slow rate of rural increase. Perhaps this type of analysis, on such 

suspect evidence, is attempting too much? But it is only by attempting 

analysis that the weaknesses and inconsistencies in the figures oan be 

exposed. 

T he overall picture or population growth just partrayed is what would 
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be expected f'rom all the other evidence relating to economic conditions 

and population growth. The economic policy of the Order reflects the need 

to provide work for a growing population and in the formulation of' this 

policy there are numerous references to overpopulation and the problems it 

creates. 

1 
Richardsai suggests that the population of Malta and Gozo was in the 

region of 90,000 when the Order left in 1789. He com.nents, assuming a 

population of 25,000 in 1530, that this represents an increase of growth 

of one per cent per amium. He then states that this increase took place 

"while much of the rest of Europe had static or declining nwtibers witil 

the eighteenth century". This is an over simplification for large 

�uropean, urban areas, particularly capitals, cootinued to grow during 

this period and Malta was, in many respects, a city state and the capital 

of a domain that spread all over Europe. The Island is a special case 

and much of the population growth was financed, and indeed came, from 

other areas. 

le OP• cit. pel35• 



SlJMt,j\_RY Ot<, EVIDENCE Rcl.iATING '1.10 POPU'.Ll\.TION. 

1575 Whilst not giving a toto.l population for the Island 

Duzzina lists the numbers living in several towns and

villages. This evidence has been collected by Cassaz

Pullicino, op. cit. l�.56, p.24. 

1590 :Malta 27 ,ooo. Gozo l,864. 

1.36. 

'l'otal with members of the Order, soldiers, etc, 

Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.93. 

32,000 

1614-

(Auguat 
- Nov.)

Universita �o. 1, ff.187-188. 

Universi ta I'I o. 2, f • 39. 

Malta 38,429• Gozo 2,655.

These figures include soldiers, slaves, etc. 

but not members of the Order. 

A.O.M. 6385, f.120-121. 

Universi� No. 2, t.4-Q. 

1617 Malta 4-0,963. Gazo 2,835• 

(August) Figures as last. Total excluding members of Order. 43,798 

A.O.M. 6385, rr.123-128v.

Universi� No. 2, r.4-0. 

R.M.L• 670, ff.1-5.



1632 

1670 

1680 

Malta 50,l.35 Gozo 1,617. 

621 Members of Order. 

3,080 officials, soldiers, slaves. 

649 slaves in private ownership. 

" 

Universita No. 2, r.108. 

"Roll ••• • of all souls under the protection 

of the Bishop of M.al ta and Gozo." 

Malta 45,688. Gozo 3,923. 

Persons in convents and monasteries 482, 
' 

Universita No. 2, 1'.165. 

Malta 44-,290 Gozo 6,500, 

r. ot including members of the Order, etc.

Universita No. 2, 1'.213. 

Malta 43,800 Gozo 5,700.

Not including members of the Order, etc. 

Universita No. 2, t.2J+6.

56,100 

50,079 

50,790 

49,700 
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Olli.PT.ER VI 

Tlfr; EVOLUTION ill" Tfil: SETU,rliENT P.iTTERN. 

The rapid growth of population, described in the last chapter, was 

reflected in changes in the structure of the settlement pattern which the 

Order found on arrival. 

1'he lledieval Settlement Pattern. 

The origins of Maltese settlements, which pre-date the Order, are 

obscure and, in the majority of cases, it is impossible to assign them, 

even in general terms, to any particular period. ludina certainly owes 

much to the Romans but it is probable that the town had an earlier origin. 

The Arabs are credited with the fOW1dation of the • castello a mare', today 

E'ort st. Angelo, and Vittoriosa probably post-dates the fortress. This 

information is sketchy and even less is known about the origins of the 

pre-15)0 rural settlement pattern. Several Arab writers referring to the 

period 870 A.D. to 1090 A.D. mention the existence of villages on Malta but 

this is too :imprecise to be of much use. 

Even place-name evidence is of little help at present. hearly all the 

villages which existed in the Middle Ages have naues which are basically 

Arabic and whilst some have Ranance titles as weJ.1 Aquilina1 
is convinced

that these are later importations and none pre-date the Arab conquest. 

Saydon
2 

takes a different view claiming to find pre-Arab, LOR Latin, 

elements in the Island's place .. names. Aquilina has refuted much of the 

evidence presented by Saydon. 

1. J.Aquilina, 'A Survey of the Constituent elements of Maltese,'
Papers in Maltese Linguistics, Malta, 1961.

2. P.P.Saydm, 'Pre-Arabic Latin element in Maltese Toponymy,•
Orbis, Tan V • No. 1, 1956.



However., advances are being made in the stuey of the origins and 

relative age of Maltese place-names., aquilina has suggested that., prior 

to the Arab domination., the inhabitants of :Malta spoke a language of 

Punic origin and he is beginning to recognise such elements in local 
l 

..::tpponymy. 

1.39. 

It is possible that as our knowledge of the evolution of the Maltese 

language increases we shall become better informed on the origin and 

relative age of place-names. Aquilina has alreaey suggested that the 

I.". word '�al'., meaning village, which prefixes many Maltese settlement 

names., but is absent from others, may have chronological significance. 

There does seem to be a reasonable correlation between the older villages 
2 

t ·". and ila1 prefixes. 

Prior to the fifteenth century there are only occasional references 

to individual settlements in documents of the thirteenth and fourteenth 

centuries. It is not until 1436, with the erection of ten parishes on 

the Island., that we have a list of all major settlements and their 

satellites. Even this source is not unimpeachable as the original 

document no longer exists and we have to draw upon retailers. Ferres3

gives the following information on the canposition of the parishes in JJt.36. 

1. J .Aquilina, 1 Inf'luenze arabe sulla topcmanastica Maltese, 1 VII
Congresso Internaz. di Scienze Onanastiche, Jllorence

)
l961, p.135.

2. Ibid. P• 137•
3. A.Ferres, storia Ecclesiastica di Malta, Ma.1 ta, 1877, pp.138-9.



Church of the Nativity in the 
territory of h axxar 

The Church of Sant'�lena 
( Birkirkara) 

Birmiftuli 

The Church of St• George in 
the territory of Q Jlonni 

San ta Caterina in the 
territory of Zejtwl 

Santa Caterina in the 
territory of Zurrieq 

St. Nicholas in the 
territory of S iggiewi 

San :&1 ilippo in the 
territory of zebbug 

Santa Maria at Mellie'fia 

Santa Domenica at Tartarni 

Gharghur, l{os ta 

Lia, Balzan, Attard, 
Bordi, Manna. 

Gudia, Luca, 'l'arxien, Kirkop, 
Mquabba, 1'' arrug. 

Bisbut, Zabbar, Asciach, 
Giua.rm 

Qrendi, Leu, 1,lilleri, Manin, 
Bubakra, Far. 

C bir, Xluch, Kdieri, 

Musci, lJum, Mule (Ferres comments 
that this village had been aband
oned by the seventeenth century 

Dingli 

140. 

It will be noticed that, in many cases, the church is simply described 

as being within the parish and there is no indication whether or not a 

nucleated settlement exists. At Birmiftun, for instance., it seems fairly 

certain that an isolated chapel existed, serving as a mother church f'or the 

lands arowid. 'l'his may be evidence of a greater degree of dispersion of 

settlement in the fifteenth century. 

By 1436 the settlement pattem was already beginning to show the 

effects of the :frequent depredations which the Island suf'f'ered and from 



Fig. 6:1 - Distribution of Settlement in 14,36. 

Source - Ferres op. cit. 1877. 
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this time, until the decades following the diege, it contracted. 

In 1575 a papal commissioner visited the Island to report upon 

ecclesiastical organisation.
1 

He visited every parish, settlement and

church on the Island and a useful comparison can be made between the 

picture of' settlement distribution, which emerges from this visitation, 

and the pattern of 1436. Two of the original ten parishes ha.ve become 

defunct by 1575• M:elliena (M.R. 4279) was probably abandoned shortly 

after 1436 and Duzzina
2 

states that abandonment took place as a result 

of the exposed position of the village and the incursions of corsairs. 

'l'artarni, also, had decl:ined but the reasons for this are obscure. Early 

in the sixteenth century it was shorn of parish status, al though it is 

doubtful if it was completely abandoned at this time. Neither parish was 
( ) 

represented at an impm-tant nw3eting of the Consiglio Popolare in 1472 when 

the remaining eight rural parishes sent �mbers. 4, 

Ferres mentions, but does not document, a number of similar stories -

1. c.. • 
the abandoning of the Qhurch of Sant' Elena, which lay too c lose to the sea, 

by the parishioners of Birkirkara and the moving of the inhabitants of 

Ra1'ial Niclusi to a new village site, f'urther inland, which· became Siggiewi• 
5

Clearly many smaller settlements also succumbed during this period and 

there is a great deal of place-name evidence which can be used in support 

of this conjecture. 'l'he names of Maltese rural settlements are frequently 

I.<...- . prefixed by the word ·�al' • In medieval, sixteenth and seventeenth century 

' -· ' I·,_ , documents the word o ften takes the form · ganal • 

1. R.M.L. 64,3.
2. Ibid pp.322-3. 
3• Ferres, op. cit. 1877, p.141. 
4,. R.M.L. 11, f.228v. published by E.R.Leopardi, M.Ht vol.2. 1959, p.254-.
5. Ferree, op. cit. 1877, p.141.
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6:2 - Settlements extinct by the late Sixteenth Century. 
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A distribution map has been constructed of all the �al- names 

mentioned in the seventeenth century, or earlier, but "Mlich were known to 

be unoccupied in that century. Abela, alone, lists twenty-two �al nor.ies 

which he recognised as former settlement sites. 

Two features stand out on this map.

a) 'l'he predominantly near coastal distribution of abandoned

settlements in the south and east of the Island.

b) '.2he relatively large nwnber of :Hals abandoned in the lands

lying near and to the north and west of the G-reat .l!'aul t.

�.i.. reservation should be made about this place-name evidence. \le know 

1. '-· the range of settlement types to which �al is  prefixed today but we do not 

know that it was similarly definitive in the 1,iddle Ages. 'rhere is some 

1. c.... evidence to suggest that !!al, besides being applied to the larger settle

ments, was also attached to very small sroups of houses. 

The troubles of the late l,lidcile Ages were not the only causes of 

abandonment and the Great Siege almost certainly gave rise to another 

crop of 'lost villages.' 'rhe plague of the early fifteen-nineties may 

have accounted for at least one small settlement - Kideri. liowever, 

the censuses for 1614 and 1617 both mention a " quideri" - -mich may well 

be the same village. 

The map showing the distribution of the 'casals' (1.Ial tese for a

village) in 1575 displays the follovdng features. 

a) Very few settlements are in proximity to the coasts,

the majority of the casals being concentrated in a

1. Abela, op. cit. 16�7, p.369.



Fig. 6: ,3 - CaSci.§ vlsited by l)uzzina - 1575• 
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central crcsct:mt., orientnted to aV"oid such situations.

'_'._'here ::ire la:!.�ge lacur..ae in th•:: 5ettle,nent riattern near the most

suit3ble anchora6es - �.;:ar�axlokk, (LR. 5864), ::3rsamxe tt,

( 
�-

:,;nrsn;:;cala., M.R. 6C69) anc111G-r:.md Horbour. In the last case the

fortified. set tle:uen t is on exception. 

b) 'J:he relative emptiness of the �nbat - Din1li plateau is ,::.artly a

rcsul t of tne attraction of 1.'.Idina - Rabat und part.ly due to

ili.f'fering physical cOi:dl tions.

c) The co;:,plete lack of nucleated settlec1ent to the north and west

of the :�reat Fault.

'l'hree features dominate the changes to the settlement which took place 

under the Orcler. 

a) 

a) 'I'i1e increase in size of the settlements occupyii.18 the

b) The continued reluctance to occupy the coasts and the

north-wes t.

c) The foundation and rc1pid z;rovrth of a group of new

settlements adjacent to the harbours.

The Growth of the Heartland .:,ettlernents. 

Dur:ine the rule of the Order setilement, within this area, expanded 

anu yet., concentrated. In 1570 there were only eight rural parishes ., all 

�,/( v.. 
of which centred on setU-nts within the Heartland - :.formi, Birkirlrnra, 

i,axxar, Sicgiewi, Zebbug., Zurrieq, Bi.rmiftuti and zejtun. Ecclesiastical 

jurisiliction ove r the north and west was shared by ;,:dina and i,ax::r..ar. In the 



central crcsce11t, orientated to avoid such situations.
'_;_'here 3re lar,Ge lacar..ae in thr-: setUement pattern near the most
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Gr::md. Ibrbour. In the last case the 

fortified set tle:uen t is on exception. 

b) '£he relative er.1ptiness of the 1abat - Dinz1i plateau is 10rUy a

result of the attraction of t:dina - 8-ubat ond part.ly c1ue to

uiffering :physical co1:di tions.

c) The co,�rplete lack of nucleated settlement to the norLh and west

of the ::�rea t Foul t.

'l'hree features dominate the changes to the settle?;1ent which took place 

W1cler the Order. 

a) 

a) 'Lhe increase in size of the settlements occupying the

Isla11d' s Heartland.

b) '.l'he continuec1 reluctancA to occupy the coasts and the

north-west.

c) The foundation and rc11_)id _;:;rowth of a group of new

settlements adjacent to ths harbours.

The Growth of the Heartland ::;etUements. 

During the rule of the Order set-Uement, within this area, expanded 

anu yet, concentrated. In 1570 there were only eight rural parishes, all 

d,J ("' . of whicll centred en setUements within the H earUand - ;,�ni1i, \l U-kirkara,

1,axxar, Sicgiewi, Zebbug, Zurrieq, Birmif'tun and iejtun. :Ecclesiastical 

juris<li..ction over the north a nd west was shared by :,:dina and haxy..ar. In the 
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liext forty years a lari:;e number of for,:1er satellite set U�men ts v,ere 

0levoted to parish status. The incrc:ase in the number of parishes 

ref10cted not only on ecclesiastical reorganisation but the growth of 

the population. after ·this Sl)ate of parish creation only two other 

villa.::;es - Dingli (1678) and Bolzan (1655) - were elevated in status 

durins the Order's rule. 

'Lhe growth in size of setUements was not uniform anl some casals 

fowid themselves bet·t;er placed than others in relation to the new factors 

which were e;overninG the Island's economic life and population growth. 

i4forrg� (11I. R. 5270) was well juxtaposed to both groups of harbourside 

towns - those developing arotmd Galley Creek, which lay between Vittoriosa 
a�

and Senglea - and those�Sceberras peninsula, particularly the latter. There

was a large demand for vegetables in Valletta and with irrigation water 

available at not too great a depth, the land-use patterns around the 

village soon began to reflect the market potential of the capital - just 

as they do today. A large number of bakeries were set up here, again 

under the influence of the nearby market and a number of allied confectionery 

�- trades developed. 'l'he village became known as "�asal li'orni" and is still 

the largest centre of the bakin� industry in Malta. 2

Likewise the settle!!W3nt was well placed to supply the labour demands 

of the capital and port. The village reflected the prosperity and 

importance derived from these activities in its buildings, many of which 

still survive today and are on a scale considerably more lavish than the 

1. Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.92.
2• N�B.D, P• 182.



Fig. 6: 6 - Air photograph (1957) · of the Marsa and

Q!ormi. The geanetrical streets lying

close to the Marsa are the result of a.

planned seventeenth century exten sion to

the village. 

Notice the large number of 'giardini'

close to Q formi• 
The settlement occupying the left hand

border of the photograph is the

nineteenth century village of Hamrun.
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norm for rural 1.al ta. 1 
The Palazzo ;,,:;tagno built in 1589 is an out�ta.ndin.g 

The population of tJ1c village grew so rapidly that., arolllld the middle

of the seventeenth centurs, the Order laid out a number of streets, a t  the 

eastern end of the casal , ana leased house sites.
2 

These plarmed geOLil"" 

etrical streets stand ou t on the map today in caritrast to the chaotin, 

jumbled plan of' the older part of the casal. 

The neighbouring settlement of Birkirkara (M.R. 5172) also ;:;rew 

quickly and budded off three daughter parishes, based on th e casals of 

Attard ( 1575) , Lia ( 1594) and 13alzan ( 1655) - none of which, accordi.n.e to 

the population estimates., increased much in size. The parent continued to 

grow swiftly and this is a fairly general feature of settlement growth. 

The big casals got bigger whilst the daughter pari::.hes, in general, remained 

static or, at best, grew very sla.vly, some even declined. There appears 

to have been a relationship between size and the possibility of a 

settlement incrementing its population. Only in cases where special factors 

were operating was this relationship overridden. 

The relationship could be stated as follows, starting f'rom a basis of 

the 1614 population figures or, where a settlement is not listed at that 

time, the 1632 totals. 

My casal with less than two hundred inhabitants subsequently became 

extinct. There is one exception - .Paula (M.R. 5570) (population 170 in 
�. 

1632) - set tlement deliberately created in 1628 to relieve pressure on t he 
I\ 

1. Quentin Hughes, The Building of Malta, 1530 - 17<;!8, 1956, p.162.
2. Treas. B. 289• plans.
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6:7 - A manuscript plan, Eighteenth Century
, 

of

the Qormi extension mentioned in 6:6. 

Treaso B. 290. 
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The villages of Balzan ( top) and Lia 

together with the villa of San Antonio. 

t-. otice the large number of ' giardini' 

in Lia. 

The grid iron extension to Dalzan is 

twentieth century as indicated by the width 

of the etreete and the splayed froote of 

buildings occupying corner si tea. 

The capillary pattern, whioh predcminatea 

'·"· in the older parts of gaeale, is well ahawn 

at Bal.zan. 





harbour tov.ns and inducements were offered to attract inha bi tan ts. 

Villages with populations between two and three hundred either 

became extinct or declined in size. 

146. 

Villa3es with between three hundred and one thousand inhabitants 

remained static or increased slowly :u1 numbers. There are two excei)tions 

due to special conditions - Tarxien and Zabbar. 

Tarxien (M.R. 5669) (created a parish in 1592) apparently 'i!j:'ew but 

much of the increase was due to the foundation of l'aul.a within the parish. 

'l'he casal was also well placed with regard to the harbour towns. 

Zabbar (11.R. 5870) (1615) displays a very rapid rate of growth as a 

result of its proximity to the 1-hree Cities (Vittoriosa, Senglea, Borml.a). 

Mosta (M.R. 41371+) (1608) grew quickly enough to overtake the parent 

parish in numbers of inhabitants. This growth was due to the Order grant

ing a large nUDber of building si tea near to the village. N axxar (M.R. 

1+971+) was also affected by  this process al though not to the sane degree. 

Gfiargt1ur (M.R. 5075) ( 1610), Dingli (M.R. 4468) , Attard (M.R. 1+972), Lia 

(M.R. 5073), Kirkop (M.R. 5366) (1592), Saf'i (.M.R. 5365) (1598), Mqabba (M.R. 

5267) (1598) and Luqa (M.R. 5.368) (16.33) all renained fairly static in 

numbers.  

What this in f'aot means is that most of the setilements based on the

old, rural, pre-Order, parish centres were the ones which displayed a high

rate of growth. "There were exceptions. Siggiewi (M.R. 4-968), with its 

satellites Kbir, Kdieri, Xiluc, all of which became extinct, :increased 

very slowly in numbers and 1his was probably a reflection of the rather 



isolated position of the settlement. 

hone of the s:ilall rural settlements, 'i'artarni (.M.R. 44.368.3?), 

Nigret, otrar Kb:ir (M.R. 4567) and Dingli (M.R.i.i.,68), in the parish which 

centred on Udina, flourished. The first three became extinct and 

Dingli, which attained parish status in 1678, remained static. 

In 1612 the village of Nigret did not exist but, in that year, 

th ,, 1
twenty-four people r:iade a collective supplication to e "'"rand !Laster 

asking for house sites, at "ta Negret et ta Salva tor o siv chof'ra to 

lamp"• The supplicants stated that they wished to create a casal on the 

then ban-en land. The Grand h..aster granted these requests and in ttie 

next ten years a further twenty-eight similar applications for house sites 

were approved. The plots given out were small, ( usually 12 or 14 cannes 

square. A cani.a = 2 . 292 yards), just large enough for a family to build 

a house and create a small plot for cultivation from the rocky land. 

1-1.ccording to Abela2 there were fifty-five houses in the village, containing

two hundred and forty two inhabitants, by 1632. It will be noticed that 

there is a fairly good correlation between the number of successful pe� 

i tioners for land at !\ igret ( 52) , traced so fo.r, and the number of house a 

in the casal ( 55), in 1632. 
3 

'l'he project was not a permanent success and in 1772 Ciantar 

recorded that the casal had diminished in size. The decline of the 

settlement, besides the obvious physical and econanic causes, may be 

1. A.O.M. 1182, f. 107•
2. op. cit. 1647, P• 80.
3. op. oit. p.266.
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1 
related to the revoking of many land grants around 1637. 'ive do not 

lm°"'1 the full effects of this action, certainly the Order' s bailiffs 

lmocked down walls and repossessed land, but frequently the grants '\'7ere 

renewed on repetition to the authorities. It seems unlikely that these 
" 

difficulties greatly damaged the village of Nigret, for Abela in 164.7, 

describes an apparently nourishing settle::nent and there is no mention 

of decline or evictions. 

This policy of the Order's, of granting house sites to poor families 

influenced the growth of other settlements in the area. At the end of 

the first decade of the seventeenth century a group of Dingli nen petitioned 

for house si tea, 
2 

probably near Deir il binet (:M.R.4J+4E)92) and there are 
3 

references to similar grants in the same area. The Griar Kbir ( the Great 

Cave) , like N igret, was associated with groups of poorer families. The 

cave may well have been inhabited right through the later Middle Ages, for 

there are many references to trogolytic dwellings during this period. The 

first references we have to it being inhabited, &iring the Order' s rule, 

are early in tile seventeenth century when a few small grants of land were 

. th 4. 
made in e area. According to Abela there were 117 people living within 

the cave in 1632.5 6 
There were probably several houses bull t nearby as well. 

6. 

A.0.:?.f. ll84, r.176.
A.O.M. 1182, r.77.
Ibid. r.155.
A.O.M. 1182, r.5, f.42. A.O.M. 1183, r.102.
A si;nilar figure is given by Padre A.Kircher who visited the Gfiar
Kbir in 1637. At this time there were twenty-seven femilies living
in the cave comprising 117 persons. Padre A.Kircher, Mundi
Subterranei, Tan. II• Amsterdam, 1678, pp.119-120. Quoted by
Cassar - Pullioino, M.H, vol. 3, 1961, p.33.
A.O.:M. 1183, t'.37, t.59.



Th till. . d . l e cave was s occupie 1ll 1772. 

The distriuutian of land grants (Fig. J+:� for building obviously had 

a strong influence on the relative growth of settlements. Besides the 

casals already mentioned, together with 1<:osta and haxxar, a large nwnber of 

grants were made at Birkirkara and this helped to generate a rapid growth 

of population. A small number of grants were made in the Zun-ieq area. 

'rhe medieval parish of Bi.rmiftuii (M.R.54-67) splmtered into six 

parochial units - Luqa, 'l'arxien, r.;.udia (M.R. 5567), Kirkop, Safi, Mqabba, 

none of which grew very much after 1632, except Tarxien which we have 

already discussed. The church at Birmf'tun, which had served as mother 

church to the whole of the medieval parish remained isolated and no 

settlement grew up around it. 

The neighbouring pariah of Santa. Caterina was divided into new 

parishes centred on the villages of Zeitun (M.R.5768), Q:1'iaxaa (M.R.5667) 
V 

and Zabbar (:M.R.5870). Population within these settlements grew rapidly 
�tw'' lo<>.,

probably due to the nearness of the Three Cities (Birgf, Bormla and� 

QI ieee.) and the demands they made upon the adjoining countryside. Charl ton2

notes the existence, in the nineteenth century, of large herds of goats at 

.Zeitun, Zabbar and Qformi., specifically to supply the needs of the harbour

side towns. The herds "used to travel there daily when door to door selling 

of raw milk ' on the hoof" was permitted". It is possible that a similar 

situation existed at an earlier date. Almost certainly Zabbar performed 

a doanitor,y function. 
1. Ciantar, op. ci t. p.265. It is probable that a nun:ber of other caves

were also occupied at this time. Near the G1rar Kbir ia Cr"!iar De.kk\lk 
(M.R.4-59668) which bears clear marks of a formi,r habitation. 

2. w.A.Charltcm, Trends � the Eoan?9ic Geography of Malta since iaoo,
Ph.�:tha1ia, Durham 19 o. p.118. 
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The population figure given for the Santa Caterina group of settle

ments as a whole, :in 16.32, in R.M.L. 1621 
appear to be far too high and 

:in fact it does not tally with the total given by Abela. Of the earlier 

figures, it can be said that the 1614- and 1617 totals do appear to reflect 

the Turkish raid of 16J.4., 
2 

when a landing was made at Marsacala and the

territory around Zei tun pillaged. 

Zebbug (M.R.4969) and 2:urrieg (M.R. 5265), :in spite of the distance 

they were away f'ran the Island's economic heart, grew considerably :in 

numbers of' inhabitants. Both were important centres of the cotton :industry. 

Zebbug lay on the 'strada antica, •3 which ran between Vittoriosa and Mdina,
4

and had probably been an important cotton centre in the seventeenth, 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. 5 Zurrieq, besides its intereots in

cotton, 6 was one of' the few settlements well situated to engage in

fishing. 

Fram the above it is clear why rural population growth was concentrated 

into a few setUements. Not only were the larger centres of population, by 

their nature, more likely to grow quickly but they were the centres of 

rural life, something more than villages, rather town villages. They were 

the centres of the various rural industries and some, like Qformi, also 

1. op. cit. rr. 125-127.
2. A.O.M. 105, fe7lv•
3. Treas. B.289, ff.19-20.
4. Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.88.
5. Charlton, op. cit. 1960, pp.186-188.
6. Abela, op. ci t. p.102.



served as dormitory and manuf'acturing suburbs to the harbour towns. 

l.Jany functioned as markets for the produce of the surrounding farmland

and housed the middlemen who oreanised, and capitalised, much of the

economic life of rural Malta.

'.rhe large casals were aJ.so the centres from which the Order organised 

the collective defence of the countryside and each of the eight, original 

rural, parishes had its capitan and contributed a body of men to the 

militia. 'l'he newer parishes, although they had attained ecclesiastical 

enfranchisement, were still subordinate in a military sense. In this 

context, above all else, the larger settlements were safer place§ to live and 

during the period of the Order, until l 7r;/J, there were well founded and 

frequent fears of a large scale Turkish attack. In 1614 such an attack had 

been launched and no decade went by without strenuous preparations being 

made to resist :invasion. Life in hlal ta was an a war footing. In such 

conditions security was w<lt'th a lot anc outside the fortified towns. the 

big casals were the safest places to live. 

During the period of the Order II the church came to oocupy a central 
l

place in village life." As this process developed the larger villages 

became increasingly attractive as they could offer more ambitious religious 

cet'emonies, festivals and buildings. 

'l'hus the larger rural settlements were ne.rkets, centres of commerce, 

religion and defence. .As such they outstripped the smaller casals which 

diJ not offer the same range of services. 

1. B.W.Beeley, '£he Individual and C�ging Ruraj. Sgciety of 1Iulta,
Ph.D, t.Aaaia, Durham University, 19 o, p.50. 



VD....LA� ABfu·J)ONED DURIID '.i'lli SEV�1'?.rEENTH 

.A.l\J1) �IGHT'�'TH CCl""l'l'UHIES. 

As we have already discussed it is clear that during the latter 

part of the 1·11iddle .Ages and in the sixteenth century a large nUIPber 

1.52. 

of rural settlements were abandoned as a result of raiding and the Siege. 

It may well be, however, that other f'actors were bringing about aband

oru:ent as well, which were masked by the dominant forces. It is certain 

that abandonment went on after sixteen hundred and was then broU£}lt about 

by processes other than raiding. There is documentary evidence of the 

aecline of', at least, thirteen casals since 1614. The factors contribut

ing to the demise of' this later group are complex and until additional 

documents come to light, which will enable us to reconstruct more :f'ully 

the settlement pattern of the ldddle Ages, it is impossible to be definite 

in our conclusions. 

The predaninantl.y coastal and peripheral distribution of settlements, 

abandoned before the close of the sixteenth century, obviously indicates 

the cause of their decline. But, prim::d by other forces, the settlement 

pattern may have alreacy started to concentrate, whilot the selection of 

settJ.enents f'or abandClllnent was determined an grounds of security and 

exposure. There are hints in the info:nnation given on the distribution of 

churches in 1436
1 

that they were not necessarily surrounded by villages

and may, in fact, have served a number of hamlets, or an area of even more 

dispersed settlement. •.r he church at Birmiftuti (M. R. 54,67) certainly 

1. i•'eITes, op. cit. 1877, p.138-9.



Fig9 6:9 Settlements abandoned since c2 1600. 
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dicl this and today still stai1(l.s in isolation. .!.'his nay have been the 

15.3. 

case in other pnrisbes. Cassar - 1-'ullicino h9s found evidence of a similar

11ature in the report of uuzzina 
1 

and 6oes on to develop a theory, first

d d. b . 2 �'ropotm e Y iJarmanin - liarnajo, tlca t the Islund' s villages h:lve grown

as the result of the amal:3ai:.ation of resourceo of a nurrJL·er of neighbour-

ir1G sz:rul chn.rches to euable them to build a more i1·!�:,ressive edifice. 'l'he 

small churches disappeared and the population tended to move towards the 

new centre of reli�ious life. '1'he whole process being connected with the 

rise of the church to ta..-:e the central place in Lal tese villa0e life. Amal

&:runa tion was seen as sonething far more widespread than the assimilation of 

smaller neighbouring settlement:; by the casals al though ti,ere are a number 

of cxrunples of this having t9.ken place. i.russelmet was incorporated within 

hax:x:ar3 and Varda within Attard� just as li!sl 1.:usci and Hal Duin have been
• 

• absorbed by ZC3ubu�, � t a later date. 

·Uchardson5 11.'.ls developed tlie :J::ir1:nnin - l)e:najo theo:c,:; ':lnd states tl.a t

the .lisuppearance of 1,1:my villages "wos broadly coinci'1ent.:J1 with tJ1e !3rowth 

of the new parochial nuclei in the sixteen t.h anu seven t.<:)enth eu1, turies." He 

co:Itinu'3s 1 "tl,e c.::iuse seews to be r0lnted to the social conscience of n 

1>0oole who find their unity in the symbol of the Church. r' 
.. .. 

