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LO 5. Socio-Economic Development in Malta: 1800-2004 
 
 

Growth of towns and villages 
 
Learning Outcome 5  
I can investigate and discuss political, social and economic changes, landmarks, 
developments and contrasts in Maltese society from 1800 to 2004. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

 
5.2f Describe changes in Malta’s 

settlement patterns  during the 
British period. 

5.3f Discuss reasons for changes 

and developments in Maltese 

settlement patterns from the early 
British  

        period to the present-day. 
 
The increase in population was reflected in changes in the number, size and form of the 

towns and the villages. In 1800 the settlement pattern consisted of two basic structures: 
the large, compact villages in the countryside and the group of towns and suburbs 

founded during the Order around the Grand Harbour. The coast and the remoter areas 
contained few inhabitants. During the whole British period, the existing villages continued 
to grow, new villages in the countryside came into existence and a string of new suburbs 

grew up around the existing harbour towns. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
When the British took control of the Maltese Islands in 1800, the Valletta became the seat 

of the colonial government and the Grand Harbour became an important base of the British 
fleet in the Mediterranean. These two considerations had a profound and long-lasting impact 
on urban and infrastructural development in the harbour area. Since the harbour are became 

the main economic hub of the islands, it was also the first area to experience the effects of 
the Industrial Revolution, especially the dockyard which was frequently upgraded with the 

building of larger docks and the latest machinery to match the needs of the shift from sailing 
ships to iron clad warships. The British employed thousands of Maltese in the British military 
establishments, the dockyard, in the naval bakery at Birgu and in the naval hospital at Bighi, 

with the result that larger number of people left the countryside to seek employment directly 
or indirectly in the harbour towns.  

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Left: The commercial section of Grand Harbour in the 1880s. 

Right: The naval bakery built by the British Admiralty at Birgu wharf in the 1830s. 

Left: The naval hospital at Bighi at the 

entrance of Kalkara Creek built in 1832. 
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This trend increased further with the opening of the Suez Canal in Egypt in 1869, an event 
which placed the Maltese Islands exactly in the route of merchant ships of all nations that 
sailed across the Mediterranean. The opening of the canal affected the Maltese in three 
ways: it increased significantly the amount of ships entering Malta’s harbours; it led to the 
dredging and the Menqa at Marsa for cargo ships and as a coal-bunkering station; it 
accelerated internal migration of the Maltese from the distant villages to settle close to the 
harbour area in search for employment. 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
The suburbs of Sliema, St Julian’s, Msida, Pietà and Gżira developed to form a continuous 
urban area occupying the north shore of Marsamxett harbour. The suburbs which 
developed in the Sliema area were mostly inhabited by the professional and commercial 
classes, while the suburbs which developed at Ħamrun, Marsa and Paola were inhabited 
mostly by the working class. 
 
In the outlaying coastal districts, new settlements grew up at St Paul’s Bay, Marsxlokk, 
Birżebbuġa and Marsascala – all these were originally fishing villages which during the 
second half of the 20th century developed as holiday centres. In the north-west 
settlements grew up at Mellieħa, Mġarr and Manikata, due to the extension of agricultural 
cultivation in the 19th and 20th century. 
 
The introduction of public transport in the form of the railway (in 1883), the tram (in 1903) 
and the route buses (in 1905) was another reason why many Maltese opted to resettle in 
existing or developing towns and villages close to the harbours.   

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

The urbanisation around 

Malta’s main harbours as 

it stood at the end of the 

20th century. 

Left: A postcard showing the railway station at Mtarfa in the early 1900s. 

Right: The tram passing from Ħamrun in the 1920s. 
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By the end of the 19th century, the extent or urbanisation around the main harbours had 
been changed drastically since the British take over in 1800. Urban expansion around the 
two main harbours continued unabated during the course of the 20th century with the gradual 
and constant increase in population, with post-war reconstruction, infrastructural and 
economic development and the shift from a fortress-economy to the new economy of post-
indenpendent Malta. The result of all this urbanisation was the creation of new towns and 
villages on both sides of the two main harbours: 
 

Marsamxett Harbour side Between the two harbours Grand Harbour side 

Pietà Ħamrun Kalkara 

Msida Gwardmanġia Paola 

Ta’ Xbiex  Fgura 

Gżira  Marsa 

Sliema   

 
By the end of the 20th century, urbanisation in both sides of the harbours had expanded so 
much that the amount of countryside had become very scarce. Towns and villages sprawled 
outside into the surrounding countryside, in most cases the countryside separating towns 
and villages from each other was taken over for construction, thus removing clear 
demarcation between one village and another. By the 1990s, seen from the air, the harbour 
area looked like one large suburb sprawling from both sides of the harbours towards the 
surrounding countryside. 
 
During the 20th century there was also a marked change in building styles and in the 
form of Maltese villages. The traditional building methods (limestone and slabs) were 
replaced by modern techniques (bricks and concrete). The traditional villages were very 
compact settlements with the parish church at the centre. Eventually, these became 
more spread out with development following the pattern of the existing access roads. In 
recent years, the great increase in the number and size of Maltese settlements has given 
rise to some complex town-planning and traffic management problems. 
 

Developments in the dockyard and in the Grand Harbour 
 
Learning Outcome 5 
I can investigate and discuss political, social and economic changes, landmarks, 
developments and contrasts in Maltese society from 1800 to 2004. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

5.1g  Identify the socio  and  

economic  effects  brought about 

by changes in the settlement 
patterns from 1800 to the present-

day. 

British period: settlement 
agglomeration around the Grand 
Harbour; agriculture based 

5.2g Describe the socio and 

economic effects brought about by 
changes in the settlement patterns 

from 1800 to the present-day. 

British period; settlement 
agglomeration around the Grand 

Harbour; agriculture based 

5.3g Discuss  positive  and/or  

negative  socio  and economic 

effects brought about by changes 
in the settlement patterns from 

1800 to the present-day. 

British period: settlement 
agglomeration around the Grand 

Harbour; agriculture based. 

 
The British inherited the Order’s small shipyard and from an early age the Royal Navy 
decided to expand its facilities. In 1848, the first dry dock at Galley Creek was completed. 
New plans were drawn up to build more docks to cope with the increased volume of naval 
repairs. The huge Somerset Dock, opened in 1871, was larger than any dock of the Royal 
Navy at Portsmouth. In 1892 Hamilton Dock was completed and two others were started 
in 1899. These docks were supported by large workshops and refit facilities. During the 
First World War the naval dockyard employed a record of 10,000 men. 
 
 

3 



 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
With the introduction of steam ships Malta was developed into a coal-bunkering station, 
not only for ships of the Royal Navy but also for private vessels entering the harbour for 
refuelling. To this effect, the new commercial port facilities at Marsa were started in 1859. 
When the Suez Canal was opened in 1869, Malta was ready to take advantage of the 
new patterns of trade which were to develop. By 1880 the Grand Harbour was firmly 
established as the chief coaling station sailing between Britain and India. Transit trade 
was flourishing and Malta experienced another trade boom. Over 3,000 steamers and 
2,000 sailing ships called at Grand Harbour in just one year.  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
However, by the turn of the 20th century, competition from other ports and the inability 
of the Malta Drydocks to make the right investment decisions led to the island’s decline 
as a coaling station and transit centre. The size of ships was increasing and this fact, 

together with the triple expansion engine, meant that ships could