1. 1 1.!::ilto. in 157�: ;;;iocioJ. i�;.ipect:;.; of �111 Ai.)ostolic 'lioit,' :,:.H, vol.2, 
195b, P• 27. 

2. 'The Grand Harbour of :.:nl tn anJ i kl �urrou."ldin£;s in l;JO. 1 A
series of articles in the Doily 6:al tg CltI"onicle ,�Tammry l�:27 •

.3. .Abela, op. cit. 1647, ,P•8J.-.
I+• Ibid. i)• 86. 
5. A;;;··ects of the Demo·' of }fodern :.:al , Ph.l)' Durhsm 

University, 19 o, P• 



c"f'. :Jndoubtedly the church was n factor which :.ove cert::iin settlenents 
� 

-

wi au.Jed. attraction but to o ttrihu te ever;ythin:::; to ecclesia::i tical causes 

is an oversimplification, whether we are u.iscussins the changes ,'lhich 

tool·: place in the late : �icidle A6es or ciurin[; the rule of the Order. 

Of Richarcbon' s 3tatement, on the later grou."'·, certain g_tcli.fications 

can be made. }1 irstl�, as we have seen, few of the "new pa.:cochiol nuclei" 

i.ncreRsed greatly in size during the s eventeenth century. Sticoncll.y, 

i.nsecu:.,i ty vms still a fact of life in i.Ial tu under the h.nights and a spur 

to gregariousness and collective defence. Thircll.y, the growth of the 

larger set'!;lcments into m,:n·ket and service centres cannot be ignored. 

Fourthly, this crystallization of nucleated settlements out of a disper;;ed 
1 

pattern was not only a feature of the landscape of Malta. Swanzie Agnew 

has noted a similar sitll.8t.i.an in foe coastal I>lai.n of Bas Lanquedoc which, 

hiatoric.::uly, has been subjected to many of the sane processes as 1:al ta. 

In Das Lanquedoc, in spite of raiding and similar troubles, "the 

concentrated villa.:;e as we know it today was slow in evolving. Isolated 

hamlets continued to exist throughout t.1-ie 'Dark Ages'". In evidence Agnew 

cites documents and II the numerous ruined medieval churches and chapels 

throu.::;hout the countryside, so:ne of which are known to have served 

several parishes. As the least safe settlements were abandoned, Agnew pomts 

out, the remainder would tend to grcm m numberl:i• 

1. 'Rural settJ.ernent in the Coastal Plain of Bas Lanquedoc',
Geography, vol. rn, 1946, pp.65-66.
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• m indi.cBtion that neither reasons of security or �hurch organis

ation were ·wholly the causa of concentration is civen by the settlement 

history of Gozo. This is la.rid was more exposed to attack than :.;:ai ta and 

suffered ['lore raius, it was also subject to tl1e same ecclesiastical 

155 • 

regi.-ne yet, 1 a priori' 1 it appears that the lar6er rural settlement units 

J.id not form until a later data. :rhe original rural parishes on Gazo were 

:i.10t erected until the latter part of the seventeenth century and structur

ally the villages differ from the Maltese plan. They have more open, 

dispersed, straggling patterns and are Illlch younger. Certainly the pop

u.lation of Gozo was si:iall in the late sixteenth and the early seventeenth 

centuries but it was apparently quite large prior to 1551. 

Thus, for the Jresent at least, we must reject theories which propose 

any one factor to bring about the nucleation of' rural settlement within 

the Maltese Islands, whether we are discussing the late Middle Ages or 

the abandoning of settle:aeuts in the Order's rule. Once certain settle

ments had established an advantage of size over their neighbours they 

acquired a mor.ientur,1 o.:.vid started to become not only centres of population 

but also bases for canmercial, ecclesiastical an� .:nilitary organisation. 

It may be that ecclesiastical forces contributed strongly to attaining 

the orisinal momenttun, though the writer thinks it more likely that wider 

social forces were involved, but in the seventeenth century 3I"OWth and 

extinction were due to a simple ecanoodc truth - the rich get richer and 

the big get bigger. Inevitably the smaller setUements, vestigal elements 

t'ran the medieval pattern, were unsuited to the society that emerged in 



((J\p. 
\ 

the mo<lern worlc11 under the Ortler. 1 t will be noted that very few of 

156. 

the ll.i-36 setUe1:1ents disappeared before 1575 - Mellietia, Ifol ?ar and, 

possibly, Hal 1,1ule are the only exarnples e!ld tl1e first two can be accowited 

for by raidineo Hal 11ule was a small, inland, harilet near Zebbug. '.2he 

list of churches in 1436 Sll8gests that there v,Gre thirty ... eight casals, 

or nuclei of casals, with sufficient status to warrant a church. Thirty

five of these remained in 1575, but by 1798 there were only twenty-four. 

Thus, the whole structure of the settlement pattern was altered during the 

period of the Kni3hts as the Island adjusted itself from the medieval 

world, to its new position in Mediterranean affairs. 

Unless a great deal of new material comes to light on church re

organisation during the fifteenth, sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

( and ecclesiastical archives have not, as yet, been worked in to any 

great extent) then these structural changes must be seen primarily as the 

result of economic forces reinforced by social changes which increased 

wealth made possible. 



�iliDSCAPJ.:: F�Tl.'11.i�S ASSCX::IAT.lID WITH 

.tilliuillONl:ill Vllki.GE SITE§. 

157. 

In the 1nid-seventeenth century decaying village sites were a common 

feature in the landscape of Lal ta. Abela1 mentions numerous 3:ites which

still bore ruined buildings. Sometimes only the church remained or a 

group of cisterns which hau. formerly served the houses. Another writer, 
2 

after commenting that many casals had been abandoned for fear of corsairs.,

tells us that the vestiges of ruined houses were common and Dentions sev

eral former village sites, particularly in the north and west. 3

Where the site was not so obviously marked Abela was often able t o  

recognise forraer casals from other signs - a _!!al or Ra'fiS: place 

name, an isolated church, fo1mdations of buildings, a concentration of 

I<--. roads or the word '�isra1'1:' which, in Maltese, can mean �iazza', thus 

indicating the site of a former village square. 

:'.1ichardson4 analysed this type of landscape feature as it appears on

the six inch map of the Island toaay. He looked for the following 

features - isolated church or chapel (75 instances), a road knot (25), 

cisterns (15), the small fields which formerly backed the houses of too 

l.c,. village (18) and the name Hal (12).

It is worth examininz the usetulness of these criteria. 

1. op. cit. 1647.
2. Anonymous ., 'Descrizione dell'Isola di Malta,' early seventeenth

century, R.M.L. 631.
3. Ibid. f .4v.
4,... op. cit. 196o, Appendix c, 'The Lost Villages of Malta.'
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1iayside chapels occur so comrnonly m many 1:editerranean lands that 

they are hordly more than an indication of possibility. If building 

styles are plotted as well, churches become a more useful marlrnr. 1'he 

traditional style of l,.altese chapels, in which form and size are dicta-red 

b�r the characteristics of the Globigerina limestone, is markedly 

different from later Renaissance and Baroque struc tures, particularly in 
(._(i!,�.r� .. r \• 

fore1S of decoration. All seventeenth and eighteenth lost village sites, 
I\ 

visited by the writer, except ':i.'artarni and l\igret where virtually nothing 

remains of the old nucleus but the road pattern, have had traditional 

pre-Order style chapels standing on them. When all such medieval chapels 

have been plotted they may give us more information of the fifteenth 

century settlement pattern. 

Clusters of cisterns mark settlement sites from the Bronze Age 

onwards. 'fhus, except in the most obvious cases where there is an assoc-

iation of all these features, it is difficult and unreliable to find 

i c.. village sites using the above criteria. The name '!!al is a good indi

cator but, like al.l the above features it is non-specific in time. The 

word r.iiarat can refer to any area of flat open ground, as well as 

village squares. In short, documentary evidence is essential it a dating 

and causation of abandonment is to be assigned to a lost village. 

I.e...

!:lost of the villages which declmed during the Order's rule have a 

good association of the above criteria and show up well on the six inch 

map or f'ran the air. Earlier settle.rrents are usually indicated only by 

a Hal name and documentary sources. 
-



Fig. 6:10 - The lost village of Ta Maxluq 

(M.R. 5067) fran the air. 

+





Sumr.iary of .!?lace l'lame :l!:vidence relating; to Heartland 
Villages apparently extinct by the beginnip;/; of the 

Seventeenth Century. 

"Hal Arrigh" 

"Hal Caprat" 

"Hal Charrat" 

"Hal Far" 
(M.R.5564) 

"Ta Halfrida" 

II Hal Giauhar'' 

"Hal Grmi" 
CM.R. 595673)

"Hal Jauhar"

"Hal Kadi" 

"Rahal �iclusi" 

"Hal Ntus" 

"Hal Reskum' 
(M.R.539678) 

"Hal Saptan" 

"Hal Sayd" 

Treas. B. 2S9, f.188. Described as extinct by (A) 
p.105. "Hal Arrig" probably lay near coast be
between Bubaqra and Ral Far. Nane recorded by
(c) as "Hal Aarar."

Described as extinct by (A) p.91. who states that 
the site lies between Q+ormi and Birkirkara. 

(A) p.106. �B) P• 58. (P ) P• 546 records a "Hal
Harrat" near Zabbar. (10 indicates a similar
location.

This settlement is believed to have existed in 
1436 (F). There are, as yet, no references to 
it being inhabited in the period of the Ord.er. 
Extinct (A) p.104,. 

•rreas. A. 178, f.2,3v. Near Siggiewi.

Described as extinct by (A) p.103. Map in (c) 
attaches nalll3 to a site lying between Kirkop 
and Gudia. 

No written record of settlement. 

Name recorded by (P) p.491� Probably another 
form of G iauhar above. 

Described as extinct by (A) P• lOlr• Probably lay 
in Hal :I!' ar area. 

Described as extinct by (A) p.99. According to 
(F) site marked by Ta1-Ma.rhla church (M.R.4966).

Name recorded by (P) P• 527 near Siggeiwi.

:No written record of settlement.

Described as extinct by (A) p.106. Today "Has 
Said" (111.R. 591702) • 
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"Hal Seyegh" Described as extinct by ( A) �-101. Probably lay 
between Qrendi and Zurrieq. tP) p.582. records 
the name near Qrendi. 

160. 

"Cas Spi tal" Treas. B.289� r.194 (1654-) "Cas" = Qasale. Des- I.e..
cribed by (A) f .103 as extinct • .Probably lay 

"Caa Sul tan sia
Sufleni" 

111:ial 'fabuni" 

"Casal 'l' arser" 

"Hal Tmin" 

111lisrah Blandun" 
(M.R.5Lr65)-

near Gudja. 

Treas. B.289, t'.181. Probably "Has Saflieni" 
(M.R • .5469) • 

Described as extinct by (A) P• 97 • Reference 
to a plot of land in 1658 called II ta Chal 
'rabuni". R.M.L. 1302, f'. 5. Near Siggiewi. 

'l'reas. B. 289, t'.17l1-• ho other record. 

Described as extinct by (A) • Reference to "Hal 
Timil" Treas. B. 302, r.276. Probably in the 
tr�le of land bounded by Zabbar, Tarxien, 
and Zeitun. However there ia a "Tal Tmien" 
on the six inch to one mile map of the Island. 
(M.R.593682). 

Nane may be indicative of a former Piazza• 

A - G.F.Abela, op. cit. 1647.

B - Louis de Boisgel:in, op. ci t. 1805•

C - G.A.Ciantar, op. cit. 1780.

F - .A..Ferres, op. cit. 1866.

P - A.Preca, Ma1 ta Cananea, Malta, 1904,.

�ihere map references are given to places which cannot be f'olllld 
on the two inches to one mile map, the name will be found 
on the six inches to one mile map. 

,. (. . 
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Summary of pvidence relating to Heartland Settlements
abandoned or diminished since the beginning of the 

Seventeenth Century. 

Bordi (near Lija) 

Gt!ar Kbir (M.R.
4567) 

Gion ( near Zeitun ) 

Kbir (l,:.R.4896613) 

Kdieri 

Lew 

Manin ( near Qrendi) 

Mann (M.R.495735) 

Marnisi (M.R.578667) 

llillieri (M.R. 5266) 

Tartarni (M.R.4568) 

Haxxluq (M.R. 5067) 

Pop. 60 (D) Mentioned 1614 and 1616. Pop. 92 (A) .(B)
describes it as an inconsiderable village. 

Mentioned 1614 and 1617, Pop.53 (A).Treas.B.290. 
F.6 4, eighteenth century, contains a plan of the 
area.. A church is shown but no dwellings. (B) 
describes FaITug as a small village. 

Mentioned 1617, Pop. 117 (A), still occupied 1772 (c).

1i.entioned 1614 and 1617, Pop. 37 (A). 
'·'

Old nucleus nerked by Tal Providenza Church.Mentioned
, 16;J..4 and 1617, Pop\.119 (A), abandoned by 1772 (c). d..( l.

(B) describes it as a shrunken village • 

.J}.ccording to (A) this village lay on the road from
Zebbug to Verdalla. Mentioned 1614 and 1617. 

E'ormerly lay arowid Tal Hmiene chui�ch (M.R.5165) 
(F), 22 households (D), mentioned in 1617 and by (A). 

7 households (D), IrY3ntioned 1614 and 1617 ,mentioned (A). 

Pop•.50 (D), mentioned 1614 and 1617, Pop. 70 (A).
(BJ describes it as an inconsiderable village. 

Mentioned by (.A) • 

San Giovanni Qhurch marks old nucleus. 15 households 1. c...
(D), listed 1617, Pop. 66 (A). Reference to an 
inhabitant of "Cas: Milleri" 1693 (u). 

Founded early seventeenth century. Pop. 242(.A) •
(c ) describes it as diminished. 

20 Households (D), listed 1617, mentioned by (A)• 

Ta Haxxluq church imrks o.ld nucleus. Listed 1614 and
1617, pop. 171 or 161 (A). (B) describes Haxxluq 
as a. small village. 



A - G.F •• -\.bela ., op. cit. 1647.

B - Louis de Boiszelin., op. cit. 1805.

C - C�•.ti.• Ciantar., op. ci t. 1772.

D - Universita 22.

1614 - bstimate of population made in that year
A.O.U. 6385, ff.120-121. 

1617 - Bstimate of population ma.de in that year
A.O.M. 6385, ff.123-128. 
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b) �ettlement on the Coasts and in the h orth-\'Jest

of the Island. 

The adjacent map (figo 6:11) shows clearly the contrast which existed, 
£' 

in the mid-seventeenth century, between the concentrated development of 

the Heartland and the spacity of roads and settlements in the peripheral 

areas. Virtually all the villages at present existing in the latter areas 

have grown up since the arrival of .L>ri tish naval power and the cessation 

of the corsair threat. The distribution of roads and settlements which 

existed in 1650 remained basically unchanged for another century. In the 

latter part of the eighteenth century there are indication�that the settle

ment of more exposed areas was beginning. 

Though the lack of settlements close to the coasts is to be expected 

the emptiness of the north and west is, at first sight, surprising. Abela, 

in his "Descrittione di ll'ialta" (1647) divided the Island into two - a 

"�srte di l1ialta Inhabitata" and a "Parte di Malta Habitata". The division 

between the two corresponded roughly with the line of the Great Fault. The 

Wl:inhabited state of the north and west was the result of a complex com

bination of factors resulting from the interaction of the physical back

ground and historical events. 

North an d west Malta was originally a plateau capped w.i. th ha.rd 

goralline limestone. This block was shattered by faulting so that the 

present day relief is accidentea. A number of f'aul ts traverse the region 

producing a series of escarpments defining barren limestone ridges. Between 

the ridges the down thrown areas have become, with the continual downwashi.ng 



Fig. 6: 11 - Roads and �ettlements c.1650. I.:.. 

Sources: - ;:,ettlements; census material. 

'.loads - ,.11 plots of land in 'i'reas.B. 289 

are described in terms of the roads which 

run nearby. All such stretches of road 

were plotted and extended by interpolation 

using the six inch map of the Island, 

which shows existing roads, tracks and 

field boundaries. 

Probable roads were interpolated. 



ROADS & SETTLEMENTS 

C.1650

""· 

.. 

t 

0 

CJ 

0 

D 

• 

PARISH 

OTHER SETTLEMENT· 
HAMLETS SINCE ABANDONEu 

FORTIFIED TOWNS 

RABAT 
GREAT FAULT 

GOZO BO
��ACKS KNOWN ROADS & 

TRACKS. PROBABLE ROADS & 



of erosion products, soil filled. As irrigation water is frequently 

available the depressions are potentially very fertile. .. here these 

valleys meet the sea in the east, excellent bays result which, in un

settled tines, :i.nvi te the swift piratical thrust. 

'.L'he area consists then of a series of' ridges and dales, with the 

ridges acting as a barrier on conununications with the eastern pa.rt of the 

Island. Historically this has produced a remote isolation which can be 

coupled with the vulnerability of the coasts. 

The largest fault in the series nentioned above is the Great �1aul t 

which produces a steep, north-west facing, escarpment approximately two 

hundred feet high. This feature, lying between the vulnerable remote 

north-west and the more easily defended south-east, has developed into 

a fu:ndan:ental division in the landscape of 1.;al ta. The fault is a fine 

natural defence and there is a strong tendency, in troubled times, for 

the inhabitants to abandon the north-west and to seek security in the 

east. 

'.l'he abandoned state of the north-west in 1650 was one result of the 

troubles of the late ],addle ages but there seems to have been, histori

cally, several movements of people and settlements in and out of the area. 

In late PtU1ic or early Ranan times a series of round, defensive,

towers were built. One of these stands on a crossing point on the Great 

Fault escarpment - and acted not only as a look-out post, but also 

probably, as a stroni:point. 1 The existence of such a strongpo:int might 

1. 
� 

Dr • .l.J• Trunp M.A. Ph.D. Curator of Archeology at the 1,;ational 
liuseum, •. .:.al ta. Personal Communication� 



Fig. 6� 12 - Aerial photograph of the Pwales 

depression lying between Upper 

Coralline ridges. 





well indicate that the north-west was subject to incursions and there 

r:ay have been some withdrawal of population. 

It is possible, although we have no evidence but supposition, that 

abandonment tock place in the late fifth century at the time when Vandal 

raiders were active in this part of the Mediterranean and again during 

the ninth century as the Arabs beleaguered the Byzantines. 

·1,e do know that the area wus utilized and settled for some:_:tiire

between the coming of' the Arabs (870 A.D.) and the beginriing of the 

fifteenth century. '.the region is scattered with place-names, indicating 

agricultural activity and settleir.ent, and the majority of these must post� 

aate the Arab conquest. There is documentary proof of the existence of 

many of these names in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 

Undoubtedly the physical geography of the north-west discourages 

strongly nucleated settlement of the type found in the eastern part of 

the Island. 'rhis is partly due to the broken nature of the country and 

partly to the presence of numerous springs which offer opportunities 

for dispersed settlement. In consequence the predominant settlement type 

of the north-west, prior to the area's abandorunent in the fifteenth century, 

was probably a small cluster of two or three houses around a source of 

irrieation water. 

The concentration of 'djar' (house) 1 place-names in the area is an

indication of this dispersal. However a few villages and hamlets did 

1. J.Aquilina• op. cit. 1961, p.203.
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exist. In 1436, when Malta' s original. ten rural parishes were erected, 

the north-west cannot have been densely populated for the area given to 

each of the three parishes, which shared jurisdiction over the region, was 

relatively large. Two of these parishes were centred on settlements 

lying outside the narth-west - Na:iacar (:M.R.4,974) and Mdina (:M.R.4-671) • 

Only one parish was centred on a village within the region - Mellie1ia 

(M.R.Lf.279). Nor does the tact that the village of Mellie'fia had parish 

status necessarily indicate a nucleated oasal of the type found in the 

east. It may only have been a church and a fe,w houses, serving a large 

area of dispersed settlement. The village did not survive long. In 14581

a dispute arose between a looal nobleman and the Universita of l.idi.na over 

the ownership and enclosure of a piece of land, which stands in close prox

imity to the site of �llie"tia. There are a number of documents relating to 

this dispute but none mention a village at Mellie1ia. Yet the enclosing of 

this piece of land, by the nobleman Inguamz, would almost certainly have 

interfered with the rights of way and pasturage of the villagers. That 

the village of' Mellie&. could have wasted so quickly ( between 1436 and 

1458) suggests that it was a settlement of little consequence, or possibly 

that i ta demise was catastrophic. 

Other possible nucleated settlements in the area are attested largely 

by place-names and other evidence non ..... specific in time. The plaoe ... D811119

evidence is summarised below. 

1. R.Valentini, Dog,mnti per seryire Mt! Storia c1i Malta,
A.s.M, Rome, 1938,. p.115.



"Hal Draco" (R.M..L. 6.31 f.'4-v, this document is early seventeenth 
century)• . The name still exists today as ilal Dragu. 
(K.R. '4-575) • 

"Hal Musa" ( Treasury A. 178, f. 7v) (:14.R. �082) extinct. 

"Rahal tal {R.lil.L. 631, t. 5) - Ranal element now extinct. Wardia 
Guardia" still exists and there is a Viardia Qhu.rch (M..R.41,77). I.e...

"Hal Ghul" (.Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.65) - extinct name which probably 
referred to a site near Wied-ir-Rum (M.R.4270). 

I<- A fairly large group of !!al place-nam:,s exist near .Mosta (ll.R.4,874,J. 

"Hal Di.nsch" (Al::>ela P• 70) "Oas: dimegb" (A.Q.M. 1182, 1620, fe394J • 

"Hal Pessa• (Abela P• 70) "Oas: Pissa" (A.o.:rn. 1182, 1607, r.37). 

"Hal Calleya" (A.O.:M. 1182, 1616, f.218). 

"Hal Keyn• (Al::>ela p.83) "Hal :Met' (A.O • .M. 1183, 1620, r.3). 

"Hal Dheeis" (Abela p.83). 

"Rahal Hobla" (R.M.L. 631, t.5) "Hal Hobla" (A.O.M. 1182, 1618, t.2J+6) • 

Ta Hammut (14.R. 4.976) - name exists in this form today. This site waa 

suggested by Beeley.1 The name is possibly "Hal Samud• (R • .M.L. 870, 1439 ,

l.v r.30) quoted by Mifsud, 2 as the word jal has a strong tendency to elide.

The author of R.M.L. 631 also suggests the sites of abandoned villages 

at "Gebel Guzara• - Gebel Ghawzara (.M.R. 4-676), behind Salina.Bay -

"Rahal Gumeri• - although at this time ODly the church, "S.Antcnio tal 

Gumeri", remained and a Casal Puales in the Wied Tal-Pwales. 

It might be thought that under the Order, as pressure developed on 

existing land there would be a movemetnt towards colonizing the northwest," 

1. B.w.:aeeley, The ggaiyidne] and 9bepging Rural Society in Mel ta,
Ph.D, Durham, 19 O, p.53. 

2. A.Mifsud, A.M, vol. III, Malta, 1918, p.269. F.N.
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as a step towards utilizing it more intensively. In fact during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries no settlement approaching a hamlet 

in size developed al though a few houses were added to the dispersed 

pattern. Economic ( see chapter IV) and social forces seem to have been 

.responsible for perpetuating this situation, together with the acknowledged 

insecurity of the area. Until the middle of the eighteenth century the

Order was continually reacting to rwoours of a Turkish a ttaak. The whole 

Island must have shared this general inseouri ty and fn families would care 

to live far f"rom the fortresses in areas where they might easily be out off. 

The narthwest was particularly prc:me in this respect as there was always a 
A. 

tendency tor the defences to stop at the Great Fault. Partially as a 

result of this settle�nts never developed in the northwest and the dist-
" 

ances involved in the walk from the existing villages to farmland in the 

area, must have been a drag on agricultural intensity. Coupled with this, 

ooummica tions in the norttpes t were not good and gettiJJg agricul ttu.-al 

produce out of the area would encounter, by local standards, soma diffi

culty. 

The closely knit society of a l4altese village does not encourage 

hiving off, particularly into a region which must have been generally re

garded as unsafe. The collective experience of a paternalist society 

would not approve such a move. During the seventeenth and eighteenth 

oen turiea this force was reinf oroed by another centripetal one tor, aa 

we have already diacussed, there is evidence to suggest that at this time 



the larger villages were growing at the expense of outlying hamlets. 

In the face of problems of def'ence, transport and tradition there 

had to be a particularly strong reason for living away f'ran the larger 

villages. The availability of irrigation water in the northwest pro-
A 

vided this. Al though no settlement whioh could be described as a hamlet 

developed, the area was scattered with isolated houses whose distribution 

mirrored that of springs producing irrigation water. Occasionally, as 

at Cffiain Tutfieiia. (M.R. lt-176)1 a group of three or four farms clustered

together but normally one, sanetines two, families lived cl ose to the 

precious water, the complicated irrigation works and the crops requiring 

constant attention. Loneliness and exposure being compensated for by the 

canparatively rich living which could be obtained fran irrigation farming. 

The houses of these families tended to be dour little buildings of tough 

Coralline limestone, with very few windows, none of which were on the 

exterior walls. Usually they were defensively sited at the valley head, 

pressed h ard against the Coralline outcrop, they frequently had caves 

rumiing into the rock at the rear of the house; a difficult cranny from 

whioh to winkl.e the inhabitants. :Many examples of this type of building 

still exist today. 
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c) '£he Growth of New Settlements ad,jacent to the Harbours.

The most striking change in the settlement pattern, which took place 

during the rule of the Order, was the establishment of a group of new towns 

around the Grand Harbour and Marsa.DDD3tt. With the installation of the

Order's headquarters on Malta such a development was almost inevitable. 

The Knights had been attracted to Malta by its strategic value which lay 

in the I sland1 s position supported by fine harbours. During the Middle 

Ages these assets had been wider-utilized, largely because Malta lay 

within the Sicilian Kingdom. Spain, which controlled Malta and Sicily 

at this time, had a purely .negative mterest in the Island. There were 

plenty of good, easily supplied, bases in Sicily tree tram the problems 

which .Mal. ta' s 1ack of resources and liability to blockage involved. All 

the Spaniards wished to do was to keep the Island out of' the control of' 

hostile powers and they were not interested in developing ita strategic 

assets. This neglect of a n:archland station bad been one of' the principal 

causes of' decline :in Malta during the late Middle Ages and it had also 

led to under-utilization of, possibly, the :finest harbour in the central 

Mediterranean. As a n:atter of' course then once the harbours started to 

be used, by a naval power, a number of important changes to the settle

ment pattern took place. 

When the Order arrived the towns existing on the Island were 

miserable, even by medieval standards. In the centre of' the Island stood 

Kdina, the capital, with its suburb Rabat. lidina bad been partially 

deserted since the middle of the previous century and the commissioners 

1. Universita No. 3, t'. 9.
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of the Order reported that the majority of the capital's houses were 

empty. It is difficult to account for this as .Mdina was one of the 

few fortified positions on the Island and presumably, one of the least 

insecure. Decline may have been due to members of the more weal thy 

classes moving to Sicily and possibly, retaining their property in the 

hope that one day they might be able to return. 

At the tip of one of the peninsulas that project into the Grand 

Harbour stood a small fort behind which was the little, unfortified, 

settlement of B irgu. The inhabitants of thia town were fffl'fl in number 

and did not form part of traditional llal tese society. They locked 
(�r .. l 

outside the Island" lived, when they could, by 'trade and external con-

tacts. Possibly they were not even subject to the authority of the 

Mdina Universita. All this was ref'lected in the nam1s attached to the 

settlement - the I Castello a mare1 and Bi.rgu, both of which have Romance, 

or La tin roots, whilst the names Kdina and Rabat are Arabic in origin. 

During the reign of the Order this dichotcuy, between an ou'bnrd 

loaldJJg section of society based upcn the harbours and a traditional 

camrnmity in the Heartland, increased as the harbour towns developed. 

Symptanatic of these changes was the decline in importance of Mdina witb 

the curtailing of the field of action of the Universi� and the oreaticm 

of a nn capital adjacent to the harbours• 

1. G.Boaio, op. cit. 1602, p • .}o.

2. .A..O.K. 670, t.54,.
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Neither elem9nt in the bi-nuclear pattern of towns which the Knights 

inherited was well suited to the modern world and the needs of the Order. 

In one sense, as a capital., Mdina was impotent for it did not control the 

Island fran the withdrawn defensive site on which it stood. The town had 

�··��� all the strategic limitations of a keep. By elimination the had
�Q.1,. 

Birgu forced upon them as m first Malta capital ana unfortunately this 

was a town beside the harbours rather than a fortress dornjnating them. 

Birgu' s radial plan suggests that it is later in origin than Fort St. 

Angelo (or 'Castello a mare') and grew up around the atrcm.gpoint. 

Unfortunately the barbourside settlements had developed before the 

inventic.n of modern artillery and neither was sited with any consideration 

far the range of sixteenth century weapons. Reassessing the tOIID. ai te in 

these terms the Order's military engineers pointed out that Birgu was 

camnanded. to the south. by a line of hills and, more dangeroualy, by 

Steberras peninsula which lay on the opposite aide of the Grand Harbour. 

Repeatedly it was suggested that a new fortress town should be built on 

sceberras to take advantage of the peninsula's danizlating position in the 

centre of Mal. ta I s finest harbours. The Order' s financial position and the 

attitude of many members towards .Malta overruled these considerations. A 

number of Knights hoped that if Rhodes could not be recaptured then a 

pleasanter and strcnger base might be found elsewhere. A policy of 

strengthening alJd adding to the existing works was drifted into. A landnrd 

line of defences was built to protect Birgu, Fort St. Angelo was strengthened 

and a high cavalier raised1 in it to gaui parity for the defensive

1. Quentin Hughes, op. cit. 1956, p.15.
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artillery with any that might be deployed oo. S�berras. l!,ort St. Angelo 

had contained a number of dwelli.ngs1 and these must have been cleared out 

to enable the Grand Master to establish his household there. At the same 

time as these changes were taking place the ditch, which severed the Port 

£ran the remainder of the peninsula, was �pened witil the sea was able 

to flow through. 

In Birgu a large amount of redevelopnent toac place in order that 

the Knights, their institutions and followers could be housed. A number 

I.e... of �uberges (residences where members of the Order might live) were built 

together with a hospital and various establishments for armament indus

tries. In spite of all this building and rebuilding the medieval street 

plan was retained. The extent of this phase of redevelopnent is still 

I.e..,. evident toaa_r from the number of existing buildings displ&l'ing 'lfelitan Fat
- -

t . c..-. Mouldings.' These mouldings are a decorative feature which were used 

around doors and windows during the early years of the Order's rule in 

There was soon considerable pressure on the available housing space 

within the town and the Order was obliged to issue a number of regulations, 
2 

in 1562, to central the pattern of developnant. 

In Rhodes the Order had lived within a 'oallachio' , segregated t'rom 

the local population. The regulations now defined a collaohio within 

Birgu and a mwi>er of restrictions were placed upai lay persons in an effort 

to remove them t'rom it over a period of years. 

These housing regulations were enforced by a body known as the 'Officio 

L Bosio, op. cit. J603, p.30. 
2. A.O.M:. 91.



Fig9 
6:1J - Undated plan (probably Eighteenth 

Century) of Fort St o Angelo. 

R.M.L.
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della Casa.' The officials composing this boc:zy were also given the power 

to censure any proposed alteration to buildings. This commission was the 

first of a series, with ever increasing powers, which operated as a 

planning control body and thereby shaped much of the urban growth which 

todc place under tb:, Order. 

Even with all this redeveloµnent. - and building up of open growld 

within the walls - housing pressure increased and it seems that a small 

unplanned suburb, Bormla, started to grow up outside the walls and 

glacis of Birgu. 

In 1551, under Strozzi, a member of the Order, the defensive network 

around the harbours was scrutinized. Strozzi favoured a new fortress on 

SGeberras but in the end it was decided to strengthen the existing works 

with two suppcrting forts, as by this time the Knights were tearful that 

the Turks might descend upcm them at a time when the new defensive works 

were only halt' completed - thus giving an aggressor Steberraa in a 

partia1ly defended condition. 

The first of the two supporting fortresses, st. Elmo, was built at 

the tip of Steberras peninsula, covering the harbour mouths and denying 

an attacker's artillery unhampered use of the prcmcntory. 

On the peninsula adjoining 1lile B irgu a fortress was built at the 

landward end, just behind two valleys which, by lowering the divide, had 

created a natural moat. The building of this fortress gave covering fire 

to the main defences and prevented the peninsula being used as a convenient 

gun platform fran which Birgu might be bombarded. Whether or not the 

work was also undertaken to provide a fortified space within which a town 
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could be built is difficult to say but soon after the fort was completed, 

Grand hast.er Sengle gave out building lots to encourage urban develop-

ment. There is much doubt as to when the building of the town began. 

Many contemporary prints of the biege show no more than fortifications, 

windmills and a few houses on the peninsula. On the other hand some 

accounts of the tine give the impression that a fairly populous town 

existed. 

Towards the end of' the same decade the project for building a new 

capital city was again taken up but this time with more serious intent. 

The idea of a town Sceberras had had a laig history. Bosia2 claims 

that the commissicmers sent by the Knights, to report on the Island in 

the late fifteen-twenties, suggested such a town and the project is 

nentioned again and again in documents dating fran the early years of 

the Order's reign. Several military engineers produced plans for a 

town on the promontory including Ferromolino, Strozzi, Genga (15.58) 

and Lanci (1562). 
3 

It does, in fact, seem certain that a few years

before the Siege the scheme was accepted - this was particularly due 

to Grand Master Valette (elected 1557) who was convinced of the project• s 

worth • .I+ About this time there are numerous references to the "edifi

catione della nuova cita ne1la montagne de st. Elmo" and the instructions 

to an ambassador of the Order in 1563 declare that it had been "determin

ato edificar nova cita nel luogo et monte di st • .Elmo". 5

1. Elizabeth Schermerhorn, 1'alta of tbe K.nigbta, 1929, p.4,8 N .n. and
'Relazione dell' Isola di )(al ta f'atta al.la s.Ta di N.s.Papa G :regorio
XIII dell'anno 1582,' A.s.M, Rome 1936, p.289.

2. op. oit. 1603, p.30.
3• A swmnary can be found in Bosio, op. cit. 1603 and Hughes, op. cit. 

156, p.21. 
4,. Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.392. 
5• A.O..M. 429, t.2Uv.
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At the same time the problems of financing the project were being 

assessed. :b1 or instance, in 1562, the European estates of the Order were 

being told to provide contributions. And at the beginning of the 

Great Siege year an ambassador was instructed to open discussions on 

various problems bearing on the building of the new city, includi.Dg 
2

the finding o:t' a suitable engineer • 

.Uuring the Siege of 1565 everything the military engineers had 

predicted regarding the site deficiencies of Birgu and the sUITounding 

positions was proved right and only a series of bad tactical errors by 

the Turks allowed the heroic defenders to prevail. It was realised that 

to withstand another assault a mu.oh stronger def'enaive position would 

have to be sought. This realisation overcame the 11make do and mend" out

lock which had led to the tactically unsound concentration upon • 

Birgu. No socmer was the Siege lifted than Grand Master Valette asked 

the Pope to send a military engineer to Malta capable of designing a new 

town and :fortif'ica tions for Sceberras. Francesco Laparelli was chosen. 

He arrived on the Island towards the end of Deoeni>er 1565 and within a 

few days produced the plans of a new city - Valletta - tor Mount Soeberras. 

At this point, once again, external political foroes were paramount 

in shaping the Island's econanic future. According to Bosio,) when 

Laparelli arrived a good many of the Order' s belcmgings were packed in 

preparation for an evacuation of Malta. Two forces stayed this movem!nt. 

Firstly, the Pope and several other European powers had been fully 

1. Ibid. t.210v.
2. A· o.M. J.eJO, r.269.
3 • op. ci t. 1602, P• 723 et seq.
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awakened to the problems of defending Europe's "sot't wider belly'' and 

they wanted the Order to continue to hold what could be a key central 

Mediterranean base. Secondly, Laparelli having seen the det'enaive and 

strategic possibilities of �cebeITas was convinced that it should be 

exploited. Whilst tbe Order vacillated Laparelli started work coll.act

ing materials and workm:,n and tracing out the line of the fortifications. 

There were numerous conflicting views on fortification techniques 

at this time and so many problems connected with organisation and finance, 

that it was very difficult to propose and execute a new scheme, far there 

was imnedia tely criticism from many quarters. Laparelli successfully 

defended his scheme against a number of consul tents who came to the 

Island to advise on the new works. 

In a way Laparelli was a very effective instrlmlant of' Papal policy. 

The Pope wanted the Knights to remain in Malta and his eDgineer got an 

with the business of committing the Order to the Island at a time when 

it was almost too disorganised and weakened to conduct a policy of i ta 

own. In one sense all the landscape changes which took place in llalta, 

during the next two and a half centuries, can be seen as stellming from a 

few weeks work by a dedicated and extremely competent military engineer 

who effectively gave Papal policy material expression and lined out a 

course of action for the Order when it lacked one. 

Possibly tbe desigping and building of Valletta are worth studying 

in some detail for although an l.lllDllnae amount baa been written on the 

town plans of this period, and the theory which lay behind them, there 

appear to have been very few studies dealing with the practical problems 
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surrounding the building of individual settlements. The outlook. and 

technique of the planner is only one side of the picture which is altered 

and evolved by contact with particular sites and situations in history. 

There can be  little doubt that Laparelli was aware of all the current 

planning theories but it is hard to believe that there was any attempt to 

spread a town based on wholly theoretical conceptions over Sceberras. 

Certainly the town planning principles of the day were applied but applied 

as the circumstances suggested for as Valletta grew it came to reflect the 

history, finances, and experience of the Order just as it mirrored the 

physical limitations of :Malta together with the traditions of Maltese 

vernacular architecture. The existence of a definitive physical background, 

tradi. tions and problems of fj Dance were probably factors which expressed 

themselves elsewhere and prevented more 'ideal' plans reaching fulfilment. 

Above all there is the time factor in planning. Valletta was bull t at a 

fantastic speed yet many of the farces which helped to mould the original 

pl.an of 1565 had disappeared or altered by the time the later stages of 

building were reached. The plan J111tated in response to these changes. 

l.c.. . Soeberras feninsula lies between and controls, Grand Harbour and 

Marsamxett. This position is so obviously pre-eminent that it might be 

wondered why it had not been exploited earlier in history. .t'irstly the 

relief' of the peninsula was not attractive. Soeberras rises steeply out

of the harbours and f'ran its back a series of short valleys tell quickly 

to the sea. The peninsula was rinmed with cliffs and offered no convenient

moorillg place beside which a settlement might grow. In this context the 



Fig. 6: 14. - Topograi:ny of the land lying around

the Grand Harbour and Marsamicett. 

Source: Harrison and Hubbard, op. cit. 1945. 
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Fig. 6: 15 - Topography of Scebeqas .Peninsula

.:>ource: Harrison and Hubbard, op. ci t. 1945• 
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little creeks at the other side of" Grand Harbour, set at right angles to

the harbour mouth and almost irmn.me to the foulest weather, were far more 

attractive. The peninsula also lacked an adequate water supply. 

The advancing technology of war and the development of artillery 

transformed the site potential of Sceberras making it essential that its 

inherent defects were overcome. Artillery removed B irgu' s parochial 

security and gave significance not only to Sceberras but also to the out

lying ring of hills which encircled the creeks. These two facts of 

physiography guided the pattern of the Order's town and fortress building. 

The town site offered by Sceberras was by no means ideal. It lacked 

water, mooring places and its surface had been serrated by the valleys of 

SD'.18ll, ephemeral streams. As will becane apparent much effort was 

expended in attempts to alter unfavourable facets of the physioal 

geography. 

Topography presented the town planner with several problems. Firstly 

where to lay the landward line of defences? The valleys mentioned above 

were roughly paired so that sane advantage could be achieved by siting the 

landward front immediately behind one set. Genga had proposed a landfront 

in the position later occupied by Floriana lines but this scheme presented 

too large an area in relation to the Order's finances and defensive man

power. Laperelli had really no choice but the line he chose which enclosed 

the highest ground ( 180') of the penjnsula, gained some advantage £ran 

relief and did not present too large an area for fortification. 

1. Quentin Hughes, op. cit. 19.56, p.21.
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The shape of the site dictated sane form of rectilinear plan for its 

elongation eliminated any possibility of radiality. However ii' a grid 

iron plan were laid on the site as it stood the bracen nature of the 

ground would distort the street profiles. l. t was determined to cut away 

rock tran the higher ground and use the material to fill in the valleys. 

Work on this was started and there is evidence of infilling in certain 

areas, e.g. St. Paul's Street. 

As the work proceeded the Order became increasillgly pressed for money. 

Endless appeals for fUnds were directed into Europe and the Order was even 

forced to ask Papal permission to mortgage property in France, Spain, 

Italy and Portugal. This together with the fear of another Turkish 

attack led to a concentration of resources upon the def'enoe works. 

The harsh realities of the situation brought about a cessation of 

levelling and a fundamental alteration in Laparelli' s plans. When the 

rectilillear plan was laid on the still uneven surface, without any con

cessions to relief, it produced streets which 'switchback' and frequently 

become stairways in order to cope with the gradients. 

:Nature had omitted to provide a convenient creek to shelter shippi.J:Jg 

and the Knights decided to create one together with a site for a ship 

building yard. To this end it was proposed to excavate two coves on 

the Maraamxett side of the peninsula exploiting already existing valleys. 

Two things motivated the incorporation of this idea in the plan. Firstly 

there was the desire for concentration; obviously it would be preferable 

to have the galley squadrm penned at the strongest point in the defences. 

1. A..O.ll. 431, Lib. Bull. 1565-67, t.226.
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Secondly there had been a galley pen - or 'mand.eraggio' as the 

Knights called it - at Rhodes, and many probably felt it woold be a good

idea to reproduce it here. It is difficult to suggest why it was decided 

to excavate the manderaggio on the Marsamxett side of the peninsula 

except that the most pronounced valley was fowid there and this lessened 

the amount of excavation. The consequences of the scheme were perhaps 

not realised for it meant that the galleys were to be based upon Marsam

xett rather than the Grand Harbour. The former enjoys much poorer 

shelter and in rough weather the entrance is mare difficult to negotiate. 

Besides there were already covering fortresses cm the south side of the 

Grand Harbour whilst there were none to deny an enemy the north side of 

1iarsamxe tt. 

The shipbuilding and repairing industry had long been established in 

the creek which lies between Birgu and Senglea and moving it to Valletta 

involved much .mere than moving the squadron and building a new yard. 

To speed the excavation of the galley pen, the site of the proposed 

· manderaggio was turned into a quarry and it waa decreed that all build

ing stone used in Valletta should be cut tran it. Apparently as excav-

a tion neared canpletion a harder limes tone was encountered which was un

suitable for building. This stopped the work. The project could have 

been finished had the Order been prepared to bear the cost but with the 

passage of time several factors had altered. The need to concentrate upon 

Valletta had disappeared as it waa apparent that the population of Malta 

was growing quickly enough to keep the older towns, on the other side of 



182. 

the Grand Harbour peopled and defended. Meanwhile the galley squadron had 

strengthened i ta links with Birgu and the Grand Harbour, making a move to 

Marsamx:ett more difficult. 

Thus, geology, earlier distributiom of towns and :industries, together 

with the characteristics of the .harbours combined to prevent the imposition 

of a theoretical scheme which took little account of local conditions. 

There are numerous examples of ideal and theoretical notions being altered 

as the plan responded to the L.ial tese 'mil.eau. ' 

1'he foundation stone of Valletta was laid by Grand .1.YJ.aster Valette on 

the 28th lvi.arch, 1566. Documentary evidence relating to the first phase 

of the city's development is sparse, but it seems h�y probable that no 

overall plan existed at this stage - or that if one did it was igncred at 

a later date. Laparelli had designed a system of fortifications and a 

street plan but no thought appears to have been given to the· positioning 

of the major buildings and their relationship to each other - the city was 

being treated "as a nere appendage to the military fonn." Al though cm

sidering the historical circumstances this is understandable. 

A few examples will illustrate that on the one band the fortii'ications, 

together with the street plan, and on the other the building up of the city 

were not cmceived at the same time. Firstly Laparelli' s street plan 

divided the city into blocks which were too small to accaornooate the larger 

I . ._. buildings, so that when such structures, e.g. 'The :Magiatral falace, �t. 

1 . ._.. John's _9hurch - were erected the street plan had to be altered by the 

amalgamation of blocks and the building over of thoroughfares. Seccndly, 

1. w.Porter, A History of the Knights of Malta, vol. II, 1858, p.4-79.



18,3. 

it is clear that when the building of' the city was started no pre-ordained 

plan was followed, sc that tha builu.ings of the Urder which were to be 

collected within a collachio , were in fact, sea ttered all over the town. 

It is possible that Lapa.relli originally designed a nuch more regular grid 

with all the streets approximating to twenty feet in width and, at a later 

date, it was e1ecided that a central group of more spacious thoroughfares 

was required - .kerchants Street, ( see Appendix 1) Kingsway, and Old Bakery 

Street were widened and, by way 01' compensation, strait Street and Zachery 

Street were constricted to alleys. But further documentation is needed re

la ting to his period. 

v� h.:i t is more, it would be difficult to produce an overall plan unless 
l 

there were at least rudimentary ideas on the form of' the larger build1Jlgs. 

Gi.rolam:> Cassar, the laial tese architect, designed all such buildings after 

1569, the year in which he was sent to ''Rane, Naples, and other places" to 

look at architecture and collect ideas. 
2 Laparelli left the Island in 1569

after he had served on the canmission which drew up the build:i.Dg regulations. 

'.L'he building of the fortifications began as quickly as possible. Fort 

st. �lmo had been re-built as soon as the Siege was lifted and now curtain 

walls, punctuated by bastions, were s-teum,d tran it around the peninsula• 

The rock. races were cut back, sheered and topped with walls. Almost everr 

where the fortifications were composed of tbe 'living' rock which made them 

highly resistant to the sapping techniques of the day. 

1. Genga, according to Vasari, produced designs tor several najor
bnjJdinga, to aocanpany his plan. Vasari' s Lives of the Painter;,
t·rana. ltirs. Forster. 1894,.

2. �.O..M. �32, t.253.



With but little effort from the military engineers the cliffs which 

walled Sceberras were made impregnable. The land front needed more 

ingenuity. Laparelli had chosen the line of the land front to enable the 

defenders to extract the maxi.nn.un advantage from topography. He then 

designed an impressive sequence of works which made the city virtually 

impregnable. Great squat bastions were carved out of solid rock and 

fronted by a ditch. Cavaliers were added a few years later, although 
1

they formed part of the original plan. 

The main 'enceinte' was built in about five years and during this 

time very few buildings were erected. It was not witil December 15662

that the Order decided upon the compulsory purchase of the land enclosed 

by the line of the fortifications. A cOIIIJlission was set up to examine all 

claims to the land and the Order then bought it at a price determined by 

the commissioners. The land was later re-sold at a fixed rate. 

Hughes has argued cogently that the street plan was laid out in 1566. 3

However, it was not until 1569 that the Order offered building sites to the 

public and issued regulations governing the erection of buildings within 

Valletta/ .. 

The preamble to the regulations announced the division of the city

into two parts, one to be called the collachio and occupied by members 

of the Order to the exclusion of all others. The religious Order of St. 

John had always maintained its convent :in seclusion tram the world. 

1. Bosio, op. oit. 1602, P• 74.1..
2. A.O.M:. 91, f.179v.
3. Quentin Hughes, op. oit. 1956, p.26.
4- A.O.M. 92, ff'.J.4.].-142.
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At Rhodes all the principal buildings of the Order stood within a 

walled and f'ortified area and when the Knights toac up residence within 

t&B Birgu they defined a collachio· and evolved a series of housing 

regulations a:im3d at remJving the Jvh .. J.tese :f'ran it, over a number of years.
1

Concentrated seclusion was dit'ficul t to maintain alongside the Order's 

crusading activities, high living standards, and desire to defend Valletta 

efficiently so the whole idea was dropped and a new city built without 

any attempt at segregation. 

Eleven regulations followed the preamble. 

Firstly there could be no reselling of sites without permission of 

the camnission controlling the works. This regulation had the double 

function of preventing the taking up of land for speculative purposes 

( there had been much property speculation during the Order's early years 

in :tlRo Birgu,) and also ensured that undesirables did not acquire land 

through naninees. 

'l'hon followed two regulations designed to preserve the building line 

within streets. There were to be no gardens or courtyards fronting builc:r

ings, nor were projecting stairways, or other works, allowed. Two reasons 

were given in support of these regulations. �'irstly to avoid any impedi

ment of the thoroughfare, and this obviously had military signit'ioanoe, 

and secondly to produce sane uniformity within the street. 

As in the case of many 'bastides' there were regulations to ensure 

that the site Ollee acquired was built over within a specified time. 

Building work had to start within six months and the house oooupied at 

A.. o.M. 91, Lib-Cone. 1562. 
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the end o:f the year. In addition when a site was taken up the coIImissioners 

decided how much money had to be spent on the structure to be erected. The 

specified sum had to be spent within three years. This regulation ensured 

that building was done at a high standard and there were certain s treets 

where sites could only be acquired if' the buyer was prepared to erect a 

'palazzo.' 

Possibly because it was wmecessary in the context of the time, there 

were no regulations demanding that the whole :f'rontage of' a site should be 

built over. Probably for similar reasons height regulation5were anitted 

I (; . al though the Order required intervisibili ty between the lfi.agistral .falace

and various elements in the defences. Likewise it was desirable that the 

guns of the cavaliers could be directed at the harbour mouth. 

All who built on corner sites were obliged to ornament them. And 

this work, together with the building or doorways, was to be supervised 

by a master mason appointed by the commissioners. 

Each house had to make connection with the sewers underlying the 

streets and b e  provided with a cistern for the storage of rainwater. The 

peninsula was virtually waterless and this cauaed great difficulties whilst 

the city was being built. The problem was never really overcome until 

Alofh 1614, when_!l_of de Wignacourt built an aqueduct trom the perched, uppar:-,

water table in the centre of tb4 Island. Ewn so an aqueduct would have 

been vulnerable in a siege. 

The penultimate regulation required that all building atcm.e be cut 

trom the manderaggio. · 

· The last stipulated that si tea "will be allocated according to the 
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resources and social position of those who will build." 

'f here is much of interest here particularly if we couple these reg

ulations with soim of the earlier powers of the 'Officio della Casa' which 

allowed it to suppress designs for buildings if they were found unsuitable. 

There is no reason to think that these powers had lapsed so that the 

commission had all the necessary authority to guide the building of an 

elegant city. 

Whilst it is perhaps claiming too much to suggest that the Order were 

aiming at producing a city of 'architectural streets' there was a strong

emphasis on building at a high standard and several regulations are intended 

to produce a unity of design. 

The streets al though, by the standards of the day, wide 
1 

were too

narrow to allow adequate views of the f'aoades of buildings. Cassar probably 

became aware of this problem for later he attempted to overcooe it by sett

'"· ing back St. John's .Qhurch from the no:nnal building line. 

When the Order moved the convent from -.. Birgu in 1571 there were very 
2

few buildings in the new city but in the next t'ew years buildings shot up 

I '- . all over the site. The Order erected seien auberges, the l4agistral £alaoe, 

a treasury, conventual church, the Hospital, and a large bakery. At least 
� 

half a dozen churches were erected in the fu-st few years and there was 

innumerable private building projects. Cassar was responsible far Dllch of 

1. 

2. 

1\\J, 
All the streets crossing the peninsula f'ran Grand Harbour to Maraa
mxett are in the regicm of twenty feet wide� Those runnine along 
the peninsula vary in width. Starting tran the Grand Harbour aide 
they are, respectively, in feet, 19, 25, J3 (Kerchanta Street), 10, 33 
(Kingsway), 10, 33 (Old Bakery streej, 22, 9, 22. 
Del Pozzo, Storia de Malta, vol. II, Venexia, 1715, P•5• 
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the pub1ic building. As a preparation for this work he had gone to Itaiy 

where he had acquired a number of Renaissance and Mannerist devices. But 

his work was shaped to a large extent by the designs and techniques of 

Maltese vernacular architecture; an architecture which had its sources in 

the possibilities and limitations of the local Globigerina limestone. Thus 

an architect who was essentially MaJ. tese was responsible for the major 

buildings within Valletta. 

In 1.582 a visitor to Malta recorded that the new town was now largely 

V 1 

built-up and there were few _racant sites remaining. By 1590 there were 

nearly 4,000 people living within Valletta and this piece of urban entre

preneuring, undertaken when the Order were desperately short of money and 

fearful of another Turkish attack, was a success. There seems to have 

been little reluctance aioongst the Maltese to move into the new town. 

There were several reasons for this. The most important was undoubtedly 

security. 
2 

The whole Island knew how near the defences of' ._ Birgu and 

Senglea had been to succumbing in 1565 and the fortified town on the high 

peninsula must have been very attractive. Besides who could say that 11119 

Bi.rgu and Senglea would not be cut of'f and&:)amclled in a siege? 

Then there were the social pressures; the desire to live in the new 

capital, alongside the rulers of the Island and mare simply genuine 

enthusiasm for the new scheme. 

1. 'Relazione dell 'Isola di Malta fatta alla s.Ta de N .s.Papa Gregorio
XIII dell' ami.o 1582,' A.S.M:, Rane, 1936, p.289.

2. Durjng a war scare in 1634 the Council of the Order had to camnand
people to remain in Mdina, Bi.rgu, senglea, and Gazo. A.o.M. 256,
f'.129v.
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Economically the Order was immensely attractive and pulled to it all 

the groups of people dependent upon it for a living. Valletta's rapid 

growth had an adverse effect on the surrounding towns. Senglea, so the 

visitor of 1582 tells us, was reduced to a slum. And the same writer 

comments that hardly half the houses in Kdina were inhabited as most people 

had gone to live in Valletta. 

its economic vitality. 

Birgu must certainly have lost much of 

Whilst the lesser towns were for a time depressed the general strength 

of the econofflY, and the reflection of this in the population figures, soon 

ensured that all the urban areas around the harbours began to grow speedily. 

The Order were spending steadily on buildings and fortifications, their 

military machine demanded and created a series of industries to equip and 

''i· 
service it, whilst the high standard of living enjoyed by the �ights gave

work to many people. The economy of the Island responded to the stimulus 

provided by the Order's wants and spending. In these circumstances the 

harbours and the surrounding towns became increasingly attractive. Table 

6:1 traces their growth. All the harbour towns showed a marked upward 

trend of population but were variations in the speed and manner in which 

growth was accomplished. 



l.575 J.59oX 1614 

Valletta 3397a 10744b

Vittoriosa 
(Birgu). 

2568 2551 

Senglea 1602 2709 

Bormla 1200 1288 1396 

x Famine and plague in early 1590' s. 
:xx P1ague in J.676. 

TiillliE 6 : 1 

1617 1632 1658 

lll85b 8601a
9219a

28ll 3o63 3192 

3019 4049 3730 

154-3 2778 2662 

a Maltese onl.y - excluding Order, slaves, men on galleys. 

1670 

3000 

3750 

2877 

b Maltese, slaves, men on galleys, exclud.inc members of the Order. 

1575 - R.M.L. 64,3. 
1590 - Universita No. 21 r.39. 
1614 - A.0.11�. 6385, rr.120-121. 
1617 - A. 0.1:. 6385, ff.123-128v. 
1632 - n.1.1.r,. 162, rr.125-127. 
1658 - Universi'fa No. 2, r.165. 
1670 - -ao- r.213. 
1674 - Del Pozzoi Storia de Malta, vol. II, Venaziu, 1715, r.:>•442• 
1680 - Universi� No. 2. r.246. 
cl 741 - R.1.1.L. 141, f'. 321. 
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Al though the city of Valletta was shape& in its broad essentials., 

during the latter part of the sixteenth century, a number of important 

structural and :functional changes took place d1..tring the remainder of the 

Order's rule. ·1'here were two forces of prime importance shaping later 

growth. Firstly, there was the increasing population of the Island and.,

in this respect, growth was strongly concentrated in the harbourside 

towns. A partial cause of growth was the assumptioo . by these tOWilf of 

urban functions besides defence, as they came to act as service centres.,

particularly in the economic field., for the surrounding country. Secondly, 

the Knights todc :increasingly seriously their title of Sovereign Military 

Order and Valletta came to reflect these growing pretensions of grandeur -

it became, with the suburb of Floriana, a microcosm of the great Baroque, 

absolutist capitals which developed in Burope. V&lletta was, wrote 

Brydane, after seeing the buildings and society of the city, "an epitome 

of all Europe"• 

To the original group of public buildings the Order added a theatre, 
' 

library., custom house, administrative buildings for the Universita, it 

rebuilt the law-courts and enlarged the cathedral and Magistral falace. I.(... 

The functions of a nuniber of these buildings indicate the growing complex

ity of the state, as do the numerous 1 bandi1 , or proclamations, regulating 

IIBilY aspects of the Island's life and culminating in the great 'Cod.ice de 

1. P.Brydone, A Tour through Sicily and Malta, London, 1774-



lS'l. 

,1 
Rohan into which all the laws were collected. 

11any of the more sumptuous private dwellings were erected in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The urban landscape of Valletta caIJV3 

to reflect the growing attention which the Order :paid to ceremony, detailed 

administration of their state and gracious living. Allied to these forces 

was another which helped to influence the development of the oapi tal. 

During the seventeenth century Grand Masters were not simply content to 

rule well and munificently but wished to permanently endow the Order in 

a way which would ensure its future well being and the remembwance of 

I.(.... their Mastership. Sixteenth century Grand Masters like del Mcmte ( the 

palace), le Cassiere ( the cathedral), Ver�i (vercJ.a Palace and the fief' /.c_ 
I\ A -

1.(..... of Marsa), Alo�de �iignacourt ( the !queductJ, had been content to erect 

public works during their life time and perhaps leave a good mheritance to 

the Order on death. Many seventeenth century Masters - de Paule, Lascaris, 

Nicolas Coton� Carafa - besides indulging in lavish spendj ng during 

their lives, set up foundations the incom:,s from which were to be applied, 

in perpetuity, to strengthening some aspect of the Religion's organisation• 

De Paule and Lascaris both set up foundations to endow galleys and, in the 

case of the latter, to ensure that sufficient money was always available 

to keep the Island well stocked with grain. The proceeds from the 

'fC.lldazione Cotoner.•were �plied to the fortifications• The investment 

work of these foundations was, as a rule, skilled and cm. a relatively 

large scale. Virtually all money was invested in Malta and not only did 

this put money into the eccaany but the funds were frequently invested 

1. Del Dritto Municipale di Malta, Malta, 1784,.
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in works which provided the infra structure of economic expansion - wharf's, 
c..rwJ 

warehouses._ shops, ...,. Grand 1.1.asters preferred to invest their capital in 

Malta rather than abroad because, apart from the administrative advantages, 

the Order were becoming increasingly embarrassed by the pressure that could 

be brought to bear on it by �uropean powers threatening to sequester 

property. For instance, in 164-5 the Venetians confiscated property of the 

Religion as a result of actions by corsairs operating from Malta 
1 

and in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the French were able to apply con

siderable diplanatic pressure largely because so IIDlch of the Order's 

property was in �1rance. The very wealth of' the Order often attracted 

rapacious interest. The French Kings occasionally levied truc:es on the 

Religion's estates, 
2 

whilst the Popes came to regard many of the Italian 

comrnanderies as being at their disposal. And above all this there were an 

immense nWii>er of problems in administering hundreds of estates scattered 

across �urope, which varied in form and profitability. A resident member 

of the Order was responsible for each property, or group of properties, but 

many were lax in paying responsions to the central treasury. There were 

numerous wrangles as to the proportion of the incane to be retained by the 

bolder of the estate and the amount to be sent to Malta. Many evaded pay-

ing responsions altogether if' it were possible and by the mid-seventeenth 

century abuses were widespread. 3 Against such a background it is hardly

surprising that a trend developed towards local investment. Whilst Maltese 

property prices, in some sectors, were possibly high in relation to yields, 

£ran the Order' s peculiar point of view, there was considerably more security, 

1. A.Q.M. 258, f.4,4..
2. e.g. 1693, A.o.M. 264,, r.26v.
3• A.O.M. 257, 1640, f.60.



� large part of the wharf and warehouse facilities, developed around 

the Grand Harbour, were built by the foundations of Lascaris, Cotaner\ tit.I/.._
and .Llanoel. The 'fonda.ziane Cotaier�' was large enough to redevelop a 

whole block of Valletta with ·a high yield, high density, mixed development 

structure, consisting of dwellings, shops, warehouses and mezzanines.
1

The same foundation also redeveloped a large part of the ''Quartiere della 

Buccieria Vecchia''• 2 In both cases the form of development was greatly

inf1uenoed by shortage of building space and the demand for housing at 

low rentals. 

�ocial pressures, generated within the Order -were, then, a powerful 

influence on urban development and this was particularly true, as will 

beco.ne apparent, in the central group of the city's streets. Away f'ran 

these streets the strongest force, shaping urban renewal, was the increas

ing nwnbers of people coming to live within the city walls and this altered, 

often quite fundamentally, the original conception of Valletta.. Population 

densities became increasingly hi,gh, land which was originally le:f't tree of 

buildings, was taken over for housing and, as pressure continued to in

crease, slums developed in the least favourable areas. The style, density, 

arrangements and utilization of buildings reflected these forces. 

5 GRQ,YTH CF THE BUILT-UP ARM•

The early )18ars of Valletta's growth were particularly rapid but by 

the beginning of' the seventeenth century this phase was completed and 

1. A.O.M. 262, Lib. Ccmc. 1674-, r.35 and Treas.B. 300, f .155.
2. �reas. B. 300, t'.162 and t.165.



Fig. 6:16 - Late Sixteenth Century or early 

Seventeenth Century plan of Valletta.

The plan includes many features which 

were never completed. 

R.K.L. 
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a slcmer rate of development ass1.Ull3d• At the completion of' this first 

phase all the building land, which could be conveniently used, had been 

taken up. It seema possible, in fact, that early growth was so rapid that 

add.i tional land had to be allocated for building purposes - due to the lack 

of early source naterial it is impossible to be precise about these matters, 

but it seems that the original plan for Valletta envisaged a much smaller 

built-up area within the enceinte iharl that which had emerged by the early 

years of the seventeenth century. There are several reasons for thinking 

that the original grid plan did not extend beyond the eighth complete 

street in fran the land front:-

i) We know that it was intended to build a shipyard, on the northern

side of Sceberras peninsula, so that at least part of the area under dis

cussion had to be left vacant. 

ii) Fort St. Elmo was strongly fortified and equipped with artillery

positions on the town side. A bastion was added to the fort' s Valletta 

front in the first years of the seventeenth century and St. Elmo was prob-

ably intended to act as the :final stronghold if the remainder of the town 

should fall. In this case it would almost certainly have been provided 

with a glacis. However, by the first decade of t.be seventeenth century the 

space, between the fort and the first buildings of' the town, was inadequate 

far this purpose. 

iii) Figure 6:16, which is late sixteenth or early seventeenth century

shows the built-up area extending only as far as the tenth lateral street 

(i.e. the streets rwm�cross the peninsula fran the Grand Harbour to 

l. T.Zamnit, op. cit. 1929, p.46.



1tlarsamxett) • 'rhe writer would tentatively suggest that, in figure 

6:16, the last three streets are additional to the initial lay out. 

195. 

I '- Another plan ( figure 6:17) dated 9.1620 by Harrison and Hubbard, 
1

shows 

that eleven lateral streets had been buil trup. This additional street 

would represent a second phase of expansion into the 'glacis' as the 

proposed site of the arsenal was buil t .. up. 

iv) The alignment of the Hospital (built 1575) 2 shows clearly that

it was erected in an open space without aey orientation to a system of 

streets, other than the road running around the fortifications. As the 

street plan was extended, to enclose the Hospital, it had to be perverted 

to accamnodate the I Sacra Inf'enneria' • 

v) There seem to be differences in the sue of the blocks, in the

eastern part of the town, which could be taken to suggest, that this 

area was not just built-up at a later date, but that these streets were 

laid out sanetime after the tracing of the original grid. What is more 

the street pattern, leaving aside differences in block size, does not 

perpetuate itself precisely in jhe area. 

Dating the two suggested extensions to the street plan is difficult 

in the absence of documents. The first extension was probably undertaken 

before 1592 for in that year, according to Zanmit, 
J 

the 'C81D1Zm"ata' was 

built, on the east side of the ninth lateral street, on a block adjoining 

the Hospital. The second extension involving, principally, the building· 

up of the abandCll8d arsenal site, took place at somi, period between the 

1. A.Harrison and R.Hubbard, Valletta - a repgrt to ao99WP8Py the outline
plan for the Region of Valletta and tile Three Cities, Malta, 19i..5.

2. Quentin Hughes, op. cit. 1956, p.152.
J. T.Zammit, Valletta, Malta, 1929, p.Ji... N.D.
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Fig9 
6:17 -,Early seventeenth century plan ef Valletta

dated c. 1620 by Harrison & Hubbard, op. cit. 1945. 
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compilation of figure 6:16 and figure 6:17 (g.1620). '·(...

As in the case of the Ul8llderaggio project excavation of the 

arsenal was abandoned as quarrying neared sea level. The site of the 

projected shipyard then developed into a lOR lying, low class, housing 

area, just as the 'mandragg' did at a later date. HC1tVever, in the case 

of the arsenal excavation was not so deep, due to the eastward decline 

in height of the Sceberras peninsu1a. As a result the dif'ficul ties 

involved in utilizing the area for housing were considerably less. 

THE GRONTH OF SLUM HOUSIW i@!eA§• 

The extent of the built up�area by the first decades of the seventeenth 

century is shown in figure 6: 21. All the readily available building space, 

within the fortifications, had been taken up and future efforts to :ill

crease the number of buildings within the city were attempts to make a 

more concentrated use of land and to build··Up marginal areas which were, 

in most cases, unsuitable for development. Concentration was also achieved 

by the subdivision of buildings, the building-up of gardens and the div

ision of blocks to produce additional frontage. A comparison of figures 

6: 19, "j.6: 20 and 6: 21 gives some idea of the general trend and effects of' 

these processes. 

Figures 6:17 and 6:19 show the areas which were not built-up by 

Lc... _g.1620. It will be noticed that, in general, they are the valleys which 

serrated the surface of the peninsula before the town was built - pbysi-

'-"'f" cally they were the least attractive areas for building. The �io , 

c.., .. r �senal, ghetto and St. Lazarus valleys were all outside the original grid 



Fig. 6:18 - Eighteenth Century plan of the Hospital 

of the Order in Valletta o 

R.M.L.
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plan - although in the first two special factors operated. Only the 
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�t. Lucy valley was included within the original street plan; here there 

is evidence of infilling and the valley was adapted to make a c onvenient 

(. c... approach to the del 1lonte Gate. 1!uch the same things happened at the 

'-t· 
fletto v alley, where sane infilling has taken place and the old water 

(. c.,... course adapted to provide an approach to the Jews _Sally �ort. ':Chere is 

some evidence to su�est that the St. Lazarus valley was filled in at a 

later date to allow an extension to be made to the Hospital. 

Other areas which v.ere free of buildings, at the beginning of the 

seventeenth century should, ideally, have remained so for they were in 

close proximity to the fortifications. But, just as the glacis around 

St. flmo had been consumed, so were these si:aces. By 1620 the originally 

open land above the Santa Barbara bastion had been built-up and several 

other areas ot' the town shared this fate. The building-up of these areas 

took place very largely in the first half of the seventeenth century. 

In the sixteen-twenties the Order began to grant house sites to supplicants 

in the fallowing areas: - the manderaggic · , around the Hospital and behind 

St. John's cavalier. The distribution of building lots caitinued witil 

I..... g.1650.1 One supplication, relating to the · manderaggic 
2 

suggests that

the area had been utilised priar to the sixteen-twenties but that only 

buildings of a temporary nature had been allowed. 

'-r· Precisely when the ghetto valley was buil t�up i s  difficult to decide. 
., 

Late in the seventeenth century the buildi.Jlg which becane the Auberge de 

1. 

I.._. 2. 
A.o.M. ll83, ll84, 1185.
A.Q.M. 1184., _Q.1632, f.39.



Fi.go 6:19 - The built-up area of Vallettao c 2 1620o 

S�e:• Harri•oa and Hubbard op.cito 
19450 
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Fig. 6: 20 - The built-up area of Valletta, 1939 

Source: Harrison and Hubbard op. cit. 1945. 
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Fig. 6:21 - Plan of Valletta c.1723. 

R.1.L. 195.





Bavaria was built here and certainly the area was completely taken 
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up by the early eighteenth century as figure 6:21, canpiled .9.1723, I.e... 

shows. 

There was, of course, a definite limit to the growth of' these low

class hous:ing areas and as the Order became aware of the problems assoc

iated with overcrowding they decreed, in 1666, that no more people, fran 
( 

the countryside, were to come and live within Valetta and the Three 
2 

A 

Cities. It seems probable that the growth of low class housing areas 

slowed after this but did not cease. 

a comparison of figures 6; 19 ( q.1620) and 6: 21 ( 9.1723) shows very J ·'

well the extent of the peripheral, slum develoi;:ment which took place 

during the seventeenth century. The slum areas are lll;lrked by an irregu-

lar street pattern and considerably smaller blocks. The outstanding area 

of this type was the ma.nderaggio • The rectilinear street plan enclosed, 

but did not attempt to enter, tl1-.1.s area, here there were few restrictions 

w building devel.opnen t a1 d a chaotic jumble of alleys grew up which in 

parts were no mare than four feet wide. By accident the urban patterns 

which pre-dated the Knights implanted themselves in the new capital - let 

in by the flaws in the theoretical manderaggic, sahe�. Many pl2ns 

canpiled under the Order's rule give no real impression of' the IIIUlder

aggio' s street plan ( sohemised town plans were camnan in this period.) but 

figure 6: 22 gives an idea of the area's layout in the twentieth century. 

This illustration, compiled in the nineteen-forties, shows obsolescent 

1. Quentin Hughes, op. cit. 1956, p.174.
2. R.M.L. 1210, f.14,2.



.b'ig. 6:22 - Obsolescent property in Valletta and 

Floriana 1�4-5• 

Source: Harrison and Hubbard. 
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property in Valletta and it will be noticed that all the seventeenth 

century additions to the street plan, which we have just discussed, are 

designated as improvement or clearance areas. 

DIS'lRIBUTION OP URBi�.N �·m�CTI01�$ VvITHIN V.ALLh.T.r.A. 

When the commission which drew up the housing regulations far 

Valletta decided that sites would be allocated according to the appli-
I 

cants' position in society, they pretty clearly had in mind a town 

divided into a series of well marked zones, at least as regards social 

status. Certainly they were intending to produce a central group of 

streets which were flanked, principally, by the Order' s more important 

buildings - the auberges, churches, administrative buildings - thus 

concentrating all the more important business of state in one area. 

v.ithin this area there were subsidiary groupings, the most important being

I.e.. the placing of the Magistral .falace, treasury and chancellery around 

Palace Square on Kingsway. 

THE DIS'IRIBUTIOO OE' SHOPS. 

In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries ideas on the zoning of 

urban functions were not so rigid as they have been recently. Having 

excluded the lcmer classes fran property ownership in the smarter streets, 

the governing classes were quite prepared to rent them business premises 

and possibly, even accamnodation in such areas. Building styles re:fleoted 

this much freer attitude towards the mixing of urban f'w¥ltions. Palladio 

(1508 - 80) had designed palaces which incorporated shop, or 



Fig1 
6:23 The Distribution of shops in Valletta9 c, 1750. 

Source:- Various 'Cabrei' etc. 
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1
1 bottega I development in the facade and drawn attention to the revenue 

• -.,r,,._. t-.r-Z 2 this type of J.11&•_..w could produce. In Valletta the Auberge de Prov-

ence lKingsway) (Q..1570) was probably designed in this way but in many I.'

cases the 'botteghe' were added to buildings at a later date - e.g. St. 

John's -Cathedral. During the eighteenth century such · mixed develop-
�()( 1-v,l�_..,,, . ._ 

men t became general on buildings ere.cted at the time -" the '�astell
'-ll'j 

ania,' !_lunicipal. !'alace, Casa Correa/
,., 
J2ibliotheca. �

This type of arrangement led to the concentration of ueny c�rcial 

facilities in the same streets as the institutional and adm:Jnjstrative 

buildings. }'igure 6:23 shows the considerable concentration of 'botteghe' 

in Merchant Street and Kingsway, which still dom:lnates the pattern of 

shop distribution today.3 Besides this supplementary 1 bottega1 develop

men t there were two schemes the object of which was solely the provision 

of more shop space. In 1GJ.J4 a large number of shops were built arowid 

1. 

2. 

The ward 1 bottega1 requires a careful definition for whilst it can 
be translated as shop it also means, and certainly did in 
seventeenth and e i.gh teenth century Malta, all of the following -
11 shop, store; warehouse; business premises." (P.Rebora, Cassel' I 
Italian - bJ>gliah, English - Italian Dictionary, 1958.) In the 
context in which we are speaking most of the I botteghe' referred 
to above were shops in the normal sense, but a number were 
certainly used as o:f':f'ioes and warehouses. 
Falladio, I guattro libri dell' architeJtura, Venice, 1570, p.12.
Quoted by Quentin Hughes, op. cit. 19 , p.142. 
Harrison and Hubbard, op. oit. 1945,- p.62. 
A.O.M. 257, f'.14.Sv and R.M.L. 1302, r.6.
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C-<.1'. the '
f

iazza dell'rerbe' on Merchant Street and another group were

erected., flanking the same street., on the cemetery of St. John's 

t (. 
1Cathedral. 

The third important street in the central group was Old Bakery 

Street. This thoroughfare was essentially residential during the 

Order's rule and contained few shops and public buildings although there 

were many houses and 'palazzi.' 

TH§ DIS'.IRIBUTION �1 INDUS'DHE§. 

i..l 
The larger institutionalised industries shownno particular pattern 

of distribution., nor was there any special ef'f ort to site them away 

from the centre. The 'ferraria', founa,ry of the Order., stood at the 

head of Kingsway, just inside Kingsgate. The 'polverista'., gwipowder 

factory, was housed in 1ierchant Street until an explosion occurred in 

1634 2 
and wrecked the building. After another explosion involving

gunpowder in 16593 it was determined in 1665 to move the industry out 

to Floriana. 4

The baking industry, as far as it concerned the Order, was con

centrated in Old Bakery Street where a baker; occupied a whole block 

of the city. There were also bakeries in each of the auberges after 
6 

the year 1630. The milling :industry, where the motive power was 

2. R.M.L. 1302., f.7.
2. v.Denaro., 'Still More Houses in Valletta ., ' M.H, vo1.3, 1962., p.52.
3• A.O.M. 260, f.14l.
4- A.O.M. 261, f.27.
5. Built towards the end of the sixteenth century. Quent:in Hughes,

op. cit. 1956, p.151.
6. A.O.M. 256, f.127.
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provided by animals, had a sjrnjJar distribution to the baking industry. 

11here windmills were used they were placed on open sites at the city's 

edge, usually surmounting the fortif'ications. 

Certain other i.ndus tries like shipbuilding also sought specific 

locations and the slaughter house was placed near to one of the �ally 

!'orts, to facilitate the disposal of rerul,e. Zanm:i.t 
1 

claims that doctors

and lawyers had the right to expel those practising nois\ome trades fran dlJ/ ._
their neighbourhoods. As yet there is no evidence to suggest that this 

regulation greatly inf1uenced the distribution of such trades. 

In 17502 a roll was drawn up of all those persons, in Valletta and 

the Three Cities, who were liable to service with the militia. A similar 

roll was compiled in 1766. 3 As :f'ar as  Valletta is ccmcerned these rolls,

besides names, give the places of residence in the oity and the ocoupations 

of rrembers of the militia• The total number of Valletta perscms listed as 

liable to service in 1766 was 3,348 am in Floriana the figure was 4,72. 

Whilst these figures give a useful indication of the number of persons 

living in Valletta, a number of reservations must be made. At this time 

males between the ages of 16 and 65 were liable far service with the 

militia. Not every male was included in the roll, certainly members of 

the Order and clerics were excluded, there were numerous persons not listed 

because they already held military posts with the Order, others had obtained 

dispensations fran the Grand Master and were anitted. Possibly quite a 

large number of people who had placed themselves, and their property, under 

l. T.Zanmi.t, op. cit. 1929, p.91. N.D.
2. A.o.M. 1065, 'Registro de l'Battagl.iono delle Quatro Citta ••• 1750'.
3• A. o. Me lo66.
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the protection of the Inquisitor also obtained exemption. Citizens 

were not exempted by virtue of social standing, at least as far as the 

professional classes were concerned, thus advocates, notaries and 

doctors are listed. 

The occupations claiming the greatest number of' adherents in the 

roll were - bakers, shoemakers, barbers, tavern workers, tailors and 

carpenters. There were a considerable number of' advocates, notaries 

and doctors and a relatively large contingent of silversmiths. 

'.rheoretically it should be possible to plot the distribution of 

people employed in various trades throughout the town. There are two 

major problems here. :b'irstly plotting would be based on the asswnption 

that plaoe of' work and plaoe of' habitation corresponded. Such a supp(>S

ition would only be approaching validity in a number of' trades. Secondly 

it is not always possible to locate accurately the place of residence 

I. c... described in the _B.all of' the Militia. A few trial plots were ne.de but 

only revealed an a ppt.rently haphazard distribution. It may well be 

that in a town of Valletta' s limited extent the forces which tend to 

bring allied trades and craftsmen into proximity/ are not operative 

simply because the distances invol. ved in going f'ra:n cme part of the city 

to another were small. 

m Dl§+RIBUTIQN QF WAREHOUSES. 

As the area within Valletta devoted to warehousing increased gr:-eatly, 

during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this topic is described 

under the section dealing with urban renewal. 



Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the urban f'abric 

of Valletta was constantly adjusting to the forces of the t:ime. '£he Order 

never ceased to embellish the town as they strove to mimic the absolutist 

iaeas of the da.Y• Indicative of this mimicry was the adoption, by Grand 

Master Pinto (1741 - 73), of the closed crown of kingship. Naturally such 

social factors were not the only pressures motivating urban renewal and 

the general increase in wealth and the growing compl.exi ty of the adminis

tration (although this is linked with absolutism,) were caitributory 

causes. Nevertheless it is true to say that, during the seventeenth 

century, large scale urban renewal was largely concerned with providing 

f'or the Order's primary functions whilst, in the eighteenth century, re

developments of the town's fabric were usually to provide recreational 

facilities, the embellisl'm:tnt of the streets can be included under this 

head, and to house the administrative machinery of local government with 

which the Order became increasingly concerned. 

Jsarly in the seventeenth century slightly mare unity was given to 
l 

c1,
the Palace �quare with the erection of a chancellery in 1602. This

completed the housing of the Order's adudnjstrative !Illohine. For the rest 

of the century build:illg work was largely concentrated on reinforcing the 

Order' s two principal :f\.tnctions as hospi tallers and crusaders. Shortly 

I. e,. after the completion of the ghancellery the fortress of st. Elmo was 

l t,, 

u.. 2 strengthened and later in the same century when Don Carlos de Gr�nberg 

1. T.Zammit, op. cit. 1929, p.47.

2. A•O.M. 262, 1'1'.123-124-• Grunenberg IW.de models to illustrate his
proposals and these are preserved in the falace armoury.
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visited the Island the outworks of the fort were refined. The seventeenth 

century was altogether an intensive period far the building of fortifi

cations in .Ma1 ta. Ideas on the fortifying of towns were evolving quick1y 

and defence works had to be constantly reassessed in terms of new tech

niques of siegecraft. 

As it lacked outworks the land front of Valletta was vulnerable and 
1 

soire were built round the bastions in 1640. Around the sruoo time Floriana

lines were built to deny an attacker a direct assault upoo Valletta. 2 Two

additional lines of fortifications were built around the Three Cities. 

About 1640 the fosse fronting Valletta was greatly deepened. 
3 

A few

years later an auxiliary shipyard was built in the Grand Harbour outfall 

of this ditch. 4- The shipyard was roofed in 1652. 

The Hospital was greatly enlarged during the sixteen sixties.5 
Opposite

this hospital, or 'Sacra Infermeria', another was built for wanen and, 

nearby, yet another for incurables. 

By the end of the sixteenth century, there were about a dozen churches 

and monasteries in the city and the building and reconstruction of such 

structures continued during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Sites 

could still be found for this type of developnent as gardens, or other land, 

attached to an already existing institution was normally used. The church 

of Our Lady of Pilar ( 1670), built to serve Aragcnese members of the Order, 

1. A.O.M. 257, f .4-Gv.
2. A.O.M. 2.58, r.3.

3. Ibid• f.3v.
A.O.M. 259, f.25v.

5. A.O.M. 261, f.52v.



Fig. 6:2/t - Valletta and its satellite fortresses 

of Manoel ( top left), Tigne, Ricasoli 

( bott.om right) and St. Angelo ( bottom left). 





was erected at the back of the Auberge d' Aragon. Several monast

eries found land, on which to erect churches, in this way. 
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In general very few new churches were erected after the first two 

decades of the seventeenth century. However many churches were enlarged 

or refurbished. Nearly every early church in Valletta was adorned with 

an elaborate Baroque facade. 

In 15;!31 a sagristry was added to the north side of the great 

{.'- "nissen" like structure of St. John's .: gathedral. In the f:irst half 

of the seventeenth century this was enlarged and, to balance the facade 

of the building, an oratory was added on the south side. Until this time 

the interior had matched the exterior in austerity but now, and this was 

a reflection of the age, the interior was lavishly decorated. The Neapol

itan artist lvla ttia Preti was conmissioned and he covered the walls and 

ceiling of the church with sumptuous paintings and sculpture. Many other 

Valletta churches underwent a similar, if less extravagant, process. 

Another important ecclesiastical event took place early in the 

seventeenth century. The Archbishop of Malta and his curia moved f'ran 

tiaal Birgu into a new palace in Valletta. The building was started in

1622.
2 

The move is another indication that by this tini, Valletta was

recognised as the Island's foremost town and not simply regarded as a 

fine, disconnected, setting for stately living. 

The building which became the Auberge de Bavaria was erected near 

the �hetto valley, at the end of the seventeenth century. It is a 

l. Del Pozzo, op. cit. 1715, p.�.
2. T.Zaumit, op. cit. 1929, p.51. h.D.
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.rreasure of the scarcity of' building land within the city that, this 

horoo for noblemen, had to be built between two slums, within the Jewish 

quarter, near a slaughter house. 

lJuring the eiehteenth century, by contrast with what had gone before, 
l

development within Valletta had a much more worldly form. In 1731-32 

a theatre was erected, in what is now known as Old 'l'heatre Street, on a 

site formerly occupied by two houses. 
2 

Later in the same century the old

I C. '�onservatoria' of the ,Ireasury was demolished and a library erected on 

the site. 'l'here were also a large number of private redevelopment schemes 

which involved the demolition of existing smaller houses to make roan for 

more palatial structures - the Casa Cat'rea ( Old Theatre StreetJ, 
3 

Flores

College, or Casa Rospigliosi ( Old Bakery Street), Palazzo Parisio 

(1lerchants Street, J+) and the Casa Ballot (:Merchants l::ttreet) , .5 to mention 

but a few. The result of this type of lavish redevelopment, in the central 

streets, was to further emphasise the contrast in population densities 

between the central area and the surrounding neighbourhoods. 

Much redevelopment work was concerned with provid:ing accommodation 

for trade and public aclministration, as opposed to aclministration of the 

Order. LJuri.ng the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the tt-ade of the 

l4altese Islands developed greatly and a large aznowit of build� work 

l. Treas. B.3101 f.8.
2. v.Denaro, 'The:Manoel.Theatre,' M.H, vol. 3, No. l, 1960, p.1.
3• Treas. B.310. 
4,. v.Denaro, •Houses in Merchants Street, Valletta,' JI.H, vo1.2,

No. 3, 1958, p.158. 
5• Ibid. p.167. 
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had to be widei,taken in Valletta to provide premises for it. During 

the same period the Order's interest in the administration of the lcial tese 

islands increased considerably. When the Knights first caru:1 to the Island 

they had been content to rule that part of it which lay around the Grand 

Harbour. However it was impossible for them to separate themselves from 

hlal ta' s basic economic disadvantages and their efforts to overcome these 

involved them, increasingly, in the administration of Island's affairs. 

Here there was something of' a division of' responsibility; the Order made 
' 

the laws and, in many cases, a Maltese civil body, the Universita, 

enforced them. 'l'here were two Universi�, the one based on llidina had 

m3dieval origins whilst the Universi� of Valletta and the Three Cities 

had been created by the Order shortly after it came to Malta. 

In 1721 the Universit! of Valletta was provided with a new town 

hall, or' Palazzo della Ci tta' , in �erchants >=> 'b."eet. There is soll1:3 doubt 

as to when this building was erected. Hughes1 states that it was bull t 

a-oout 1720 but Denaro2 traces in detail the history of the building from

the middle of the seventeenth century.3 The 'Monte de Pieta', ar official

pawn shop, which stabilized money lending rates, todc over the old prem

ises of the Universita which also stood in Merchants Street. 4, Between

1748 and 1760 the law-courts, or castellani.a, also in Merchants Street,

were pulled down and rebuilt. 5

op. cit. 1956, p.176, N.D. 
op. cit. 1958, p.164,. 
T.Zammit, op. cit. 1929 ,. p�.66-67 sars the build:uig was erected
by Grand Master Zandadari (.1720-1722).
v.Denaro, op. cit. 1958, p.165.
Quentin Hughes, op. cit. 1956, p.183.



(. L. 

I c.. 

209. 

It is interesting to note that in the vast majority of redevelopment 

schemes cited so far - Casa Correa, Casa Bellot, castellania, bibliotheca, 

Palazzo della Citta - the new building incorporated 1 botteghe 1 in the 

facade. ln the case of the Manoel theatre space was required to provide 

a foyer and mixed development of this type was excluded. 

It will be noticed that much of the redeveloµnent work was concen

trated into Ivi.erchants Street, so that the form and functions of this 

thoroughfare underwent considerable evolution. several other schemes, 

besides those mentioned, were also completed at the same time in the 

area; the virtual rebuilding of - the Auberge de Castile et Leon (1744), 
1 2 

the Auberge d'Italie (1683), St. James .Qhurch (1710), the enlarging of 

that part of the Magi.stral !'alace which backs onto Merchant Street during 

the hl.astership of Pinto (1741-73) ( the Kingsway f'acade of' the building 

was enhanced at the same time) , the redevelopment of' the ' po1 verista' 

site (1676) and probably a number of' alterations to the Gesu church as a

result of heavy damage sustained in the earthquake of' 1693.
3 

If these

schemes are added to those already mentioned and the development which 

L ... took place at st. John's .- ·9athedral and around the .llllrket place it can 

be seen that, in the space of a hundred years, f'rom the middle of the

seventeenth century to the middle of the eighteenth, the street was almost 

entirely rebuilt. Thus if the rate of replacement of buildinp is a guide 

to the vitality of a town then Valletta, and particularly Merchant Street, 

W"-'\ 

\lll8!!e indeed prosperous. 

1. T,Zamnit, op. cit. 1929, p.38.
2. Quentin Hughes, op. cit. 1956, p.113.
3• A.O.M. 263, f.138v.
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As the trade of the Maltese Islands expanded an increasing floor area, 

within the towns lying around the Grand Harbour, was given over to ware

housing. In Valletta warehousing concentrated on the Grand Harbour side 

of the town, predominately alaig the marina but also within that part of 

the city lying at not too great a distance f'ran the waterfront. 

Prior to the mid-seventeenth century the waterfronts of Valletta, due 

to the:ir inaccessible and exposed position, were hardly utilized and there 

c.'1 · was only a small quay, below the del Monte gate ({is• 6:16), which served 

boats plying between Valletta and the 'I'hree Cities. 'l'his quay stood in a 

man-made aq;>hitheatre in the rock which had been cut in order to set the 

fortifications back from the sea .. shore. The set back of' the fortifications 

was apparently not initiated to provide space for a quay. �,igure 6:16 shows 

that it was intended to ring the walls of Valletta with a sea filled moat. 

Such an obstacle was more effective than the sea alone as it prevented war 

ma.chines being :f'loated directly against the walls. There are signs that 

the quarrying of the moat was started on various sections around Valletta 

but nowhere was it caupleted. Thus in the early seventeenth century the 

walls were fronted by a stone apron which proved suitable for the :develop

ment of merchantile facilities. 

Seemillgly it was Grand Master Lascaris (1636-57) who first began to 

exploit these possibilities at Valletta. He built a number of warehouses 

between the del Monte Q:ate and a spur of' rook, which projected fran the 

landfrant to the water's edge and set a limit on development. 
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• tt t the time there appear to have been few buildings in the area 

apart from the de Liesse church (1618) •1 Once development began all

the available land was soon taken up but Lascaris overcam:i shortage by 

driving a tunnel, "JLa mina de1 Lascaris", through the spur of rook to 

the foreshore beyond. Here he built a wharf', which still bears his name, 

and another line of' warehouses. 

Hicolas Cotaner (1663-1680) extended Lascaris wharf and erected ware

houses. 2 
In 1691

3 
under Grand Master Carafa (168Crl690), also building

up a portfolio of investments for his 'fcmdazione', mere warehouses were 

le... put up in the vic:iJJ.ity of the del Mante .Gate• 1+ A n\D'Dber of grain stores 

were built on the �:iJJ.a by Grand Master Perellos (1697-1720) and Manael 

de Vilhena (1722-1736) extended the zone of warehousing along the Grand 

Harbour flank of' Flor:i.ana. 5 Pinto (174.1-73) added a group of sumptuous

warehouses and this canpleted the development of' a zone of warehousing 

which extended from the del 1ionte Gate to Floria.na Lines. In 1774
6 

a 

custans house was built just outside "lamina del Lascaris" to serve the 

area. 

The .Marsamxett harbour, in spite of its disadvantages, was not 

entirely neglected by shipping. Fran a very early date a small island, in 

the centre of the harbour, was used for quarantine purposes by people and 

gooda coming from suspect landa. As trade increased so did the number 

1. A.O.M. 6935.
2. A.o.:w. 261, 1667, r.72.

3. A.O.M. 263, r.104--
4. R.M.L. 1305, tt.16-18.
5. Treas. B. 310, 3u.
6. T.Zanmit, op. cit. 1929, P• 72.
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of warehouses to stare goods in quarantine.1 Manoel Island, as it came

to be known, was attached to the mainland by a bridge around 1730. 
2 

A small nwnber of warehouses were built an the Marsamxett marina of 

Valletta in 1674,.3 

It might be expected that with so much pressure on space in Valletta 

there would be a tendency to build upwards. This did not happen to a 

marked degree. Certainly a nwnber of buildings were originally put up 

in a single storey fonn and heightened at a later date. This was the 

case with the Auberge d'Italie4 and the bakehouse of the Order had an

additional storey built on for warehousing. 
5 

Redevelopment usually re

sul ted in rather taller buildings than had previously existed but gener

ally there were very few buildings which had mare than three stories. It 

seems very probable that the Order exercised care:f'ul control over the 

height of buildings. The Knights required :intervisibility between the 

various elements in Valletta's defences and particularly between the 

1<- cavaliers, �t. �lmo and the Palace. In 16.38 a householder in Valletta
-

was ordered to remove a structure from his roof which interfered with 

1 (, the view from the �alace 
6 

and in the eighteenth century, when Floriana
-

was built, it was ordained that no building should project above the line 

of sight between Floriana Lines and Valletta's land front. 

1. A.O.M. \\265, 1701, f.65.
2. Treas. B. 311, f.l4v.
3• Treas. B. 300, p.12 and A. O • .M. 262, r.35. 
4- T.Zanmit, op. cit. 1929, p.38 and 61. Quentin Hughes, op. cit.

1956, p.145.
5• A.O.:M. 272, f.lOOv ..
6. A.D.:M. 256, f.178.



Figo 6:25 - An Eighteenth Century plan of the land 

front of Valletta. 

R.M.Lo
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One of the great disadvantages which ::iceberras peninsula suffered 

as a town site was the lack of an assured water supply. During the 

building of Valletta cisterns were excavated to store rainfall and 

water also had to be brought to the site to supply the needs of' the 

army of workmen. Fortunately the situation was eased, shortly a fter 

work on the fortifications began, by the discovery of a spring in the 

�- vicinity of the Fetto valley. The spring did not supply enough water 

to satisfy the needs of the city and when housing regulations were issued 

it was decreed that all dwell:mgs must be equipped with a cistern to store 

rainwater collected fi-001 the roof. 

Early in the seventeenth century Grand Master A1oph de -Wignacourt 

(1602-22) decided to give the city a more certain water supply. Vi:i,gna

court had an aqueduct built frorn the upper, perched, water table to 

Valletta. The pipeline which was less than a foot in dianeter, tapped a 

group of springs in a valley just to the east of Mdina• The aqueduct ran, 

intermittently, above and below ground to the city where it fed a number 

of public foW1tains. These were not simply functional being built in the 

florid style of the day. Additional fowita.ins were erected in the middle 

2of the seventeenth century. 

1!:ven with the building of' the aqueduct Valletta. still lacked a 

secure water supply. 1rhe first act of an army besieging the city would 

1. Bosio, op. cit. 1602, vol. III, p.781.
2. A.O.Iit. 272, f.89v.



have been to sever the pipeline. The Order, therefore, insisted that 

all private cisterns should be kept in good repair and used. 

The question of water storage capacity was a powerf'ul determinant to 

Valletta's ability to resist a siege. In 1723 an elaborate survey of 
1 the storage capacity of Valletta and the Three Cities was completed. At

the time there were found to be thirteen public I gebbie' ( very large 

storage tanks) within Valletta,2 some forty public cisterns and 1,637 

private cisterns, the latter having a capacity of 11+6, 702 barrels. 

'£he author of the survey made several suggestions to improve the 

water supply position. He proposed a scheme to bring water from the 

Marsa to Valletta by concealed pipes at sea level. He proposed the 

storing of rwi off water from the streets and restrictions an irrigation 

at times of water shortage. None of these suggestions appear to have 

been implemented. 

1. R.M.Lo 195, 'Ristretto generale di tutte le cisterne, e
Gebbie publiche, e private.'

2. Ibid. f. 6.



THE 'l'HREE CITlli§• 

'!ilia Birgu (Vittoriosa) 
1 L'Isola (Senglea) 1 Bormla (CospicuaJ • 
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The rapid growth of Valletta, in the latter part of the sixteenth 

century, had an adverse effect on the surrowidmg towns. For a while 

Vi ttoriosa, Senglea and Bormla were depressed but with the revival of the 

economy and the increase of population all the urban areas, around the 

harbours, began to g row speedily. 

li'rom the t� the Order failed to complete the Valletta manderaggio 

and arsenal, allowing the galley squadron to remain based upon Galley 

Creek ( between Sengl.ea and Vittoriosa), the functions of the capital were 

split between the two sides of the Grand Harbour and the two areas devel

oped in a compl•mentary manner. At first, however, this must have been 

far from obvious. When, in 1571, the Order moved the convent fran 1-

Birgu to Valletta., the Three Cities must have been depressed by the re

moval of the auberges and several service industries. The Hospital was 

moved from Vittoriosa to Valletta in 1575. It appeared to b e  only a 

" '"' · matter of t� before the .9'alley §quadran and the arsenal followed. Both

remained and with the quickening of the Island's economy, the growth of

trade and, particularly important to the Three Cities, the re-establish-

I . c.. • ment of the gorao on a larger scale, a renewed emphasis was placed on 

Galley Creek. The nearby urban areas started to show a fairly rapid rate 

of population growth. The first town to benefit fran this expansion seems 

to have been Senglea ( table 6:1) and population increase came rather later 

to tile Birgu and .bormla. 
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A glance at the street plan of Senglea immed.ia tely suggests two 

things. li'irstly, a large number of irregularities were allowed into the 

grid iron plan, which probably indicates that building here was not too 

carefully controlled. �econdly, the present street plan was not laid out 

at one t�. From the point of view of fortification engineering the 

following series of events could be argued. 'ii hen building up of the town 

started a generous working space would be preserved imnediately inside the 

fortifications. }), or similar reasons the tip of the peninsula was probably 

left vacant. On theoretical g;r:-ol.U'lds, then, the middle section of the town 

plan was laid out first. The streets which now lie �diately inside the 

landward defences are wider and more regular than those further in1 which 

also suggests that they were laid out at a later date. The crowded and 

irregular streets towards the end of the peninsula are reminiscent of the 

later slum development at Valletta and may also represent later growth, 

brought about by land scarcity and population pressure. The effects of 

this intense space utilization can still be seen in the townscape today. 

(Fig. 6: 26). 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there was probably a 

great deal of redevelop�nt in Seng].ea. Many inhabitants of Senglea n:ade 

sizeabl e fortunes with the corso or in trade and an eighteenth century 

manusoript
1 

describes Senglea as a town populated by sea.mm and mentions

a number of 'palazzi' built there by ships' captains. Senglea benefited 

in other ways fran the increasing maritime activity. 

1. R.M.L. l.J+l, fe32lv.



Fig• 6:26 - Overcrq.yding of urban property at Senglea. 





Fig. 6:27 - A plan of Birgu, Senglea 

and part of Bormla C o 172J. 

R.M.L. 195.
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By the beginning of the eighteenth century the Galley Creek/ and its 

shores was no longer large enough to contain all the Island's shipping 

activity. It became necessary to expand into French Creek which lies 

along the other side of the Senglea peninsula. This creek w as exploited 

during the first half of the eighteenth century and again developm:int 

took place on the apron of rock left between the fortifications and the 

sea. During the rule of Grand Master Vilhena (1722-J6) a mole was built 

l along most of the Senglea shore of French Creek (figure 6:28). Once these

works were complete warehouses, workshops, storehouses, accamnodation for 

crews and the shipbuilding industry, both state run and canrrercial, 

followed. 

The Senglea peninsula had originally been developed by members of the 
2 

Order as a garden area and in the first half of the eighteenth century

the urban land:--use patterns still showed traces of this gc-owth phase.-' 

ilm BIRGU. 

Senglea had become, by the early part of the eighteenth century, 

probably the most economically buoyant of the Three Cities. Aesthetically, 

too, it was in great part more attractive than Bormla and a Birgu. During 

the first half of the eighteenth century 'illlll Birgu could be described as 

being II not very well buil t114 and it epitomised all the problems of urban 

coogestion afflicting parts of moat Maltese towns and town-villages, 

under the Order. 'la l3irgu 1 s entwined, m,dieval pattern of streets ( there 

seem to be tvvo basic elements in the street plan, i.e. figure 6:2�Firstly 

1. Treas. B.JlO.
2. Bosio, op. ci t. 1602, P• 242 • 
.3. Treas. B.290 and T reas.B.}10. 
4• R.M.L.14J.,320v.



Fig. 6: 28 - Part of the foreshore of cengl.ea

adjoining French Creek showing the ship

building and repairing area. 

The next two illustrations are enlargements 

of this zone. 
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adjacent to St • .Angelo a.re a group of streets focusing on the fort and 

secondly, towards the landward defences, a series of later gt-owth rings) 

had survived the mid-sixteenth century phase of redevelopment. This 

congested plan prohibited further growth and at the same time added 

difficulties to the practice of trade. 

The population of tae Birgu apparently grew very slowly at the end 

of the sixteenth century and the begi:rming of the seventeenth century 

( table 6:1). Sengl.ea, at this time, was growing more quickly, however, 

as the harbour area continued to expand its economic activities 1'1i1e Birgu, 

too, started to attract more inhabitants. Population growth in the whole 

area becrure excessive and created a number of problems. In 1634 
1 

the

Order commanded that no more private houses were to be built in Senglea 

a.rxl tBe Birgu. But whilst this might prevent growth in a normal sense it 

did not prevent the overcrowding and subdividing of existing properties. 

Subdivision of property was ccmnonplace and in 1645, even the old Birgu 

I
.... . ljospital of the Order was partially divided to provide living accamno

dation. 2

In 1666 the Order tried to check the forces bringing about congestion, 

by prohibiting further movement of population into Valletta and the Three 

Cities) It was very difficult to exercise control and clearly what 

measures were taken proved ineffective - partially because the population 

already living in the town! continued to grow. About 174fJ the population 

of 1- Birgu was estimated at .3,6oo.4

The problems posed to defence, trade and public health by these 

1. A.Q.M. 256, t'el31.
2. A.O.M. 1184, ff.413, 4J.4•
3. R.:M.L. 1210, t'.l.42.
4• R.:M.L. 14J., f'.321 
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conditions are obvious and it is not surprising that when the plague 

struck, in 1676., Vi ttoriosa was the town which suffered the most heavily. 

In spite of -. Birgu' s gi:-owing squalor the Order were able to resist 

the pressures of overcrowding, where its essential interests were re

presented. On the waterfront, f'ringing the Galley Creek, stood many build

ings associated with the construction, provisioning and administration of 

the galleys. Here, on what was certainly the finest waterfront of .hlalta.,

there -were several palaces which housed officials of the squadron and the 

l
arsenal. 

As a result of the maritime activity in Galley Creek, both martial and 

comnercial, much floor space within the Three Cities, in prox:imity to the 

wa-oorfront was given over to warehousing. 2

BQRLJ:A. 

'l'he origins of Borxnla are obscure, its growth was often haphazard and 

the desirability of its existence was frequently questioned. 

It seems probable that Borml.a grew up after the ouward growth of *-

Birgu had been contained, by the defences bull t in the early years of the 

Order's rule. The existence of such a suburb could obviously be an embarr

assment to the defenders of ta9- Birgu and Senglea. Prior to the Siege a 

large munber of houses in Bormla vvere demolished to forestall such embar:i:

assment. 3

l>uring the Siege what remained of ::Sormla must have been largely des

troyed but the settlement quickly recovered from this razing. There is a 

l. Ibid. 320v.
2. P.R.Ot c.o. 163, 3l..e
3. Francesco Balbi di Carreggio, The Siege of Malta 1565, English

Translation, Copenhagen, 1961, P•4l• Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.583.
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reference to an inhabitant of Bormla in a document of 15691 and in 1575

the population was estimated at 11 200 persons. 
2 

Bormla was created a 

parish in 1584-• 3 During the later part of the sixteenth century the

population of the new parish showed little increase, provided the estimate 

for 1575 can be accepted as tolerably accurate ( table 6:1). Towards the 

end of the second decade of the seventeenth century the numbers living in 

the town started to i.n:::rease rapidly and as Bormla remained unhampered by 

walls witil c. 164-0 it wa-s well placed to take the overflow of.._ Birgu 

and Senglea. This was not the only spur to growth. as the utilization 

of the waterfront of the Galley Creek became more intensive the line of 

warehouses, stores and docks spread until it embraced all those areas 

of the shore which were suitable for development, including the part ad

joining Bormla. This indeed seems to have been the most important factor 

promoting the town' s growth for it is noticeable that the radial elements 

in Bonnla' s plan focus on the imle:r areas of Galley Creek rather than on 

the adjoining towns. 

In Bonnla, as in Senglea and tM Birgu, there was a strong conflict of 

I. c.... interests between the needs of the .Q-alley _§quadron, the corso, com:nercial

shipping and housing, on the one hand and the desires of the mili ta.ry 

engineers on the other. One group of interests dewmded the tullest possible 

use of land adjoining Galley Creek whilst the other insisted upon the main

tenance of the glacis together with the working spaces immediately within 

1. A.o.M. }OO, 'Liber Capitali Generalis 1569,• r.102.
2. R.M.L. 64,3.
3. A.Ferres, op. cit. 1866, p.295.
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the fortif'ications and was generally troubled by the <3ef'ensive problems 

posed by urban overcrowding and the presence of Cospicua. It was to 

overcome these problems and to take in outlying higher ground, that 

k.argharita lines1 were built in c.1640 and a few decades later, Cottonera

!iines were started. 2 The latter fortifications also enclosed a shelter 

area to provide a refuge f'or country persons, in the event of an attack. 

\. ... Prior to the erection of Margharita �ines building control, in Berm.la, 

was apparently strict3 
and even when the new fortifications were completed

the military engineers remained worried by the suburb. It was recommended 

that a convent in Bormla should be evacuated as it prejudiced the defences 

of "iM Birgu and 5englea. 
4 

Yet at the same time, and this illustrates the 

conflict of interests well, from 1631 to 1675 t.he Order were granting house 

sites and building licences in the town,5 although they were careful to

guide growth into that part of the town furthest from tae Birgu - Senglea 

defences. At least part of this growth phase is probably represented by 

blocks 2, 3, 4 and 5 on figure 6:27. 

After this period of expansion there is no r ecord of' any further 

building licences being granted until 1717. In this year another group of 

planned streets (figure 6:29) were added to the town and house sites on 

them sold by the Order, at a fixed price. Conditions attached to the sale 

o-f the land were simple; the property had to be walled within two years 
6 

and the building line had to be preserved. 

1.  A. o.M. 256, t.1aa.
2. A.O.M. 261, 1670, f.167.
3. A.O.M. 256, Lib. Cone. 1624 - 38, r. 75.
4e A.O.M. 258, 164-5, r.4.
5• A.O.M. lJ.84, 1185.
6. A.O.M. 267, ffe24-v 25•



1!1 ig• 6: 29 - A 1718 plan of part of Bormla showing a 

new group of streets laid out on the 

south side of the towno 
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Fig. 6:JO - Aerial photograph (1957) of Senglea,

Birgu and Bormla. The fortifications 

surrounding Bormla are Margharita lines . 

and the outer groups·are Cottonera lines. 
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PAUU. 

Shortly before the Order forbade the building of private houses in 

Birgu and Senglea, a more constructive attempt seems to have been m:i.de 

c;:i. to ease overcrowding with the founding of '9asal Nuovo' or Paula. There 

c"'r 

is no evidence at present to suggest whether or not this piece of 

planning was motivated primarily by the aesire to relieve congestion 

or simply to profit from the appreciation of land values which would 

follow the establishment of the town. 
1 

In 1626 Grand Master de Paule decreed that a new town should be

laid out in the fief' of' 1:arsa, which the Order owned. There is li tile 

evidence relating to the new casal' s fu-st years but early in the sixteen 

thirties a church was built for the settlement. There seems to have been 

li tile eagerness on the part of' the 1ial tese to take up building lots on 

the rectilinear plan, probably because Paula was too far f'rom the existing 

centres and unfortified. },ran the first, certain privileges were 

offered to attract inhabitants and inducements had to be proffered once 

again in the reign of de Paule' s successor, Lascaris (1636-57) • 
3 By

164f casal Paula contained fifty houses and a population of one hundred and 
',: ., 

sixty persons. 

1. Abela, op. cit. 164.7, p.94-
2. .A. O.M. 256, f.lOlv.
3. R.M.L. 152, pp.230-231.
J+. Abela, op. cit. p.94-



Fig0 
6:31 - Eighteenth Century plan of Paulao 
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FLCRIAN.A. 

In 1634 Paolo }1 loriani came to Malta and suggested the building 

of a new line of fortifications across the neck of Sceberras peninsula. 

I.e.. -11ork on this project - Floriana �ines - had not progressed far when it

was discontinued in favour of a new ring of fortifications - 1viargb.arita

'· ... · !:,,ines - around the Three Cities.
1 

It was decided to strengthen the exist-

2 
,.... . ing front of Va lletta., demolish that part of Floriana !:!ines which ha d 

been built and sell off the stone. 3 But in the follcming year, 164,0, the 

:inoriana sche1re was reappraised and after the advantages of denying an 

attacker a direct assault upon Valletta ., providing a shelter area for 

country people, without having to overcrowd the capital with the attendent 

risks of disease., had been pointed out the project was restarted. It was 

also mentioned that Valletta could expand into the area. Possibly, fears 

that a suburb within the fortifications might mortgage their effectiveness 

led to the lapsing of this idea. However, the pressures on housing con-

tinued to increase and, as we have already noted, in 1666 the Order was 

forced to decree that no more persons ., fran the countryside, were to come 

and live within Valletta and the Three Cities. In 16725 the council de

cided that a suburb would be built within Floriana. Shortly after this 

date the Island was visited by plague., thousands died and by the time the 

epidemic was controlled there was no need to build a new town to cope 

with pressures an housing. 

1. A•O•M• 256, 1638• f.188.
2. ,A.O.M. 257, f.46v.
3. Ibid. f.37v.
4- Ibid. f .4,.6v.
5. A.O.:Wi. 262, f.12.
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By the second decade of the eighteenth century the population had 

revivea wia with it proposals for th� building of new suburbs. ln 1717 

the J:ilanned extension to bormla was laid. out ana in 17�4 the �.., loriana 

. 1 
proposal was taKen and examined by a commission from the following view 

points - were the houses needed? 1; ould the project be profitable to the 

urdt::r anci the 1�.altese? .Huw would the fortifications be affected? 

1.rhe commissioners were qui�ly satisfied on the first two points and 

after "mature consicieration" they thought that, with proper precautions, 

the effectiveness of the f'ortif'ications would not be prejudiced. 'fhey 

su�ested a list of safeguards: -

1) A glacis, a muckett shot wide, was to be maintained

outside the walls of Valletta.

2) The buildings, in the suburb, should be low enough to 

allow intervisibility between the land front of Valletta

5) 

and lloriana _:!:,ines.

The streets should be arranged so as to be easily

infilated from the walls of' Valletta.

4-) Cellars should not be allowed beneath buildings. 

At this time there were already a number of developments between the 

two groups of fortifications ar1d these inf'luenced the form of the new 

\.c.... suburb. .As early as 1584-2 the Sarria Chapel had been built, outside the 

walls of Valletta. There may have been some houses near this building for 

when the Floriana :fortifications were being built we know at least one house

had to be knocked down • .3 
1. A.Q.M. 267, ff.2,32v - 233v•
2. Del Pozzo, op. cit. 1715, p.249.
3. a.o.M. 1185, r.4-j.
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�arly in the seventeenth century a monument was built, to commemorate 

the completion of W if;nacourt' s aqueduct and about the middle of the same 

century., Lascaris laid out a 'pallamaglio' court. The existence of these 

structures limited the area which could be devoted to housing and pushed 

such developments to the southern side of the peninsula. This was, in any 

case, the safest and most convenient area for development as it lay behind 

the Floriana hornwork, ( figure 6; 15) out of range of besieging artillery 

and close to the developing waterfront of the Grand Harbour. li'igure 6: 32 

shows that part of l!'loriana which was built up first. The blocks on the 

northern side of the peninsula were added later and, as in the case of 

Valletta, it is., by and large, the later developments which became slums 

( figure 6: 22) • 

'rhe building up of Floriana probably started very soon after 1724, - by 

1728 the street plan had been laid out and at least one block of buildings 

completed. 
1 

The church of st. Publius was started in 1733. 
2 

By 1766 

twenty blocks of the suburb had been built and at this time, some indication 

of the numbers living in the suburb is given by the fact that, approximate-
3 

ly, four hWldred Inoriana men were liable to service with the militia. 

Floriana displays mny urban features of the eighteenth century with 

its triumphal. archway spanning the entrance, wide thoroughfares, 1 pallam

aglio' court, gardens, barracks, monuments and general spaciousness. 

1. Treas. B. 300, f.23.
2. a.Ferres, op. cit. 1866, p.231.
3• A•0.11. 1066.



Figo 6: 32 - In this print the tavYns and 

fortifications built by the Order around 

the harbours are virtually complete. 

Only :&'ort Tigne is missing - c.1750. 

R.M.L.
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.. �t first sight it mi,:)it seem surprising that, during the period of 

the Order 1 the north shore of l,.arsarnxett was not subject to urban develop

�nts. The reasons for this were basically physical. Compared with t he 

Grand Harbour, the ,·:arsamxett provided inferior shelter, during rough 

weather the entrance is more hazardous and the inner creeks more disturbed. 

But above this the potential of' the Grand Harbour was so �at that there 

was simply no need to develop :i.iarsamxett, as table 6: 2 shows• -

area ( Square 1�iles) Length of �oreline (Miles} 

Grand Harbour 

1,iarsamxett 

1v.iarsaxl okk 

.134-9 

.537 

1.875 6.666 

Source. "The Statistical Abstract of the Maltese Islands1 " 19,52. 

From the earliest years of the Order's reign 11\.arsamxett was used as 
1 

a quarantine harbour. Later a Lazaretto was built on Manoel island 

(M.lh5.?73) together with numerous warehouses for the storage of goods. 

'£he isolation of the northern shore of Marsamxett made it more suited as a 

I 0. quarantine area than as a centre of trade. 'l'he presence of the Lazaretto 

may have discouraged setilement • 

.wring the second half of the seventeenth century the northern flank 

1. A.o.11'1. 911 Lib. Cone. 1561-67, r.64-



of Valletta, came to be regarded as ill-fortified. Proposals were made 

for fortifying 1.anoel islru.1d but it was not until the rule of Manoel de 

Vilhena (1722 - 36) that a fort was erected. ,1ork started in :;jeptember 

227. 

1723 and was completed in 17.32. At about the same time as the quarant-

ine island was beini fortified proposals were nade for a fortress on 

Dragut point, (.M.R. 5673) at the mouth of fuarsa.mxett. '.l.'hese proposals 

seem to have included a scheme for a setilement within the fortifications 

( figure 6: 33). The building of the new works was delayed until the end 

of the eighteenth century and then only b'ort '.::'igne was built. 

lo A.O.M. 267, f'.223• 



Fig
2 

6:33 - An Eighteenth Century plan showing a

proposed town to be built behind Fort Tigne o
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' 

.hlDINA (NCJ.rABIW or CITrA v�ccHIA). 

ln contrast to the harbourside urban settlements the medieval capital 

of the Island -.... dina - failed to respond to the stimulus of the Order's 

presence. fhe basic reason for this seems to have been the inconvenient 

position of the old capital., seven miles from the harbours. 

In the Island's defensive system },:dina was of limited value. During 

the Siege it had been another strong point which the •rurKs had had to watch 

and divide their forces an, it had been a useful link in the comrw.nications 

cha:in with Sicily and a base from which the Order's cavalry had operated, 

often quite decisiveJ.y, during the campaign. But the cost of continuing 

to provide these facilities was high particularly as the harbourside 

fortifications were growing in size, strength and complexity. Apart from 

requiring a garrison and artillery 1rnina I s defences had to be maintained 

and developed to keep pace with the changes in fortification technique. 

The Order had great dif'ficul ty in deciding whet.her or not it wanted to meet 

the cost involved. The 11al tese, for their part, shooed more interest in 

the harbour to.vns than the old capital although, emotionally and national

istically, Mdina remained the centre of their country. 

During the artificial conditions of the Siege :Aid.ma was heavily pop

ulated but :i.tnnediately afterwards most of the soujourners moved out and 

man,y of the inhabitants went to live in tae Birgu. At this time there 

were probably very few people remaining in Notabile. The rise of Valletta, 

the growing control of the Island's affairs by the Order and the establish-

1. Della Hietoria di Malta, 1565. Printed work in the Royal Malta
Library. 
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1 
fortifications were also ruined. �arly in the eighteenth century tallc

of abandonment was again in vogu/ but Citta l'lotabile survived until the 

1ias tership of ll/ianoel de V ilhena ( 1722-36) during whose rule l.idina was 

largely rebuilt. 1 t seems probable that during the earthquake of 1693 

the eastern quarter of udina was far more hea.vily damaged than the -western 

part of the town. Certainly the western quarter contains most of the re

maining fifteenth century buildings, whilst the east holds the majority of 

the modern structures, including those erected in Vilhena' s rule. It is 

probable that when the Grand 1',.aster decided upon the rebuilding of Mdina 

there were many sites in the old city with ruined or delapidated buildings 

on them. Between the years 1723 and 1728 the fortifications of .Mdina were 

largely rebuilt. 
3 

After this a whole series of new public buildings were

I.'-', erected within the town; Vilhena _!:'alace, 'Banca Giuratal.e', the Seminary., 

Le.. the Archbishop's galace and the 'Corte Capitanale'. Figure 6: 34 shows the 

town as it was in 1723 with the proposed new fortifications sketched in. 

Figure 6; 35 (c.1728) shows these works in their completed form and a number 

of small alterations which appear to have been made to the street plan, 

particularly near the gateway standing to the right of the central bastion. 

Much of the property in i1,dina was privately owned and little n:e. terial 

relating to it can be found in public archives. ln 17.50 the "Cabreo • • • • • 

della Citta Notabile" was compiled and this gives IIDlch information on the 

1. Universita. 23.
2. Il Cav. de lv!ondion., Recapitglazione della opere di fortif'i. ni fatte

nella isole di Malta et Gozo dell anno 1722 fino all anno 1732,
1732, s.J.G.

3• Ibid. 



Fig. 6: 34 - Mdina - 1723•
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Fis• 6: 35 - Mdina - 1728.
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property held by the Mdina Universits. '£he town possessed an armoury, 

slaughter house and gunpowder factory. '.rhe Universita also owned a 

number of shops and warehouses but it is clear from the number and scale 

of these structures that iiidina had only a snall amowit of trade and 

industry, in spite ofVilhena's attempts to revitalize the Citta Vecchia. 

'l'he street plan of lv'i:dina is still very similar to the layout which 

existed in the late Middle Ages. 'l'here is a degree of regularity about 

the plan which suggests :it may be based on an earlier., more geanetrical ., 

Roman pattern. 
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When the Urder came to the :Mal t.ese Islands Gazo was probably the most 

prosperous island in the archipelago, at least this was the impression it 
1 

made on the Order's conmissioners• The population at the tim3 was poss-

ibly as high as ,,ooo. 
2 

The distribution of population was radically altered

when, in 1551,3 the majority of the inhabitants of Gozo were removed by

the Turks in the course of a large scale raid. 

The whole pattern of man's imprint an :Malta was altered during the 

reign of the Order - the distribution of roads, towns and villages was 

reshaped; the whole social structure and outlook of a large section of the 

population entirely changed. On Gozo this did not happen. The nedieval 

patterns remained. '.!.he capital of the island stayed in the centre, remote, 

withdrawn, far fran danger and strategic importance, the coasts remained 

abandoned. 

'l'he Order had no great interest in the island as there were no import

ant harbours to defend or develop. The defence of Gozo was a perpetual 

problem and it was never completely overcome. Repeatedly during the early 

years of the Order's rule attacks were launched on Gozo and its inhabitants 

carried off into slavery. Besides the great raid of 1551 there were others 

in 1560, 1572, 1574,4 and 1583.
5

Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.30. 
Louis de Boisgelin, op. cit. 1805, vol. II, pp.15-18. 
Bosio, op. cit. 16o2, p.304-e 
J • .t::.H.Gatt, Guide to Gozo, M.al ta, 1937, p.107. This bock is largeli" 
based on a manuscript Il Gozo Antico, Modorno, Saoro e profano J ( 1746) 
by the eighteenth century llialtese historian .Agius de Soldanis. 

q.){.L. 142 • 
.uel Pozzo, op. cit. 1715, p.242. 
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Nunerous other raids were driven off before they were able to collect any 

slaves. �uch attacKs are recorded in 15�8, 1599, 164.5 and 1722.
1

The centres of population had been driven well inland during the 

1dddle �ges and the pwictuated security, offered by the Urder, was insuf

ficient to bring about the establishment of new coastal settlements. 

'l'he Knights put little money into the northern island, far they had 

not much land there, nor were they interested in the small, inadequate, 

harbours. A comparison of the economic history of .i.1'..al ta, with that of 

Gozo, during the period of' the Order, shows just how much the former owes 

to i ta harbours - without them Malta woula have remained just a "rock in 
2 

the midale of' the sea far fran help and comfort. 11 

Gozo was so WlSafe during much of the Order's rule that whenever an 

attack was feared boatloads of nan-combatants were brought to Malta • .3

The xredieval capital of' Gozo - the Castello - had a site which, in 

many respects, was similar to that of Mdina. Like Mdina the Castello had 

its Rabat and was the seat of the Universiia. Under the Order the hist

ories of },i.di.na and the Gozo Castello are similar - both went into decline, 

lost status and were, to a large extent, abandoned. For instance in 1701 

a lengthy list was compiled of vacant sites, or sites occupied by derelict 

buildings, in the Castello. .another indication of the town' a lack of 

vitality during the Order' a rule is the large number of buildings, dating 

fran the late Midcile Ages which still remain in the Castello. An 

1. J.�.H.Gatt, op. cit. 19.37, p.1(1.J.
2. Universita No. 3, 14,66, A.D, f.108v.
3. e.g. 164-.3, A.o.M. 257, f.lJ+.3•
4-- .a.o.M. 265, f.4"2v. 



interestin6 feature of this process of urban decay is that parts of the 

town have gone through a full cycle of development and returned to 

agricultural usage - the an-ar.gemant of the small cultivated plots being 

determined by the gronnd plan of the former buildings. 

Repairs to the Gastello were carried out on a nwnber of occasions and 

a series of coastal towers were built. At the beginning of the seventeenth 

century Grand :W:aster Garzes erected such a building. In the middle of the 

next century the Gozo Universi ta erected a munber of tcmers. and the OI 88!.' 

pP01r;i.'1ea. liUi�Pal mQpe, In 164.3 it was suwested that the Castello was 

abandoned and a new fortress built at 1,.asalforn. Later in the century Val

perga reviewed this idea and rejected it. 

In the seventeen-twenties the idea of providing a coastal fortress for 

Gozo was again current and Chevalier de Tigne designed a small, fortified 

town to stand on �ias-el-Tafal, overloddng the channel separating :Malta and 

2 Gozo. Again the schema was delayed, probably due to a lack of financial

resources. However, in �eptember 174':J, Chevalier Chambray offered to neet 

the cost o:f building the fort as designed by Tigne. 
3 

Work was started in 

the sa11e year and the diary of the engineer in charge, 11arandai, still 

exists. 4 It is possible to trace the course of the project from this

record. 

The fortifications were not completed until 1761 at which time the 

rectilinear street plan was laid out. Regulations governing the erection 

1. 
,. t. . 2. 

3. 

4-

J.�.H.Gatt, op. cit. 1937, P•44•
Chevalier de Tigne, Histoire de Malte, 1723, Manuscript at s.J.G.
Ciantar, op. cit. 1780, p.345.
Na ativa della O di �'ortificazione fatte de
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of buildings were issued at about the same time. I'hese regulations were 

largely concerned with preserving the building line and for the rest 

gave a list of things it was possible to do without further authority. 

Building had to start within six months of a site being allocated. 

Ground rents were nominal and a nwnber of sites were quickly taken up 

but the town failed to take root - probably because the need to live at 

inconvenient1 if' secure1 sites had by this time disappeared. 



F igo 6:36 - 1''ort Chambray - the street J?lan. 

R.M.L.
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COUNT:aY V1.LI.i&S BUILT DURING Tfu ?.c..cU0.0 Of' 'l'fu; Q�. 

LJuring their stay in 11,i;.llta the i:Cnights of' �t. John built a number of 

country villas and laid out several formal eardens. In the Mastership of 

Valette (1,:i7-6d) a small hwiting lodge was built in what is now known 

as the Boschetto valley. Over the next two hundred years many Kniehts 

becam;l attracted to this valley and gardens, woodland and game enclosures 

were built. 

taturally IW.ny members of the Order were hunters and falconers. The 

Boschetto was a good centre for this as it lay near a large area of the 

Island which had been depopulated by corsairs. It is hard to believe that 

the hunting was very good on an island of such limited size but there was 

plenty of small game and on Camino, in the sixteenth century, wild boar 

were occasionally captured. Over large areas of Malta and Gozo game was 

preserved for the sole use of the Knights. 

If the hunting was limited in scope 11alta was an ideal centre for 

hawking. The archipelago is a staging point for bird migrants moving 

between �urope and Africa, so that however intensive the exploitation 

stocks were always plentif'u.l. for at least two seasons of the year. Besides 

this Malta had long been recognised as a centre of falcon breeding. The 

I_,_ annual :::ee which the Order paid to the Spanish grown for the Island was, 

in fact, one 111.al tese falcon. 2

l t was to take advantage of some of these opportunities that Grand 

1iaster Val�tte built a hunting lodge and stables at the Boschetto. 
3

1. 

2. 

·�elazione dell'Isola di j..;a.J.ta •••• 1582,' A.s.M, 1936, p.295.
v�.�or�r, TheKnMhts of�alta�London, 1887, pp.lt,69-Lt-78, 1rans
crJ.ptJ.on of Char es V th ed o gift of Malta. 
Description of the Governor• s Palaces in :Malta, Malta, 1887, p.63. 

'·'-. 



_}, .... ig_._6_:_3_7 - The Boschetto Valley and Verdal.la Palace.
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I e , 

'these simple facilities sufficed until tiie rule of Verd.al& ll581-95)" 

when the l,taltese architect, G-jrolamo Cassar, was commissioned to build 

a fortified swwier palace. G-ardens were laid out arolUld the villa and 

these were gt'eatly enlarged in the tine of Lascaris l 16.36-57). hew 

enclosures, vineyards and fruit groves were rw.de "with earth brought in 

from various spazi publici". l<'igs, olives, vines and II other fruitful 
1 

trees" were planted besides a nuniber which served purely for ornament. 

The irrigation worKs were greatly extended and a number of fish ponds built. 
2

.Probably towards the end of the seventeenth century an animal park was 

added. '� he enclosure was stocked principally with deer and there were 

heavy penalties for trespassers.
3 

When de PDule (1623-36) succeeded to the Grand Mastership of the Ord.er 

Iv. he was not enamoured with Verdalla �alace as a country residence. Apparently 

he was highly sociable and the prospect of living, for at least part of the 

year, aeven miles and two hours carriage journey fran the capital did not 

please him greatly. He already owned a sma11 country house, near the more 

convenient village of Attard (M.R. 4972) and he decided to enlarge this to 

I l • become the Pal.ace of San Antonio. The new villa was surrounded by intri-
, 

cate formal gardens, large groves of citrus fruits were planted and fish 

imported fran Sicily to stock the ponds. 4

A nwnber of other villas and gardens were also built. Grand Master 

Vilhena ( 1722-36) was responsible for the Dar il Lyuni (M:.R. 529721) , the 

1. Treas. B. 289, ff.98-103.
2. Abela, OP• cite 1647, p.62.
3• R.M.L. 64J., ll,eb. 25th, 1715•
4e Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.89. 



Fig. 6:38 - Casa Leone and its Italian Garden -

Eighteenth Century. 

Treas. BoJlO. 
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lnquisi tor had a swnmer palace (M.R. 4667) in the valley next to the

one containing verdalla ., a fine mid-seventeenth century country house

stood on the promontory to the northeast of Vittoriosa and many smaller 
A 

villas and gardens were completed during the period. 
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.c'i..way from the fortification set pieces arowid the harbours the Order 

built a chain of coastal and peripheral towers and forts. 'fhe majority 

were used only as coastal lo�out towers and signal stations, as they 

laCAed any potent ,reans of delaying a landing. A few -were small fortresses 

with the capability to drive off powerf'ul assaults • 

..i.'here had been a number of madieval, coastal towers defend� some 

u-,e of the better landin[;; places. One such tower guarded Salilla 2ay, there was 

probably another holding the mouths of lliarsamxett and the Grand Harbour and 

it was proposed to build one on Canino. None of these towers survived the 

early years of the Order's rule. The Salina tower was abandoned, probably 

before the Knights aITived and if the Sceberras tower was still in existence, 

it was destroyed when Fort St. :.C.:lmo was built. 

1rhe first, outer, forts to be built by the Order were - one at Marsax-
1 r 2

lokk and a group of towers on the crest of the Great Fault. Torl\e Falca 

I.__ . held the Falca gap (M.R. 467/J and at San Paul tat-targa, Torre el Kaptan 

was built during the reign of Valette (1557-68). There is also a Nadur 

Tower, above the Bingenrna Gap, and this may well have been built at about 

the sane time. 

Not until the seventeenth century did the Order attempt to cover the 

coasts systematically with a chain of farts and lock-out tONers. During 

the Mastership of Alof' de Wignacourt (1601-22) a number of coa.stal fort-
-

resses were built beside the better landing places. Fort st. Lucian, 

1. Balbi de Corneggio, op. cit. lS/61.
2. Ibid• P• 50.

3 



erected at Marsaxlokk, was an elaborate fortress well supplied with 

artillery and strong enough to repulse an attempted 'l'urkish landing in 
- l

July lbl,.4.. 'rhe armada of sixty ships then moved round to �t. Thomas

2J+J.). 

Bay, disembar..i.<:ed and pillaged the land around Zeitun. After this, 

Wignacourt decided to build, at his own expense, a fortress to guard st. 

'.rhomas Bay. 
2 

'1'he same .kaster built a tower on C001ino in 1618,
3 

again at his 

4 �L 
own expense. Another fort was built., in 1622, at the entrance to Grand 

" 

Harbour on the site of �'ort Ricasoli which was erected some fifty years 

later. The coastal fortress at st. Pa ul's bay was built in 1610. 

After this period of war scare 11al ta becalOO more settled but during 

the sixteen-forties there were again intense, and well founded, fears of 

a Turkish attack. Grand Master Lascaris decided to make the coastal 

defences mare complete by building a series of fortified, coastal loolcout 
A 

towers. 'fhis policy was continued by Lascaris' s su�cessor, de Red.in, who, 

towards the end of March 16 58, 
5 

amiounced to the CoWlCil of the Order 

that he intended to build, at his own expense, "twelve or fourteen coastal 

towers". In May 1658
6 

a fort at Mellie1ia (M.R. 4081), which was rather

larger than the others built at this time, was completed and armed with 

tv.o pieces of artillery. By 1659 thirteen towers had been built, 
7 

at a 

cost of 6,428 scudi (a scudo was worth l/8d.). In all, during the period 

1. A.o.M. 105, t. 71v.
2. Ibid. 72v.
3• A.Q.M. lo6, tf.124v - 125• 
/+. �uentin Hughes, op. cit. 1956, p.36. 
5• A.O.M. 26o, t.31v. 
6. Ibid. r.37.
7. Ibid. r.63.



from Viignacourt to de Red:i.n, twenty-four coastal towers and fortresses 

were built; today they are still a characteristic sight in the coastal 

landscapes of illal ta. 

24.J.. 

kany villages :i.n ,,,al ta and Gozo had strong points within them where 

the inhabitants could gather in the event of an attack. 1'1ew of these 

remain on Malta but in Gozo they are, relatively, conman and many houses 

still display drop baices. 

During the g reat war scare of the sixteen-seventies, resultant upon 

,. '-. the fall of' Candia, siege preparations took the form of Cottanera �ines, 

arowid the 'rhree Cities. About 1720 the 'l'urks were again expected; "not 

a siege, but an incursion and devastation of the countryside", and the 

coastal defences were carefully inspected. It was decided, in 1722, that 

these could be further strengthened by the building of redoubts and coastal 

batteries. Remnants of many of these redoubts remain today. 

time some quaint nethods of coastal defence were developed. 

After this 

In 17232 a 

project for throwing large stones into the sea, at Gozo 1 s more accessible 

bays, was started with the hope that, if ships tried to disembark troops 

there, the bottoms would be torn out of them. 

During the seventeen forties the I fogazza' was introduced. This was 

a pit cut into solid rock, normally sited near a landing place. The ex
��' 

cavation was filled with powder, shotA rubble; ...._, when ignited it

showered the coast, and presumbly the attackers,with debris. 

1. Recapitolazi�e della opere di fortifini f'atte nelle isole di Malta
et Gozo dall anno 1722 sino all anno 1732, S.J .G. 
Ibid. P•4• 
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The defence of that part of the Island lying to north and west of' 

the Great E'aul t had always been a problem - partly because of' its 

accessibility frcm the sea, partly due to the indefensibili ty of the 

coast, where each bay outflanks the last and partly to the problems of 

communication within the area itself. The standard solution to these 

problems, in troubled times, has been to abandon the northern parts and 

concentrate the defences on the Great l!'aul t. along this natural defence 

are to be found relics of several sets of defensive works. •r here are the 

remains of a Roman tower, the lodcout towers built by the Order and ,. 

Victoria lines built by the British in the middle of the last century. 

But prior to the British project there was another, discontinuous, line 

of defences erected c.1730. Over three hwidred yards of redoubt were 
to wt,fl.. �"1 1 

built cover::iaDs the 1',alca 9-ap and similar works near Naxxar. 
� A 

Recapitolaziane etc. op. cit. 
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C�TER VII 

IIWS'IRY1 'l'RAl.lE .AND F:rNtiliCE 

'i'he l,�al tese islands are poor in natural resources. llpart from a 

plentiful supply of good building stone, there is no mineral wealth., no 

woodland and the water supply is limited. 

'£ he ;;::) tructure of the 11;:al tese Bconomy Prior to 1530. 

The picture which errerges of the MaJ. tese economy in the late fifteenth 

century and early sixteenth century is fairly simple. The Island did not 

produce enough grain and imported a great deal from Sicily using currency 

gained, very largely., by the export of cottcn and cumin. However., prior to 

the fifteenth century there is evidence to suggest a wider range of economic 

activities with a much greater emphasis on trade and piracy. In 1429 the 

corso had to be suspended ., due to the loss of population it was causing.,

and as many boats were engaged in both trade and piracy there was a double 

loss. No doubt the shore based trades/ associated with these activities/ 

also suffered. 

By 1430 the Island was economically depressed and remained so for the 

next century. As the seas around became increasingly infested with cor

sairs., trading contacts with the outside world became difficult and the 

town which had been the centre for external trade - Birgu - went into rapid 

decline. 

Internally the economy was dominated by agriculture and the cotton 

industry but there were also a considerable number and variety of crafts

men - stoneworkers., carpenters., weavers, gold and silver,:smiths ., sail and 

rope-makers, other trades allied to the fitting out of vessels ., fishermen, 



1 
tailors, shoem.a..�ers, saddlers, millers, and similar tradesmen. 

Overall the economic outlook was bleak. The Island did not grow 

enou,:;h food and the essential trade links with Sicily were continually 

endangered by corsairs. Corsairs, too, were causing direct damage to 

the islands and in these conditions, a lack of security for investmentf 

and a declining population, the economy of :Lial ta was decaying. 

'.i:he .Arri Val of the Order of §t• John. 

24,4.. 

The coming of the Order altered this situation. The Religion con

tributed to the economic development of Malta in several ways. Firstly, 

it created a relative security and IIV:l.de the Island a safer place for 

investment. The Order secured, for instance, the base of the corso and 

piracy once again contributed to the economy. Secondly, the huge swns 

which the Order spent in rJs.l ta provided work, and frequently oapi tal, for 

the 1'Ial tese so that the economy was lifted from its previous stagnation. 

Security and work induced population increases with the added passibilit

ies for economic growth this brings. Thirdly, the Order set up industries 

which were essential to the running of its military machine. These in 

turn gave rise to subsidiary, supporting industries, so that the ramifi

cations of the Order' s activities arowid the harbours impinged upoo the 

economy of the whole I eland. 

Fran the Order's viewpoint Ma1 ta had many disadvantages. These all 

sprang from the lack of local resources and the consequent liability to 

blockage. Food supplies were insufficient, there were no raw materials 

1. A.Mifs:d, 'I Nastri Consoli e le Arte ed i Mestieri', A.M, 1918,
pp.40-41. R. Valentini, 'Organizzazione nnmicipale e olassi sociali
in Malta alla fine del sec. XIV,' A.s.M, Anno VIII, Rana, 1937.
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on which to base the essential industries of war, few exist:iJlg industries, 

the local population was too small to raise an adequate defence force, at 

least in the early years, and provided too small a market to warrant local 

production of many goods. All these things - food, soldiers, raw materials 

and many manufactured products - had to be imported. Because of these 

shortcomings, in some ways, M.al ta never becrure completely the base of 

the 0rder. For :instance, logistically the galleys were based partially 

upon Sicily where the Religion had a supply base to which the squadron 

usually went before starting a mission. 

In view of the lack of resources any development of 1.a1 ta required 

large imports and a deal of foreign currency. The Order had just these 

external sources of wealth which the Island needed. The Religion' a 

European properties were :ill.vestments which yearly yielded a percentage 

I.e.... of their earnings to the central �reasury in :kal ta. It was, to a great

extent, these sources of wealth which paid for the food imports, the new 

towns, fortifications and fleet of the Order. Malta, whilst basically 

poor, was drawing a fonn of' subsiey :f'ran �urope in return for the use of 

the Island's position and harbours. 

The problem of economic dependence, mentioned above1 had other facets. 

Firstly, there were the diplanatic problems generated by partial depend

ence on Sicily and i ta Spanish overlords. Brief'ly the Order was predom

:iJlantly French and their European rivals, Spain, controlled the supply 

lines. Difficult situations could, and did, arise. Secondly, there was 

the paradoxical position of the Order in Europe. During the eighteenth 

century the usefulness of a crusad:iJlg organisation was increasingly 
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questioned and as the Order had property in most �uropean countries it 

was dependent on each to a degree. Late in t he eighteenth century the 

social structure of the Order, and all that it stood for, was denounced 

in J?rance, leading to the sequestering of the Religion's lands and acute 

financial embarrassment. It is aga:inst this background of inter-linked 

social, economic and political problems that the economic policy of the 

Order must be viewed. 

In the first decades of their rule the Knights were aloof and dis

interested overlords but even the flower of .ci.urope' s nobility must have 

an economic basis. As the realities of the dependent situation impinged 

upon them they became increasingly involved in regula tin.::; the economic 

affairs of the Island, until there were few sectors of the Maltese economy 

over which no control was exercised. 

Generally the tempo of trade and :industry in the late 1fiddle .Ages 

and the early sixteenth century was low in Malta. 'l'he Island was very uru.ch 

on the outskirts of the western world, no great trade routes passed by and 

the surrounding areas were likewise afflicted with economic ills, largely 

brought on by corsair activity. In short the population and economy of 

11:ial ta were, at best, stagnant and the whole region was insecure and given 

to violent disruptions. 1Ial ta was a bad place to invest money and the 

Island's ecaiomy was certainly not going to accumulate much capital by 

itself. Aven after the arrival of the Order insecurity continued to afflict 

the area to the detriment of commerce. The ecc:nanic life of Sicily was, 

in many sectors, arrested by the threat of a 'l'urkish invasico .. ill the mid-
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l 
sixteenth century. And certainly the disruptions caused by large 

scale raids and population migrations in llial ta, in the years prior to 

the ;::liege, were no incentive to economic ex-.t?ansion. As will become 

a,:?pa.re11t the vroblems caused by 'l'urkish threats and the activities of 

Barbary corsairs lasted right through the Order's rule. The Moslem 

threat was particularly important because of the Island's susceptibility 

to blockade and the necessity for it to trade. Paradoxically, it was 

the lfoslem threat which brought the Order to Malta and, in many ways, 

provided the stimulus for economic expansion. When the threat ceased the 

Order collapsed. 

1. 'Il Governo di Ferrante Gongaga in Sicilia,• Storia di Sicilia,
Nuova aerie, Anno XXXI, Palermo, 19o6, p.13.
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There can be no disputing the 1_;reat economic expansion which took 

place i.u .the 1.J.al tese islands between 1530 and 1798. '.i'he basic reason for 

growth was the presence of the Order which provided the essential sec1..1r9 

ity for economic developroont and, by its own spending, gave a powerf'ul 

st:imulus to the whole econouzy. The Order was by far the largest and most 

important economic unit on the Island and it follows that the economic 

health of Malta was re2,1Jlated, to a very large degree, by the financial 

structure of the Religion. As yet little has been published on the Order's 

finances and it is beyond the scope of this study to attempt a detailed 

examination of them. HC1Never, it is important to indicate certain trends. 

In 15:4 the income of the Order was soroo 63,000 scucli per annum.

Bosia2 gives a similar figure for that year and states that annual expend

iture was running at 111.1000 scudi per annum. Defence spending was high 

at this tima and there is no reason to doubt the deficit nor the ability 

of the Order to cover it from other sources. 

A document compiled during the :Mastership of La Cassi�re ( 1572-81) .3 

gives the Order's revenue as 12,4.,000 scudi per amwn with expenditure 

slightly less at 120, OOO scudi per annum. 

By 15834 in.cone was 151,734 
1 scudi d1 oro1 or 177,023 1 scwii moneta• • 

'.rhe rise in incone here is probably partially related to the Chapter 

General's decision, in 1583, to impose a general tax on the property of 

l. A.O.M. 42li-, f'.228.
2. Bosio, op. oit. 1602, p.349.
3. Quoted by E.w.sohermahorn, op. cit. 1929, p.153, �'.N.
4,. Catalago e stima delli Priorati, Baliaggi e Conmenae di tutta 

la Religiane • • .. • 1583, f. 38, s.J .G. 
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the Order. A breakdown of expenditure for the same year gives a clear 

indication of how the money was being spent. I.early 5,000 scudi on �t. 

1.:.. John's Gonventual .fhurch, over 8,000 an the .falace, over 111 000 at the 

Hospital, 3,431 to charity, 40,200 on feeding the Order and "J7,535 was 

spent on the galleys. In addition to this there were expenses incurred 

outside the convent; the maintenance of ambassadors and receivers. Clearly 

much of the Order's expenditure in Malta found its way to other lands. 

A large part of the money spent on food went to ::iicily., al though even 

this provided the li.ial tese shipping industry with trading opPQrtunities. 

Si.mil.arly a great deal of the expenditure on the galleys was cansuned 

abroad; by the supply base at Augusta, purchases of food, timber and ships 

from foreign yards. This drain of' money from the Island was caused by 

1falta's basic lack of resources. 

The Order's incooe continued to rise in the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. In the Magistracy of de Paule \J.623-36) the average yearly 

. 2 
incoroo was 269, 116 scudi per annum. whilst expenditure averaged 267,132 

scudi per azmum. 

At this time the major sources of incone were as follows: -

Prlles taken by the galleys 
'Vacanti' 
1Spogli 1

'Passagi' and m:inorities 
Cornmanderies 
Ransom and sal.e of slaves 

1. Del Pozzo, op. cit. 1715, p.237.

12,000 
35,663 
33,262 
24,968 

177,023 
7,000 

scudi. 
" 

n 

" 

II 

It 

2. Vat. Barb. Lat. 5036. Quoted by .l:!:.W.Sahermahorn, op. cit.
l.9291 p.152. F.N.



incomes :f'rom vacant commanderies. 'Vacanti' 
'Spogli' 

�Passagi1 

on death most of a Knight' s estate became the property 
of the Order. The proceeds :f'rom such estates were 
known as ' spogli' 
entrance fees paid by new members. 

The major expenses were:-

St. Jahn' s Conventual Church

Hospital 
Palace 
Tavol.a ( footstuffs for members of the Order) 
5laves Prison 
Charity 
Galley Squadron 

4,242 scudi. 
25,000 "

10,141 II 

32,000 " 

8,950 II 

3,431 II 

135,000 II 

By 1780 in.cone had reached 1,364,174 scudi per armum with expend

iture running at a slightly lower level.1

:Major Sources of inco� - .Responsions 
(Ten year averages) 

Mortuaries and vacancies 
1 Spogli' 
1 Passagi1

Produce of forest trees 
'Fondazione' incorporated 

in the •rreasury 
Redemption of slaves 

The major items of expenditure were: -
(Ten year averages) 

Ambassadors 
Receivers 
Conventual churches 
Alms 

Hospital 

1. w.H.Thorntan, Memoir an the Finances of the Order,
Malta, 1836.

475,207 

214,722 
247,550 
203,345 
47,983 

34,302 
16,617 

38,026 
66,433 
11,597 
17,309 
79,476 

scudi 

II 

II 

II 

II 

II 

II 

II 

ff 

" 

II 

II 



Hospital for women 
Public works 
Slave :Prisons 
.Allowances to the Grand :Laster and other 

rrernbers of the Order 
Galleys and other vessels 
Land forces and fortifications 

20,177 scudi 
34,.546 II 

)8 ,264 II 

56,011 
467,876 
173,039 

II 

II 

II 
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Unfortunately accounts as detailed as those above were only presented 

infrequently. 

The large sums spent on ambassadors in the latter part of the eight

eenth century reflects the Urder' s growing ideas of sovereignty. The 

receivers were responsible for transferring responsions to 1�a1 ta and for 

making payrry3nts for goods purchased by the Order outside the Island. 

�lecli!i vers also functioned as branches of a bank, the head office of which 

l � was the 'rreasury in llial ta. This function was important for it rooant that

1-,� Knights and merchants could pay funds into the '£reasury in 1.ialta and with

draw them, against a bill of exchange, from one of the receivers. The 

reverse process could also be operated. 

The largest items of expenditure in the above list are associated 

with the Order's hospitals, galleys and land defences. The accounts show 

very little sign of the wasteful expenditure which is often attributed to 

the Order during the later years in Malta. \/hat is more, in spite of the 

decline of the Religion, the financial position was heal thy until the con

fiscation of the l<'rench estates, in 1792, which robbed the Order of one 

sixth of its incone. 

During the period 1530 to 1798 there was appirently a very large 

increase in the Order' s income but there are some problems here. 1'' irs tly, 
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it may be erroneous to compare fi_;"tll'es, without further investigation, 

c."i. 
f'or it is possible that the �rder altered its methods of accounting during

the period. Secondly, it is :impossible to say at present whether increases 

of incoioo represent a real advance, :in relation to the rest of Burope, or 

are simply a reflection of the secular rise in prices. In Malta the Order' s 

investments, :in real terms, had appreciated many times but a third of the 

Religion's income, in the late eighteenth century, still came in the form 

of responsians from the European estates. The commanderies do not appear 

to have been very dynamic but occasionally the Order was exceptionally 

fortunate. For :instance lands of an estate near Paris were developed for 

buildins purposes as the city grew. 

There has been a deal of discussion as to how much money the Order 

put into the llal tese econorey annually. Hansijat, who was in charge of 

the Religion's finances towards the end of the eighteenth century, esti

mated the figi.lre at £164,000 per annum. 'fhorntan, after a more detailed 

anaJ.ysis, suggested .;:;185,000 per armum again for the late eighteenth century. 

The last figure is probably a fair estimate for normal, official expenditure 

of the Order, during the latter part of the eighteenth century. However, 

it neglects extraordinary spending by the Order and its members. Both 

these sources were of importance. Exceptional expenditure could be fin

anced from the Order's huge assets against which large sums might be 

borr�ved. Special demands could be laid upon the conunanderies and as 

long as there was a real threat from the Turks special donations were 

squeezed from European powers, whilst Knights were never loath to support 

the Order financially. Sources of the above kind supported the many 
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years of budget deficit in the mid-sixteenth century. The building of 

Valletta could never have been begun on the Order's income but with 

donations f'rom ..C:::urope, the mortgagine of property, gifts in kind, loans 

of labourers and the contributions of Knights the work was successfully 

W'ldertaken. The building of Valletta probably refinanced the Ma1 tese 

economy which had been wrecked by the siege of 1565. A great deal of the 

Order's later building was financed not out of income but by the donations 

of members. It is urmecessary to list the many impressive structures built 

with money provided by Knights but the works of Alof Wignacourt can be 
·-

quoted as an outstanding example. W ignacourt was Ii-rand Master from 1601

to 1622 during which time he spent handsoirely on works for the Order -

an aqueduct to give Valletta an adequate water supply cost 30,000 scudi, 

he had fountains erected in the streets of the capital, he bull t a nwnber 

of coastal fortresses and had a 'gran galeone' built in Amsterdam. In all, 

together with the money he left on death, he contributed nearly half a 

million scudi to the 0rder. Above this all through the period of the 

Oraer's rule Knights were living at a high standard, in fine houses built 

from their own resources and staffed by Maltese servants. Lavish private 

spending of this type makes nonsense of attempts to estimate how much 

money the Order put into the ka1 tese ecaiomy. There is another point. 

Ey the end of the eighteenth century the spending of the Oraer probably 

did not look so vast, compared with the Island's total annual turnover. 

However, this was not the case in the sixteenth century when the Order 

primed and refinanced the whole economy of the Island. The increased 

turnover of 1790 was the result of these early years. Even at the end 
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of the eighteenth century the Order remained the largest single unit 

in the Island's economy and without the Religion's foreign investrrents 

1.;al ta could not have balanced its overseas payments. Boisgel:in could 

conclude with truth that "kalta has become too populous to be supported 

by its commerce, unassisted by the riches of the Order." 

1. op. cit. 1805, p.109.
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IN:OOSTRY. 

Shipbuilding. 

The lack of industry on M.al ta was a �reat handicap to the Urder' s 

military machine and certain manufacturing processes were rapidly intro

duced after 1530. A bakery was erected in Birgu a nd several other 

service industries were encouraged. 'rhe greatest expansion tock place 

in the industries lj_nk:ed with the two spheres of military operations in 

which the Order was principa lly interested - the galley squadron and the 

development of defence works around the G-rand Harbour • 

.tt. shipbuilding or ship repairing industry had certainly existed in

Id.al ta prior to the period of the Order. There is sorre doubt as  to whether 

there was a yard on the Island ca.[>able of' 1milding larger vessels but in 

any case, whether one e::dst�d or not., the shi,2building facilities 1n 1530

were inaaequate :t"or tne Urder' s needs. .At this time the navy consisted 

of tnree galleys and a number of smaller ships. 'l'he squadron was quickly 

1 
expanded and by 1562 it consisted of six galleys together with a number 

of auxiliary vessels. '."°:.ome galleys were built abroad and others were con

structed in I,:al ta. In 15452 
we know an arsenal existed on :i1:al ta and there 

is a mention of a galley being completed on the Island in 1554, 3 al though

others had probably been built prior to this aate. In the early years

much of the shipbuilding wor1,,c seems to have been put out to European yards. 

Not only this but the repair facilities at �lta were such that vessels 

frequently had to be sent to 1.Iessina for routjJ}e maintenance. Repair

1. A.O.lvI. 4.29, f .26v.
2. Bosio, op. cit. 1602, p.242.
3. Ibid. p.352.
4,. A.O.M. 429, 1563, f.222v.
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facilities existed on the Island but seem to have been inadequate to handle 

all the work. 

When Valletta was built it was determined to errect a large new ship 

yard close to St. Elmo and whilst this was building the Birgu yard continued 

to be used. About 1600 the Birgu yard was increased in size and some 

galley arches built. 1 Even with the combined production of the Valletta

and Birgu yards the Order could not build all its own vessels during the 

seventeenth century. Work had still to be put out to the yards at Mar�illes, 

Naples, Genoa, Pisa, Messina, Toulon, Barcelona, Citta Vecchia and occasionally 

Amsterdam. Normally the hull was built in a foreign arsenal and then towed 

to Malta for fitting out. The need to get so much work done abroad was 

due partly to lack of capacity and partly to a group of problems affecting 

shipbuilding in Malta. There frequently seem to have been difficulties 

in obtaining suitable supplies of wood. The Order had plenty of wood on its 

European estates but not only was transport expensive but timber was often 

regarded as a strategic co11111odity and permission to cut and export was not 

always obtained. The Order had good timber in Sicily2 but there was 

frequently difficulty in getting this out.3

As in several other sectors of the armaments industry, the Order does 

not appear to have been able to afford to maintain ordnance establishments 

1. 
2. 
J. 

A.O.M. 1184, f. 2J1.
Deliberaznia della Camera del Tesaro, 1759, p.12. 
A.O.M. 584, 2nd. May 17800 
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which., not only supplied everyday needs, but also haa enolJ&h spare cap

acity to produce the additional war n-3.teria.Ls needed ciur:i.ng a crisis. 

'.Lhis, or course, could be embarrassing and on occasions, when Zuropean 

powers were committed to their own wars, armaments were unobtainable. 

The ho.lta shipyards were unable, during a large pc.trt of the Order's 

rule, both to repair and replace the squadron at a satisfactory rate. 

besides this the Birgu yard was apparently unable to build the Order's 

largest type 01· galley - 'una capitana' - until the end of the seventeenth 

century. The increase in the size of the arsenals after 1565 did, however, 

ma.Ke it unnecessary for ships to be sent oi'f to 1:essina for repair work. 

'£he number of galleys in service varied. From three ill 1530 it rose 

to six in 1561 but in 1590 the number was down to four. Throu3hout the 

seventeenth and ei3h,teenth centuries fluctuations were caused by the 

prospects of peace and war and the �rder' s financial position. In 1674 

there were seven galleys, 
2 

in 1686 eight,3 al though this was later 1"Cduced

to seven, in 1692, due to the expense involved. 
4 

Durint; the latter part

of the seventeenth centur? a galley was regarded aa having a lif e of 

neven years. A new vesael cost, on average, 7,413 scudi allowing for the 

sale of the one taken out of service. Most of the money for new vesaels 

came from the seven galley foundations. 

lo A.O.M. 6385, ffel28-13lv.
2. A.0.1I. 262, f.36v.
3• B.M. 19306, ADD, r.55.
4e A.0.1.r. 263, r.134-
5- Tra.ttato sopra il buon reginento delle Galere di questa Sacra

Religion, s.J.G.
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In 1691
1 

the Birgu ar�enal, which was largely wooden, was in a bad 

state and had to be extensively repaired. '.::'he repair worl�s were only 

palliative and in 1695 the roof again threatened collap3e. 
2 

In the

following year extensive awns were spent an rebuilding and enlargement. 3 

A group of houses was bought up behind the existing arsenal and it waa

extended inland. The depth of water offshore was too great to allCM 

seaward extension. The increase in size allowed the largest vessels to 

be constructed. At this time the arsenal consisted of t.liree galley 

arches ( figure 6: 27). 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, during the rule of Grand 

l.ia.ster Perellos ( 1697-1720) , the Order revised it:J naval policy. Instead

of the str:iking force cwsisting only of' galleys ( oar propelled vesaela)

with auxiliary sails) three round bottomed sailing vessels were :illtroduced.

'£he number of galleys was reduced - :ill 1704 4 
there were five and by :L 71.}

only four.
5 

At the middle of the century the navy consisted of four sail

ing vessels, four galleys and three frigates. From this time the size of 
6 

the navy declined. By 1765 there "Was not enough work to keep the arsenal

fully employed and it was closed during periods of inactivity. But in 1798, 

after years of aecline, the fleet of the Order still coosisted of four 

galleys, one sailing vessel, three frigates and a nwnber of smaller ships. 

The building and maintaining of vessels were not the ally contribu

tion the Order' s navy made to the econoiey of ?.1aJ. ta. A large number of 

lo A.0.M.. 263, r.106.
2. A.o.M. 263, r.196.
3• A.O.M. 264, ff.114-v - 115v•
4e A.o.M. 265, r.94,.
5• AeO.M. 266, f.92. 
6. Deliberazaj.a della Camera del Tesaro1 pel35•
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l.�al tese found emplo;yment as soldiers and sailors on the vessels in

service. The opportunities for employment were restricted by ·the use 

of slaves, al though only in the most menial tasks - principally as 

rowers - but even slaves need feeding, clothine, housing and guarding, 

all of which offered further employment to f'ree �n. 

Besides the state controlled sector of the shipbuilding industry there 

was also a very ir.rportant private sector. In the seventeenth and eight

eenth centuries, with the increasing importance of trade and the corso, 

a strong demand for vessels developed from independent traders and corsairs. 

'rhe privately owned ship,:building industry nrust have been established very 

early in the Order' s rule, if it did not already exist, and it probably 

occupied the inner recesses of' the Galley Creek near Bormla. Docun�ntary 

references to this section of the industry are few, particularly in the 
1 

early years. In 1661 there is a reference to privately built brigantines 

and in 1681
2 

another to boats for the corso being built by individuals. 

By the beginning of the eighteenth century all sectors of the ship

building industry had expanded so much,- that the old locations aroWld 

Galley Creek were inadequate; and virtually the whole of the Senglea shore 

of French Creek was given over to shipbuilding, both by the Order and 

privately. Whether or not the Order' s yards built boats for private 

individuals when possible is unknown. 

The Order's shipbuilding facilities were maintained until the end 

of its rule in Malta and Captain Ball oould describe the Island, in the 

le ReM.L. 64,J.. 
2. R.:M.L. 1216, f.91.



first years of the nineteenth century, as possessing "a small but 

complete shipyard". The existence of this yard has been extremely 

important for it gave the Royal Navy an initial repair base in 1:alta. 

G-radua.lly these facilities were extended until, in the mid-twentieth

centurY, over 12,000 people were employed in the yard. The distribu

tion of the present ship repairing industry has been largely determined 

by the pattern of tl1e industry which o�rged under the Order. 

260.



I.e...

261. 

BUil..DIID Aiill QU.ARRYDG. 

The extension of the urban areas and the fortifications have ulready 

been described :in detail ( chapter V) and obviously such developments were 

a powerful stinrulant to the building industry. The general increase in 

population also led to a greater demand for houses in the Heartland casals. 

During the period the building and quarrying industries did suffer occas

ional recessions, the number employed an the fortifications tended to 

fluctuate with the likelihood of a Turkish attack on the Island, but the 

overall picture is one of expansion. 

The quarrying industry remained largely in private ownership and was 

split into numerous small production units. The most widely employed 

building !lilterial was a freestone, known as 'f'ranka', extracted from the 

middle Globigerina. There are f� direct references but field evidence 

suggests that ' f'ranka' was quarried principally arOUlld Luqa and N axxar. 

The demand for harder stone, Coralline Limestone or 'zcmqor' 1 wsmuoh - , 

less. Early in the Order' s rule it was used for little more than the pro

duction of mill-stones
2 

and Abela refers to a quarry at "El Zoncol" about

one mile east of Vittoriosa. 'Zaiqor' was also used as a domestic build

ing stone in Upper Coralline areas where the rock was usually available, 

ready quarried, at the edge of the esoa.z,;ments. In the seventeenth century 

'zonqor' came to be more widely used, after it was discovered to offer 

greater resistance to sea spray than 'franka'; a perticuarly valuable 

1. Today the nam, 'zanqor' refers only to the Lower Coralline, in the
eighteenth century it appears to haw had a wider usage.

2. Abela, op. cit. 16�7, p.133.



(. 

262. 

characteristic as so many of l[alta's fortifications stood close to the 

sea. There is some doubt as to when the rock started to be used for 

fortification work. Clantar states that 'zonqor' was first used for 

the purpose during the rule of Grand ¥.aster Perellos (1697-1720) but 

there is a reference to work being done on the fortifications, with 

11 pietra di zoncor", in 1689. 
2 

After this ti.me a number of hardstone

quarries were opened up on the Zonqor Ridge, which runs between Fort 

Ricasoli (M.R. 5772) and Marsacala. 3 

The building industry had well developed public and private sectors. 

The Order designed and erected most of the more important worl:s, part

icularly where they were of strategic value, but there were llWly stone 

cutters and ma.sons in private employ. The Church, too, erected a large 

number of important buildings during the period. 

Vast numbers of workmen were frequently employed on the fortifications 

- at one stage 8 1 000 JIJ3n worked on the Valletta fortifications. The effects

of this state spending were lessened firstly, by the use of slaves and

secondly, by pressing the Maltese into working without payment for short

periods. 'rhis .happened during the building of' Valletta, in 161+1+ I+ and in

1670, 5 whilst sometimes all slaves in private employ were ordered onto the

works. 6 Al though action of this type lessened employment opportunities

1. op. cit. 1772, p.4,08.
2• A.O.M. 263, t.62v.
3. e. g. A quarry was opened by the Order

opere di Fortificazione etc.•••• 17,32 
4-e A.O.M.. 257. t.197.
5• A.O.M. 261, t.167.
6. e.g. 1645, A.O.M. 258,. t.3v.

at Innvader. N arrativa qelle 
••••• 1762, s.J.G... 



the economy still received stimulation as large numbers of craftsmen 

had to be employed on a permanent basis. �ven when a fortification 

project had been completed stone-cutters and stone-masons were required 

to service the structures. Close to the sea naintenance costs were high 

due to the corrosiv--e power of the salt laden air. lt,or instance only a 

few years after they were completed the batteries and redoubts on the 

north coast of Gozo were so corroded that much of the stonework had to 

be renewed. 
1

The amount of capital put into the fortifioationa was great. 70,000 

1.t.. scudi were put up initially to finance Margharita ;1nes, whilst even in

1670, thirty years after they started, 8,000 scudi per month were being 

1. '-· s.r;:ent on Floriana !!ines. 2 � ot all this money was found by the !,reasury.

Some came f'ran gifts by members of the Order and occasionally special tooces 

were resorted to as in 1.574-,3 1644- and 1673, when 100,000 scudi were raised

1. c. . for Cottonera �ines. 4- Normally the M.al tese were untaxed. 

The Order occasionally created work on the fortifications to relieve 

unemployment. For i..natanoe on Gozo in 1742, after two bad harveatp, .. work 

on a project at Marsalfarn was canpleted. This resul t.ed in hardship and 

the Order started repair work on other fortificatioos to· lessen unemploy

ment. 5 

1. 

2. 
.3. 
4-e 
5. 

Not only did the building industry undergo considerable expansion 

N
�

tiva delle opere di fortificazione fatte da gingno 1732 a narzo

� s.J.G. 
A.o.M. 261, r.160. 
Del l?ozzo, op. ci t. 1715, P• 77 •
R.M.L. 641, October 1673. 
··Narratiya etc. 1732-1762J s.J.G.



durmg the rule of the Order but its range of materials and techniques

were also enlarged. Prior to 1530 Maltese architecture was traditional, 

with styles and techniques being determined largely by the characteris ties 

of the Globigerina limestone. There was a little stylistic influence from 

Sicily. During the rule of the Order Renaissance, Mannerist and Baroque 

styles were introduced and the whole range of possibilities for the 

building industry was enlarged. 

Again in 1530 local quarries produced littJ.e but 'franka' however, by 
"""'� 

<�� 1772 �iantar :iB able to give an impressive list of different types of' 

locally extracted stone and it is clear that, during the Order's rule, 

there had been a growing sophistication in the use and exploitation of 

local rocks. 

A small part of the Island' s stone production was exported. A· '-bando' 

of 1702
1 

states that it is forbidden to load any boat with 1 balate1
, (stone

blocks) ''oiangature' (paving stones) or any other type of stone without a 

licence. Ciantar2 refers rather grandiously to the export of Maltese stone 

to many parts of' Europe, Africa and Asia. Boisgelin3 mentions the export 

of small quantities of stone to Sicily and the Levant, particularly Sreyrna. 

Whilst Captain Ball refers to exports to Sicily, the Adriatic and Barbary. 4

Marble and other similar stones were imported for sculpting and de

corating the larger buildings. 

1. R.M.Le 429, pp.256-7.
2. op. ci t. 1772, p.41)7.
3. op. oit. 1805, p.uq. __
4-v c.o, 158.1,e�

l".R o 
./ 



TEXTILES. 

Cottm. 

'l'extilcs were manuf'actured in Neolithic Malta and there is evidence 
cl.111,ri"'.'i fu-

Of their production in the Bronze Age an�Roman occupation. It is hard 

to believe that cotton, at least, was not important during ttie Arab dom

ination and in the late Middle Ages cotton production was one of the 

Island's few important industries. Mifsud1 has suggested that exports of 

cotton, in the fifteenth century, were the major source of currency for 

the purchase of grain. At this time the co!llilercial centre of the industry 

seems to have been Melina. and there were regulations forbidding the sale 

. 2 
of wool and cotton yams outside the city. 

In l.5l.-5, on the birgu marina, close to the arsenal, a building was 

erected to house the Order' s bakeries. Only the grOWld floor was used 

for this purpose and above the manufacture of cotton sails for the galleys 

was started, using slave labour. 3 
Unfort1.ma:tely there is a general lack

of source material relating to the textiles industry in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. This is not surprising as it waa overwhelmingly 

privately controlled and consisted of a large number of small producers 

and middlemen. Not until the eighteenth century, when the industry had 

grown so important that it could vitally affect the Island's interests, 

did the Order begin to regulate the activity and thus provide us with 

documentary sources. However it is clear, from the f'ew references that 

do exist, that cotton in particular occupied an impartan t place in the 

1. A.Mifsud, 'L'approvigionam3nto e l'Universita. di Malta nelle passate
Daninaziani,' A.M, vol. 5, 1918, p.191.

2. E.R.Leopardi, op. cit. U.H, 1959, p.257.
3• Bosio, op. cit. 16e2, p.242.



econow.y of seventeenth century Malta. 
2 

Zebbug as important textile centres. 

266 . 

. l 
Abela describes both Zurrieq and 

Wu) 

'rhe forroor i:a :particularly well

!mown for its manufactures whilst the latter was a centre for the midcUe

man wh o organised the industry. 

BroacUy, the industry was organised on the following lines. Cotton 

was grown by small farmers and then spun by their wives and offspring. 3

A middleman then bought the spun cotton from the family and exported it, 

probably through other agents, or placed it with a different family which 

specialised in weaving. �here was also some production of garnents. 

In the country diatricts the processing of the cotton meant the diff

erence between poverty and a reasonable standard of life. 4- 'rhe cotton 

industry depended to a very large extent on exports and when these broke 

down, as they did when the ports were closed, then the countryside was 

very quickly reduced to poverty. This happened in 174-35 when disease at 

Messina and in aeggio interrupted colllilerce and those "who lived by working 

cotton and other merchandise were reduced to extreme poverty''. A variation 

of this situation developed., during the plague of 1676, when not only were 

exports halted 'but restrictions were placed on movement within the Island 

and the middlenvm, who financed and organised the cottage industry, were 

unable to move around. 

r�ot only did a large number of people in the lower orders of society 

depend heavily on cotton but the merchant classes became increasingly 

involved in the activity. During the eighteenth century cotton becane 

1. abela, op. cit. 164i, p.102.
2. Ibid. P• 58.
3. R.hl.L. l41�c.l74-0, r.323.
4-- Ibid. 336v. 
5. A.o.M. 269,. r.264..



the Island's major industry and the foreign currency it earned, to

eether with tbe mm,ber of persons involved, made the industry's welfare 

souethinz of national jJnportance. �i�pteenth century 'bandi' sive a 

picture of an industry which was not only increasingly protected but 

also rer;ula ted so that 11al tese cotton should acquire a name for quality. 

In 17.331 
atter.1pts were made to control the quality of I cottane filato'

after a complaint fro:n Yarseilles aroused fears that local cotton mi/j1t 

be discredited. It is clear from the I bando' that regulti tion s alrea<'l.y 

e.�r
existed but that it was too easy to circurwa=ie them. Lore stringent

I\ 

controls were introduced. reeula tions v,ere prornul.3a te<.1 oi: 

w:ny in whiuh cotton was to be bonnJ Uf> for export. In 1\ugu::.;t 17�--
f 

o. 

C0ti1frehensive I bando' was issued detailing the state of qunli ty control 

as it then existed. };:efore export uot:;o..1 had to be i....."'lS_Jected by on 

official of t.he Ord.er, it had to be pac.1-ceu. in o stundarJ uale, bales had 

to be made up of cotton of t.Le sane quality, wet or spoiled Goods were 

confiscated, the quantity and the quality of all cotton had to be declared 

and there were severe �nal ties for deception or error. 'rhese standards 

were enforced in official warehouses throu91 which all e:JC1,>or lied cot ton 

passed.. It was only by such control that the probletns of so many sP.Bll 

producers prouuc� different quantities and qu:::li ties could be overcome. 

On the other hand the industry was very care:f'ully protected. Local 

growers were shielded by regulations controlling the import of cotton. 

R.:M.L. 
R•M.L. 
R.M.L.

Li29, f.256. 
429, r.284. 
429, r.51. 
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ln 1757
1 

the import of cotton f'rom "S.Giovanni d'Acrii" was f'orbidden and

m 1769 the Grand :,...aster declared that "to sustain and encourage the 

cultivation and colJilerce m cotton in these islands !iis Eminence has pro

hibi ted, under penalty of' confiscation the import of' cotton :from the 

Levant11
• Sicilian cotton was not excluded and could be imported pro-

vided it was registered and clearly marked as Sicilian cotton manuf'actured 

in liJ.al. ta. 3 ln sooie years all cotton imports were forbidden 4 but this

created problems as local growers did not always produce enough to supply 

other sectors of the industry. Shortages led to buying up and speculation5 

6 
and the Urder was forced to regulate prices. �f'forts were also made to 

ascertain production each year7 so that imports could be allowed at times

of' shortage. The export of' raw cotton was prohibited. 8

It is difficult in the absence of adequate fi£,-ures to discern when 

and how quickly cotton production was expanding. lt would seem a fair 

assumption that the large amount of legislation relating to cotton, in 

the eighteenth century, indicates an industry which was considerably more 

important than it had been in the sevent.eentb century. Cavaliero, usi.ng the 

few surviving customs records, has shown that the industry was expanding 

m the sewa.-t:een ,- n:ineties. Whether this expansiw was real or simply a 

recovery is impossible to say. In 1776, 466 tans of' cottai thread were 

export.ad, in 1779 the figure was 825 tans and in the eight months before 

l'.apolean' s arrival 658 tons. The 1'1rench market was closed by 1798. 

1. R.M.L. 429, r. 7.
2. Ibid.
3. R.M.L. 4.29, 1777, f.222.

Ibid. 1796, f. 73.
5. Ibid. 1797, r.104-.

6. Ibid. 1797, f. 79.
7. Ibid, 1772, f.213.
8. R.Cavaliero, op. cit. 1960, p.86.



In addition to spun cotton some cloth and articles of clothing 

were exported. 

Boisgelm sw:med up the situation at the end of the eighteenth 

century as follows • •. •. "The principal trade of the Island consisted in 

cotton •. • • • exported either as cloth or in its spun state ••••• the great

est part was sent into Spain for the manufacturers in Catalonia. 11 

Ball estimated the value of cotton exports at half a million pomids 

annually. Oranges were second in importance and realised ....:2,000 a year.1

Ma1 tese cotton enjoyed a large ho� market as the majority of the 

population were clothed in local cloth. Ball thought the quality too 

coarse for any foreign market but the Barbary coast. ln 1801 the export 

of raw cotton was still prohibited as spinning remained the chief' industry 

2
of the poor. 

Cottoo production declined rapidly early in the nineteenth century as 

a result of' competition from Anerica and Egypt together with the closing 

of the Spanish market. The declaring of Valletta a free port in 1801 

helped to introduce competition• The industry survived for a time to 

supply local needs and to make occasional exports, particularly to Bar

bary. Charl too, 3 has made an analysis of the 1851 census of the Islands 

in which year, after half' a century of decline, over 10,000 persons were 

still emploJed on cotton manufacture in Malta alone. Charlton' s study of 

the industry in the mid-nineteenth century is clearly relevant to its 

organisation under the Order.4-

1. P.R.o, c.o. 1.58.1, 1801, r.17.
2. Ibid. f.20 •
.3. op. cit. 1960, p.31. 
4,. Ibid. pp.185-188. 
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ln 1850 nearly all the operatives in the industry worked individually 

at home and there "tended to be f'amily specialisation in spinning or 

weaving"• ·ihere was also a �r.i<:ed regional specialisation of processes 

with weaving concentrated on 3.abat, Zebbug, �iggiewi, G11a.rghur and to 

s()!OO extent l�iosta. Spinning was particularly important in the Three 

Cities, Zabbar, Zeitun and Zurrieq. Zebbug, as it had been in the mid-

seventeenth century, was still the largest centre for cotton nerchants. 

'..L'owards the end of the eighteenth century a new twisting machine was 
1 

introduced into the Island. What influence the new process had or how 

far it penetrated the industry is difficult to say. 

Other Textile Industries. 

Apart from cotton several other textiles were produced and there were 

a nwllber of ancillary trades. Certain dyes were uade locally2 
and there 

must have been a large nwnber of craftsmen involved in the manufacture and 

maintenance of spinning and weaving machinery. 

The production of woollen yarns had been practised on the Island at 

least since the Middle Ages and it continued under the Order. Abela 

mentions the production of cloaks, rugs and other woollen gocxis at Zurrieq.3

'ihe .Maltese woollen industry never approached the size of the cotton ind

ustry probably because the latter enjoyed superior locational advantages. 

In fact, up to 1696, there was not a good supply of local woollen cloth 

and the galley crews were clothed with material imported from Sicily. 

'.('he 1693 earthquake destroyed the plant of the Sicilian manufacturers and 

1. .Deliberaznia della Camera del Tesaro1 1759-1797, r. 335.
2. Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.132.
3• Ibid. f.102.
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. ,, 61 lll lo� two men a�proached the Order and suggested that they started

the production of I arbaggi' in 1'lal ta. The scheme was approved2 and a

site allocated near Calcara (M.R.5772). Whether or not the enterprise 

was successful is unknown but 'arbaggio' was still being produced in 

:i,'.alta in the late eighteenth century3 and the Order was using the local

product to clothe crews. Like cotton the production of woollen 0oods 

was subject to regulation regarding quality. 

Hemp and linen were also produced locally/ ( chapter IV). 

There was a fairly large scale attempt to introduce the manufacture 

of silk into the Island in the eighteenth century. Abela4- recorded that

little silk was n.:i.de in ::Malta in the mid-seventeenth century. Early in 

the eighteenth century a number of mulberry trees were planted in the 

Floriana area and in the rule of P:into (174-1-7.3) a scheme was suggested 

for the widespread introduction of silk production. 5 In 1772 Ciantar6

was able to report that mulberries had been planted in various places, 

principally Ma.rsa, Florian.a and San Antonio. il though Ciantar claims 
,. " "" ... 1 ;G

that the silk produced was equal" to that made in Sicily he does menticm

sane difficulties. 'fhese were apparently sufficient to kill the industry 

for there is no ioonticm of it in documents relating to the early nineteenth 

century. '£he British administrators did attempt to introduce mulberries 

and grubs themselves, apparently they were unaware of the earlier failure, 

but this effort, too, was unsuccessful.. 

1. A.o.M. 264-, r.103.
2. Ibid. f .104--
3. Deliberaznia della Camera del Tesaro, 1759-1797.
4-. op. cit. 164-7, p.132. 
5• R.M.L. 2.
6. op. cit. 1772, p.386.



.'.jalt ;:�cine;.

The m.anuf'acture oi' salt had been a royal monopoly within the 

272 • 

j ... . Sicilian 4:_i:ngdom since h orman t�s. 'l'he monopoly was inherited by the 

Order when they were granted l.1.alta in fief. The Knights were able to 

forbid the manufacture of salt in Malta without a licence from them and 

this right was enforced.
1

It is almost certain that salt making was practised in medieval ruaJ. ta 

for there are numerous references to a "saline vecchie" behind Mellielia 

Bay but no record of it having operated during the sixteenth century. 

The name 1lellicffia means salt pans. 
3

Quite when the new saline, as it was called, was built at Sal:ina Bay 

is dif'ficul t to say but it was in existence by the middle of the sixteenth 

century. 4- Early in the seventeenth century the Salina Bay works were en

largea., 5 and in 1650 they were enlarged again. 6 
The pans fell into dis

use at the end of the Order's rule, probably due to the disruption caused 

in expelling the I!'rench, but were repaired by the British administration 

and proved very profitable in the early nineteenth century.7

Besides the relatively large Salina works a number of smaller pans 

existed at lfort Tigne (M.R.5673), St. �lmo (M.R.5673), St. Juliana 

(M.R • .54-75) and probably at Qala San Marku (M.R.5078). 
8

On G-ozo a large group of salines existed at Marsalf'orn where develop

ment began in 174,0.9

1. R.:M.L. 64.J., 1698, r.239.
2. e.g. Treas.B.289, r.95. Abela, op. cit.164-7, P• 74--
3. J..A.quilina, op. cit. 1961, p.216.
4-- Balbi, op. cit. 1961, p.62.
5. ..o.M. 6395.
6. A.0.M. 258, r.238.
7• P.R.o, C.O, 158. 19, Appendix G.P.37.
8. P.R.O, c.o, 163,35, Appendix.
9. Gatt, op. cit. 1937, p.4,8.
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J.' l.g• The Sal:ina Bay salt works fran the aµ:. 





Fig8 7:J - The Salina Bay salt works as shown in an

undated (probably Eighteenth Century) plan. 

Source: Treas. B.290. 
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'l'he Order, whilst retaining a monopoly over salt making on the 

Island, leased pa rts of the salines wh�ch they owned and granted con

cessions for the development of new works. 

Part of the production of the Salina Bay pans was exported and 

there is a reference to an export of salt to Venice in 1754-.2 But

clearly the nwnber of persons employed in salt making was small and
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the occupation was, in any case, seasonal for the evaporation pans could 

only operate during the hot, rainless months of swnmer. 

Milling. 

The Urder appear to have enjoyed a monopoly right to erect wind

mills. Occasionally a windmill belonging to the Order was sold3 or a

citizen given the right to erect a mill4 but, by and large, the Order

owned most of the Island's windmills. 

A l ist ccmpiled in 1816 showed that there were twenty-six government 

owned windmills an lflalta in working conditim and leasea.. 5 Very few of

these mills existed when the Knights came to Malta and during their reign 

the 'mol:ino a vento• became one of the moot characteristic sights of 

1ial ta I s land.scape. There are references to windmills existing in the 

sixteenth century but they are few. 

There is little information relating to windmills, although a number 

must have been built between 1570 and 1670, until the latter part of the 

1. abela, op. cit. 1�7, p.71.
2. A.O.lvi. 272, f.101.
3. Treas.B.300, r.403.

4. .A.0.11.t. 109, fo27v.
5• P.R.O, c.o, 163. 35•



seventeenth centliry. 
. 1

J:n 1674- the '1'ondazione Cotoner' started work 

on windmills at .dormla, lebbug, B'loriana ( 2), l�axxar and Zurrieq. ��11 

were completed by 1676. at a later date the same fotllldation built 

windmills in Lia, Jei tWl, Gudia and a second one at Zebbug. 
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In 1724 the I f'ondaziaie 1ianoel 1 2 built windmills at Rabat, G-11arglfor, 

Zurrieq, Birkirkara and one between Cr'15.axaq and Zeittlll. During the next 

couple of years another mill was completed on Lal ta and three an Gozo. 

'£he mills belonging to the foundation were no:nnally given out on short 

' . 3leases (usually four years). 

1i indmills were usually si tec1 sli�htly away from the village they 

served, on open gr-otllld, to make the most efficient use of the wind. 

l�ot all rnilline; on the Island was done by windmills. In the six

teenth century a non-aeolian system was demonstrated, using donkeys for 

motive power. This system, or a sirn.ilar one, was used in the Order's 

Valletta ba.Kcries and in the 1;1uberges. How widely it was employed by 

private enterprise is Wlknown. 

l!'igure 7:4- shows the distribution of windmills early in the nineteenth 

century. In broad outline, as would be expected, the distribution reflects 

the distribution of villages. A large casal was normally served by two or 

cla.1 ( tA. three mills and in this ccntext it is surprising that �farmi, both in terms 

of size and its :importance to the bak� industry, had apf.Elrently on1y one 

windmill. Possibly donkey driven mills were being used here? 

l!'igure 7:4- was constructed by plotting all documentary references to 

windmills. In addition, using a six inch map and aerial photographs 

1. 'l'reas • ..b. 300, f'.2.
2. Treas. B. 310. 

3. 'i'reas. A. 23. 
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.l!'ig. 7: 5 - Plan and drawing of a windmill belonging

to the I fondazione Cottoner-.' 

:3ource: 'l'reas. B.300. 
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( windmills have a distinctive shape from the air) all relics of wind

mills, not uentioned in documentary sources, were plotted. 'l'he only 

mill in the north-west - at l\iellie1ia - was probably built around the 

middle of the nineteenth century to serve the new village. 

l.liscellaneoua trades and industries.

Th ere were many other small industries, usually daninated by 
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one man establishments. The Island possessed numerous goldsmiths, silver

smiths, bakers, tailors, bootrnaKers, carpenters, smiths and similar 

craftsmen. Such people leave few records and, unless the administration 

requires the registration of businesses, their enterprise is unrecorded. 

lv;.any tradesmen were obliged to seek a licence, either from the Ord.er or the 

Universita but usually the pennit was issued and no record kept or the 

records themselves have disappeared. 

References to small traders suggest that each casal had its 

c.Wl c.o.. t fornaco' (baker)' I ferrarro' (smith) and miller whilst in Valletta were 

found the mat"e specialised craftsmen - gold and silver::'smiths and a large 

number of tailors. For a time too, ail smiths were brought into the 

fortified towns.1 Presumably because a smithy is of strategic value. This

'bando' was never repeated and probably it was allowed to lapse as it must 

have caused extreme inconvenience. 1iany of the smaller indi...l.Stries enjoyed 

protection in various forms and were subject to regulation regarding 

standards. 

Besides the craftsmen there were also a large number of traders in-

1. A.O.M. 1185, f.172.
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vol ved in the economy as middlerr�n and in more dubious capacities. Vie 

have already mentioned the organisers of the cotton industry and there 

were similar men forming a narketin:; organisation which served, and prob

ably financed a large part o1� the Island's agriculture. 'rhe marketing 

re _:,!\lla tions, enforced by the Uni vers i -t1 of 1,:aina, encouraged the existence 

of these agents as it was forbid.den for a farmer to sell directly from his 

farm to the public. Most produce had to pass through Mdina and in this 

way the authorities ensured the existence of a free market. Licences were 

also required to deal in other fields. 

'l'he markets of Valletta were full of traders and also of a group 

known as 'rivenditori'. Licences were never given for this activity which 

was apparently regarded as parasitic. Al though such traders were f requently 
I '\ 

swept from the principal market - the "Piazza dell' herba• - the problem was 

never entirely overcome. 

Fishing. 

There is conflicting evidence as to the importance of the fishing 

industry during the period. Abela2 ref'ers to the II fertility'' of the seas

around :Malta and states that a great deal of fish was caught. Each year 

the Universita3 issued regulations governing the price of a large number

of species of fish. Against this the British administrators, early in 

the nineteenth century, stated that fish was a food only of the poorer 

classes. There is no nineteenth century evidence to suggest that the 

industry was large and no reason to think it had declined since the days, 

1. Universita 23, 1690, f.5v.
2. op. cit. 1647, p.135.
3. e.g. Universita 22.
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of' the i...rder. There was also a lack o.f .fishin.c; villages. Only Zurrieq 

coulcl be classed as such and al though there were certainly many small 

boats based on the Grand harbour the nwiJbers employed in the industry 

must have been st:lall. A few fish were reared in ponds. 

The littoral was extensively exploited for shell fish.
1 

In 1564 a ten year concession was given, by the Order, to allow 

2 
the establishment of a tunny pickling plant. The enterprise seems to 

have been successful and tunny fishing was still practised off Marfa

Ridge in the mid-seventeenth century.3 However this f'o:m. of fishing

became extinct early in the eighteenth century. 
4 

1. Abela, op. cit. 1647, p.135.
2. a.O.:W.Le 4301 f.246v.
3. Abela, op. cit. 16471 p.136.
4e Ciantar, op. cit. 1772 1 p.403. 
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;..:;xternal '..:'rade. 

In 1.530 the external trade of 1:al ta was inconsiderable consisting 

of exports of cotton and cumin and the import of foodstuffs. 'l'he arrival 

of the Order immediately caused some increase in trade, for it was a 

relatively large organisation, going through an intense phase of capital 

investment as Malta was developed to rooet the military requirements of 

the time. A great deal of rreterial was imported from Europe. As the 

demand f'or f'oodstuf'fs rose so imports £'ran Sicilllliy and southern Italy 

increased. Nor was it long before exports started to grow. In 1543
1 

a

batch of slaves was exported to Sicily and there are references to safe 

conducts being given to 1,;oslems allowing them to return home to collect 

their ransoms. 
2 

Trade contacts with the North African coasts were devel

oped or renewed. In 15.59 safe conducts were issued for four Jews of' 

J erba who wished to come to }.lial ta for trading purposes. Another resident 

of that island, "Mahamet de Raz it benhaly", obtained a safe conduct for 

the same reason. But these early contacts and exports are insignificant 

against the great volume of' imports. A wide variety of goods were shipped 

into the Island, often they were of a very simple nature which indicates 

how lacking in productive capacity the local economy was. For :instance 

it seems to have been recessary to import nails and macaroni. The 

greatest part of' the imports appear to have come via Licata, on the 

southern coast of Sicily. 

There are several obvious disadvantages to :Malta as a tr:-ading centre. 

1. A.O.M. 4J.7, f'.194v.
2. e.g. A.O.M. 428, 15.59, f.257v.
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Possibly the greatest, during the rule of the Order, was the presence of 

corsairs, particularly from the Barbary coast, in the surround:i.n£; vmters. 

At tin1es their influence was so gr-eat that not only were they able to 

discourage normal traders but even to disrupt the Island's food supplies. 

1''or example, late in the seventeenth century, corsairs became such a 

m3r..ace in the channel between LaJ. ta and Sicily that special ar11ed pro-

tection boats were employed to patrol the area. In 169.5 a tartan and 

a brigantine were armed for this purpose
2 

and later in the same yeor ,yet

another tartan was allocated to the task.3 Still the shipping losses

l<- mounted and food supplies became scarce. In 1696
4 the Qalley §quadron

had to be sent to Sicily to bring supplies. The following sunmer
5 

only 

five galleys went to join the Venetian riavy on a campaign and the remain

ing two were retained for patrol purposes. This had the recessary effect 

and by the end of' the summer the channel was clear. rhe incident was 

extreme but it illustrates a problem which afflicted 1:al tese trade right 

until the beginning of the nineteenth century, when British naval paver 

purged the area of its "Oriental riff raff." Brydonne came to Malta in 

the latter part of the eighteenth century and he could still refer to the 

seas as being infested with African pirates. 

Such a situation was clearly a disincentive to normal trading rel

ations and the presence of the powerful corso, in same senses, cruy in

flamed the problem. The Order's crusading activities and the profits 

1. A. O. M. 264,_ f. 30v.
2. Ibid. f. 78.
3. Ibid.
li-• Ibid. f. l.24--
5. Ibid. f .137 •
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6rawn f'rom the corso ma.de the Religion's position ambivalent. Even the
e 1 

B\y of Tunis found the situation distaste:f'ul and in 1735 he approached

the Order. Having annotmced his displeasure with corsairs using Sfax 

and Twiis he feferred to the harm they did to commerce and sought the 

P.eligion's help in eradicating them. 

another disadvantage which traders based upon Malta suffered was 

the Island's dependence upon Sicily for many essential supplies. This 

dependence was often exploited for political ends. .a disruption of trade 

was threatened in the rule of Lascaris ( 1636-57) when France and Spain 

were at war and the latter feared that the French dominated Order might 

give France help. In 1712
2 the Viceroy of �icily forbade trade with Malta

and in 17523 the Neapolitan Xing, bourbon Charles VII, who by this time

controlled Sicily, closed his ports and shores to all shipping flying 

the Jl
i
al tese flag. The resul ta were soon felt, not only amongst the

merchants, but also in the country areas which were deprived of a large 

outlet for cotton exports. The disruption was not wholly a bad thing for 

trading contacts were made with North Africa. Al though grain had alreaczy 

been obtained f'ran Tunis in the previous century. There are, in fact, 

rather more references to trade between Malta and Moslem states than would 

be anticipated considering the crusading nature of the Order. 

Another major problem was plague and whilst this was a disadvantage 

common to all ports Malta, by its proximity to North Africa and the Near 

1. .A.O.M. 269, r.68v.
2. A.O.M. 266, r.45v.
3. A.O.M. 270, r. 232.
4. A.O.M. 261, f.185v.
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�ast, was well placed to pick up the 'peste' fairly regularly. An out

break of 'peste' at any port led to its closing. Thus a plague develop

ing in Malta, or a �icilian port, had disastrous effects on lllal tese 

trade. ln 1:i.al ta disease was usually supported by famine as food supplies 

were cut off. This happened in both the great plagues, those of 1591

and 1676. After the former., trade was not freed until the beginning of 

1594-- 1

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the pattern of 

Maltese trade al. tered slowly and was primarily concerned with importing 

foodstuffs and exporting cotton. Although in the seventeenth century a 

number of general traders were beginning to use .uialta as a base. 

In the seventeenth century nothing could be exported from Malta with

out a licence2 and it was particularly difficult to export metals., arma

ments3 and foodstuffs. 4, .l!:ntrep�t trade was discouraged by the fact that 

goods could not be off loaded from one ship to another or stored ashore, 

without the intervention of the custans5 and dues were high. 

In the eighteenth century the pattern changed. Malta began to 

develop as a convenient "half-way house for Levantive trade" and many 

merchants bonded goods or caused their ships to undergo quanantine there • 
. I <"t, 

(, i lo In 1733 dues on transferred cargoes were reduced f'romj(l/�rd. to J,� and a 

similar rate per annum was applied to bonded goods. There were even 

attempts to create a free port. 

1. Del Pozzo, op. cit. 1715, p.340.
2. tl.M.L. 641, 1660, pp.97-98.
3. Ibid. 1660, p.87. 
4- Ibid. 16.58, P• 73•
5• Ibid. 1697, pp.217-220. A recapitulation of an earlier 'bando'. 
6. Cavaliero, op. cit. 1960, p.86.



It is unf'ortunately impossible to plot the volume and direction 

of lvial ta' s eighteenth century trade. 'l'he Order gave safe conducts to 

certain classes of vessel using the Island and the issue of these 
I ) documents is recorded in the liber bullarum for each year. It is clear 

that only a relatively small proportion of the vessels calling at 1,Jal ta 

were involved in these formaJities and destinations are rarely given. 
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'rhere are records of ships doing quarantine at 1.v...al ta, in the latter 

part of the eighteenth century, and Cavaliero1 has done an analysis of

these to show that "the greater pa.rt of the shipping that used the island 

was French: in the seventeen--seventies sixty per cent of the ships doing 

quarantine in Malta were French. In 1780, of 207 ships doing quarantine .,

132 were l•'rench, 17 Ragusan, 18 Venetian and 12 Maltese." But only a pro

portion of the vessels using Valletta cane from ports the entry of which 

involved subsequent quarantine. A much higher proportion of Maltese boats 

were probably engaged in trade with �uropean ports, in particular those of 

Sicily. In this local trade the :Maltese 'speranaro', a small flat boat 

propelled by six oars and a sail, was supreme. This type of vessel also 

ventured to more distant parts. The other principal types of vessel 

used by Maltese traders and traders based on :Malta, were the brigantine 

and the tartan but the 'pollaoca', 'martingana' and 'pinco' are mentioned 

as well. 

Apart fran entrep�t goods }.!al ta also exported her own products. 

Whilst the list of these goods., apart from cotton, is extensive - lichen, 

oranges., lemons, pomegranates, seeds, stone, filigree, ashet of kalimagnum, 

etc-3 - the amounts involved were trifling. 
1. op. cit. 1960, p.89.
2. A.c.u. 584-, 1780., f.l83v.
3• Louis de Boisgelin., op. cit. 1805, pp.109-110.



The Corso. 

Lal ta based shipping was involved in another rather peculiar form 

of I trading'• Piracy had had a lon3 association with the Island but 

during the seventeenth century it became highly organised and extremely 

profitable. Many vessels were engaged not only in trade but., where the 

opportunity offered., in privateer:ing as well. .B'or instance, in 1632 a 

corsair was given a safe conduct to go on a normal trading voyage
1 

and

another example, taken from the end of the eighteenth century, shows a 
2 

captain acquiring "Lrae .t'atentes, ad piraticum, et mercaturam". 

ln sane respects crusading can b e  seen as a licen ce to pillo.ge and 

the Urder had not been in Malta long before Knights began to fit out 

vessels, at their own expense, to go on sweeps for booty amongst Moslem 

shipping. Del Pozzo3 nentions such an enterprise in 157� and this was
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e. 

clearly not the first instance. Grand JI.aster Verda.11- ( 1581-95) equipped 

his own galleys and by the end of the century the industry was well dev-

eloped. In 1608 the Order decided to regulate the activity and issued the 

"Statuti et Ordinatiani del armamenti". 
5 

This document is long and com

plex and must indicate that the industry was already large. 

The rules governing the corso were simple. Boats were licensed in 

Malta - given the flag - to attack l1oslem shipping. This gave the vessels 

status in international law. Additionally the Order provided secure basal 

facilities at 1ialta. In return all booty had to be sold at a public 

auction in .ti.ial ta and the Order took ten per cent ot the resulting money. 

1. A.o.M. 4-62, 16th April, 1632.
2. A.O • .M. 584-, r.210.
3• op. cit. 1715, p.100. 
4. E.w.schermahorn, op. cit. 1929, pp.137-138.
5• R.��L. 1210, ff.231-257•



Now., whilst this aITangement was well suited to the nee as of the 

time when the lv.oslems were expansionist and feared, it was clearly not 

go:ine to survive long once normal trading relations were established 

with .luiddle .l!iastern countries. Vihen the great powers, and particularly 

France, were :involved comnercially with Turkey they brought pressure 

on the Vrder to curtail privateering. The corso declined very quickly 

in the eighteenth century. However, during the seventeenth century, 

privateering was one of the Island's principal industries. 'rhree classes 

of people were involved as ship owners. :firstly, members of the Order, 

secondly.Maltese and., thirdly foreigners, using Malta as a convenient 

base for operations. The last group included Frenchmen ., Corsicans ., 

Tuscana and other nationalities. All three groups of owners employed 

largely mal tese crews. 

In the best years for ttie industry there were., Cavaliero suggests, 

twenty to thirty boats going 'en course' annually. A visitor to Malta 

in 1686 was told that in the previous year some fifty to sixty pirate 

vessels had used the base. 3 
�Vhilst Schermahorn4 states that in 1669

there were thirty corsairs sailing Wlder the flag of the Order. �ven if 

we take the lower figures as representing the true number of vessels, the 

corso was obviously an industry of importance. It is probably an exagger

ation to state, however, as Cavliero has done, that between 1650 and 1750 

"half the able bodied male population was at sea during the greater part 

of the year." 
1. 

2. 
.3. 
4. 

R. Cavaliero, 'The Decline of the Maltese Corso in the XVIII th Cen tur;y;'
H.:M, 1959• 
Ibi�1;;

�2.35. __ _ 
B•M,Vl930'°6;(ADDf ,; f.55 • 
op. cit. 192'9;--ir.231. 
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The later part of the seventeenth century seems to have seen a zenith 
, , 1 

of piratical activity and the liber bullarurn for the year 1679 gives a

clear picture of the time. In April of that year a l...al tese was t::iven the 

flag and permission to make war on the i,.oslems, his partner in depredation 

was a }'renchmar1, resident in kal ta, who commanded a brigantine. ;:,hortly 

afterwards a },rancesco ·Real was given the flag, then two more i .. al tese., a 
"'""' 

.!.\.night and another French with a galiot and a brigantine. At the same time 
" 

there is a mention of a lilBl tese boat goinr; to '1
1unis with slaves. There is 

\- ., 

no reference � them being ransaned so perhaps they were Christians taken 

from a remote .r..edi terranean island? �uch things were not Wlknown. ln 17u72

a complaint reached l,1al ta from ":Uon Giorgio di :Orindisi dell' lsola di Sira" 

stating that the island was being continually attacked by l,:al tese corsairs. 

This type of activity was an embarrassment to normal commercial rel

ations and efforts were Il'l:)de, by European powers, to curtail the Maltese 

corso. In 1647 the Grand Master was forced to forbid captains to go with

:in ten miles of the Palestinian coasJ and in 16�7 the distance was in

creased to fifty miles.4

Whilst the great powers applied diplomatic pressure Greek traders 

found a legal method of containing the l\ial tese crusaders and halted the 

corso in the courts. Cavaliero5 
sumned up the position in the eighteenth 

century as follows: "between 1722 and 1743 ., the corso had been languishing 

visibly. In 172.3 and 1729 there had been seven corsairs at sea, but after 

1. A.O.M. 487.
2. A.O.M. 265 ., f .l 7l+v. 
3. A.O.M. 258, f.lo6v. 
'+• R. '{avaliero, op. ci t. 1960, p.82. 
5. op. cit. 1959, P•233, F.N •



that n�ver more than three, except in l 7Y), when there had bee11 five, 

1.U1til 1741+-• ln that �rear there had been a sli>)1t !)ickup ••••• .:ind 

for three years after tht::re were four to five at se.a, but it was not 

1.U1til l 7b7-8 that the nwnber rose again beyond three, to 11ine anu six 

t. 1 ,, respec ive Y• 

.. t comparison of t.be 'liber bullarum' for l 7drJ with that of 1680 is 

interesting. ln the lutter most captains were taking the t'lar, to rob 

l11oslems, by 1780 the greatest nwnber are requesti.ug letters patent to 

sail to the "four parts 01' the world", for traai.ng purposes. Unly 

occasionally was a licence ,c;;ranted to sail 'en course' and even then the 

206. 

1 '-, Levant was usually forbiaden and captains went ciown onto the carbary Qoast

to pill3ee what they could. 

�s we have seen the uecline of the corso coincided with the rise of 

I,ralta as a normal trading centre so that the shipping industry, as a 

whole, did not suffer Greatly by the change. 

'£.he .;;lave 'J'rade. 

lllal ta was for a long time one of the largest slave markets in �uropc;. 

l . ._ .both the corso and the gulley :?quad.ran procured large nwnbers of captives

:in the course of their activities. J.'he urder held a vast number of captives 

a.w;;. slaves were used to row the galleys, work on the fortifications c1nd to 

act as servants. ;:he numbers were so great that slaves, whether belonging 

to the Llrder or in private employ, were required to sleep in a special 

prison each evening to forestall rebelliai.1 1'here were slave prisons in

Vc:llletta 1:1nd the 'l'hree Cities. 

1. 1Jel Pozzo, op. ci t. 1715, p.155.



Over and ubo,re their own rieeds f'or lHbourers tilt; vrder bau slaves 

which it wc.1s prepared to sell to other �)Owers ;,..1I1,i there were i)l:;o u 

considerable nw,1ber of' private enter1'rise slave traucrs on the lsland.1

l t is i.nterestini; to note that in lu72 slaves v.erl:: purchased in � .. al ta, 

2 
by the . ri tish, for the -�·ungier galleys. 

1. G. Viettinger, 'Coron Captives in i.:al ta: An episode in the history
of slave dealing', i',i. H, vol. 2, 1959.

2. 'The .C:ngliah at Tangier,' E11gli§h Historical ��eview, 1911,

PP• 469-481.



ClkP'l� VIII 

CONCLUSIOh .. 

288. 

lJuririe the lcitter part of the eiishteenth century the power, useful

ness and :importance of the iJrder of .;jt •• Tohn were in rapid declil1e. Care

ful administration, particularly by Grand i1aster de ':tohan (1775-97), and 

the great traditions of the Order helped t o  keep decadence at bay but 

nothing could disguise the fact that the l\ nights lacked a clear purpose 

in life. v�hen the F'rench commanderies were confiscated in 1792 the organ

isation was no longer economically viable. 'l'he French Revolutionary Gov-

ernment was completely opposed to all that the Order stood for and having 

no sympathy for such an aristocratic institution it huu no qualmt, about 

t;:c1}.:ing over Ual ta should this prove ust.'!f'ulo After 1i1uch sche!Jli.n.; the 131.ond 

w�s eventually invoded l>y 1'.spoleon in 1798. B:i this ticlf: the 0rder W33 so 

,veakenet.1 that !,he ','-::-ench :invnsion force sv,ept nway what rer,mined of the 

l'-..nighta' yellowing shred of nouility alciost without o.:,•)ositlon, in spite 

of the greo. t strength of the <lefences. I. apoleon wi·otc in his 1:lt!!11oir� • •••• 

"The place certoinl,Y posuessAcl i;nrnense physical. means of resistance, but 

no moral strength whatever."1

On capitulation the OrJer was expelled from the Island leaving behind 

most of its pro_bJerty. .A m.1,.,iber of French Ki,ie;hts joined l'iapoleon, others 

returned to their ho�s but a substantial number trooped off to Russia 

and the protection of the Czar who was nsde Grand l,:.aster. 

N apoleoo only remained on Malta for a ff!M days but in that short 

1. -�uoted by a.Cavaliero, op. oit. 1960, p.231..



time he atte1,1pted to reorganise thE; Island on 1.evolutionary lines. Slaves 

were freed, escutcheor1s chipped from walls, patents of nobility uurnt, a 

i:.;overning commission, an which the 11:altese were well represented, was set 

up but, fa tally, the re forms a tten1pted to interfere with the power ar,d 

privilege of tha :�cm.an Catholic Church in 1.:01 ta. 

dtl(- Ravine decreed rcSorganisation !i:apoleon left for :ri:gypt leaving 

behind a garrison of 3,000 men. At first unrest was slight but on 2nd. 

September, 1798, the French o.ttempted to sell the property of the Carmelite 

Convent of !,:dina. The Maltese rose and slaughtered the garrison of the 

town. The revel t spread (lUickly ond within a short t ime the 1',rench force 

wns contained within the walls of Valletta. A British naval squadron 

blockaded the harbour. 

It tod<: tv.o years to starve Valletta out and the surrender of the 

:B'rench cre�ted a complex political problem regarding tl:.e status of the 

Island. '.i:he British, Ual tese, Neapolitans, Russians and the Order could 

all advance clai1llS, of varying valicilty, as righttul owners of the Island. 

The :l.ussian claim was largely f'ictional, while the Neapolitans h ad a case 

based upon the fo11ner attachment of Malta to the kingdom of Sicily, which 

they now held. However, Naples was beleaguered by France and it was 

unlikely that Britain, who had received the French command.er' s surrender, 

would give up the Island to a power within Napoleon's grasp. This view 

was reinforced when the ports of the Kingdom of Naples were closed to 

D ri tish shipping ( 1801) , in the terms of a peace tt-ea ty imposed by the 

French. Previous to this date relations between Naples and the Lritish 

Kavy had been, on the whole, good but when Britain was deprived of the 
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l\ eopoli tan ports in the centr-..il l,:edi terrsneon :!.ial ta began to look more 

attractive to her. however, in public utterances 1,ritain disclaimed oll

.iesirc:: to retain the Island even though the .....al te:;Je, who had certainly

done fHOre than anyo!;.e to expel the �'Nnch, wi1.>hed to plac.;e th�1:J.Selves W1<ler 

the protection of His JJrittanic �,.ajesty. ·rhe Lrreut .t:'owers were tiring of 

war and there were 111oves towards a �ace treaty. 1!:al ta could be neutralised,

and thus rernoved fro;a ccntention, by allowing the Order to return with 

tenure quaranteed by all the powers involved. The ?,:al tese were completely

opposed to the return of the .hnii:;hts. However, the '.1.'reaty of Amiens \1802) 

contained a clause returning Malta to the Order. !-.ot only were the oon

ditiona attached to the clause unworkable but the Order's disarray &.."'ld 

penury rrade a resuscitation extremely difficult. The Religion never re

turned to the Island. Britain became increasingly reluctant to give up 

1ial ta. As early as 1801
1 

Ball had written on the commercial and strate�io

advantages of retaining the Island. He also gave details of the assets 

which his administration had inherited f'ran the Order and clailled that l.:al ta 

'·'-, could be retained without any ca11 on the i>ritiah iroasury. At the sane 

time �nglish merchants began to set up trading houses on the Island. Docu

ments of the period suggest that Ball' a administratiai waa opero.ting in

aomethillg much mare than a holding capacity and there appears to have been 

o dichotaey in the British viewpoint. On the one hand the Government at

home were not at all anxious to retain the Island whilst, an the other, the 

administrators based CJO Malta, and particularly Ball, were convinced of the 
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and developi.rig Malta in the hope that Whitehall would be converted to their 

view. 'l'here is sone evidence to suggest that \ihitehall may have been play

ing a two handed game. To some extent Ball was encouraged to administer the 

Island in a way which undoubtedly suegested a lengthy British occupation. 

At the sane tine the Great Powers were led to think that Eritain was only 

interested in peace and satisfactory arrangements for the neutrality of 

1ialta. 

The Treaty of Paris ( 1814,J gave Malta to Britain al though lwg previous 

to this the British had decided that their stay would be a long one. For 

instance the lengthy and detailed "Report of His Majesty's Conmissioners for 

enquiring into the affairs of Malta" 1812 is an indication of the fact. 

For :the Maltese and the British the events of 1798 had a satisfactory 

conclusion. The Ord.er, as it was then constituted, virtually became extinct 

in that yeru."', the Knights melted away whilst the Religion's possessions were 

taken over by various powers. The Order of St- J obn of Jerusalem, with a 

headquarters in Rome� still exists today with greatly modified aims and 

organisation. 

Few 1ial tese mourned the passing of the Order. By the end of the 

eighteenth century the Knights were heartily dis1iked and their arrogant 

assumption of superiority. no l<mger supPorted by achievement, was resented. 

Early in the nineteenth century Coleridge, who spent some':ti.ma in Malta 

recorded that the Maltese showed complete "ingratitude to the Order to whom 

they owe everyting"• The Order, wittingly and unwittingly, had altered the 
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whole fabric of 1.al tese life in t}Le two and a half centuries of its rule. 

The economy of the Island had been transformed, the settlement pattern 

reshaped, whilst the outlook and way of' life of a large section of Maltese 

society hod been busically altered. 

When the Knights crune to hlal ta hardly one in ten of the indigenous 

po:pulo.tion could be classed as a town dweller. By l.798 fifty per cent of 

the population lived in the cluster of towns which the Order had built, or 

developed, aroWld the harbours. '£he harbour towns served not only as fort

ressea but as administrative centres and as a link between the l.ife of the 

countryside and the outside world. •.rhe settlement pattern and economy of 

the Island cane to be focusod upon the harbours and particularly Valletta. 

The economy of Malta in 1530 was impoverished, the Order had by 

stimulants, encouragement and protectim produced a thriving cOD1Deroial 

camnunity. With a higher standard of living and oontacte with the Ordl,r 

and Europe in general had come changed outlooks. The Knights had oauo to 

8 poor backward community, they left a prosperous society in contact with 

the mainstreams of European life. 

Not ooly did the Knights create prosperity during their stay but they 

have, in a peculiar way, been responaible for Malta' a continued eoonanic 

health since 1800. As a military base 1181 ta has several disadvantages. 

Certainly the Island ie well placed strategically and poaaeasea some f'ine 

harbours but any base requires a large amount of capital to be spent oo 

developnent before ite potential is realised. In Malta' a caae this expenae 

is .nade greater by the lack: of' local resources. The Order spent vast auma 
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on developing and securing the harbours of Malta and it was this high 

state of development which attt-acted Britain and France as the Religion's 

power waned. Neither could allow the other to possess such strength. By 

attracting .Eritish naval. power the Order's investments insured the prosperity 

of the Island for another century and a half. 

Malta's physical background.,has, basically, played a relatively small 

part in the events described in the previous chapters. Changes in political 

boWldaries, spheres of influence and strategic outlook have been the real 

determinants of Malta's military importance and economic OPPortuni ties• 

Superficially li.ial ta may appear to occupy an important position in the Med

iterranean but this importance is only realised in oertain political 

conditions. As a base Sicily is so superior to 1.Ial ta that if' both islands 

are controlled by the sane power then the strategic importance of .Malta is 

small. In this light the coming of the Order to Malta was exceptionally 

fortuitous. If' Charies Vth had decided to hold the central Mediteranean 

ent:irely by use of his own resources almost certainly he would have done so 

from Sicily. Malta would have been no more than an auxiliary base for 

operations. At just the time when the central Mediterranean was threatened 

the Order asked Charles Vt.h for help. Malta was well sui t.ed in size to the 

Religion's needs and, as the K.nighta were something of a political emban

asament, remote enough for the Emperor to place them there with a minimum of 

worry. lLal ta, too, was poor and sufficiently worthless for the gift to be 

I.e.. made without damage to the Imperial coffers. Thua it has been tran a ocmplex
-

we b of personal, historical, geographical, political and religious factors 
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that Mal to' s prosperity has grown. 

In spite of the exceptional economic growth in hlal ta under the Knights 

the Island was still tmbalanced economically and basically the economy 

depended upon the imported wealth of the Order. At first, Wlder .british 

rule, it appeared that the old reliance on military spending was to be 

overcome. In 1801 Valletta was declared a free port and when the Napol-

eonic wars warmed up again it "became the great Depot for neutral as well as 

British merchandise" finding its way into Europe via the Adriatic in spite 

of embargoes. E:ntrepot trade with the Levant also developed and British, 

ti:altese, German, Italian and Greek trading houses were established. But all 

this was essentially a trade boan stimulated by artificial conditions and with 

the cessation of hostilities it collapsed. Henceforth, apart from another 

boom following the opening of the Suez Canal, the economy of Ma.1 ta cazne to 

rely on British military spending to an even greater degree than it had done 

upc:n the Order. The situation was aggravated by the collapse of the local 

cotton industry in the face of competition from other sources. British 

imperial expenditure began to reach high levels around the middle of the 

nineteenth century when there were a number of military crises and the large 

scale development of the small dockyard inherited from the Order was undertaken. 

Fran this point the econany developed to the stage where it could be concluded 

with validity, by Thomas Balogh, that "in the last resort nearly all the incane 

snd employment on the Island are derived from the u.K. Government". The seeds 

of this situation, as with so JJW.ch of l4aJ. teae lit'e, were sown duriDg the rule 

of the Order of' St. John ot' Jerusalem. 



The Streets of Valletta. 

A) Longitudinal Streets

:M&Psewrett S�se.:t 

Marsamxett Street 

i/est Stt-eet 

Old Mint Street 

Old Bakery Street 

Strait �treet 

Kingsway 

Merchants 5 treet 
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St. s.11:ichele. 

st. s. Sabastian. 

St. s. Giovanni. 

St. S. Giorgio. 

St. S. Giacomo. 

St. Paul's street st. s. Paolo. 

St. Ursula Street St. S.Luigi. 

B) streets rwming across Peninsula from Grand Harbour to Marsamxett.

Windmill Street

South Street 

Strada Pia 

Strada del Mante 

Strada del Vittoria 

Strada San Salvatore. 
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Britannia Street 

St. John's Street 

st. Lucia street

Old Theatre Street 

Archbishops Street 

st. Christopher Street 

St. DOft3nic Street 

Strada dei Greoi and s. del Popolo. 

Strada della Fontana. 

Strada san Marco. 

St. Nicholas Street Stt-ada s. Pantaleone. 



Old Hospital Street 

North ·street 

Strada della :?ortuna• 

Strada S. Elmo 
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APPI<J'IDIX I+. 

LJS T IT!' GRnND 1',hSTERS OF THE ORDER .01!' rST. JCHN 

Philippe Villiers de L'Isle-Adam (France) 

Pierino del Ponte (Italy) 

Didiers de Saint Jaille (France} 

Juan de H�des ( Aragon) 

Claude de la Sengle ( France) 

Jean de la Val\ette (Provence) 

Pietro del 1,lo.'lte San Savino (Italy) 

Jean Levesque de la Cassiere (Auvergne) 

Hughues de Loubenx-Verdalle (Provence) 

Martin Garzes (Aragon) 

Aloph de Wignacourt (France) 

Luis Yiendes de Vasconcellos ( Castile, 
Leon and Portugal) 

Antoine de Paule (Provence) 

Jean-Paul Lascaris Castellar (Provence) 

Martin de Redin (Aragon) 

.Aimet de Clermont de Chattes-Gessan (Auvergne) 

Rafeal Cotoner (Aragon) 

Nicolas Cotoner (Aragon) 

Gregorio Caraf'a (Italy) 

1522-34 

153Lt--.35 

15.35-.36 

1536-5.3 

1553-57 

1557-68 

1568-72 

1.572-81 

1582-95 

1595-1601 

1601-22 

1622-23 

1623-36 

1636-57 

1657-60 

1660 

1660-63 

1663-80 

l68o-90 
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Adrien de Wignacourt (},ranee) 

Ramon Perel.los y Rocafull (Bragan) 

1&-can tanio Zandadari ( Italy) 

Anton Manoel de Vilhena ( Castile, Lean 
and Portugal) 

Ranan Despuig (Aragan) 

Manoe1 Pinto de Fonseca ( Castile� Leon and
Portugal) 

Franciso Ximenes de Texada (Aragan) 

Emanuel-Marie de Rohan-Polduo (France) 

Ferdinand von Hanpesch ( Germany) 

1690-97 

1697-1720 

1720-22 

1722-36 

1736-4.1 

174:J.-73 

1n3-75 

J..775-97 

1797-98 
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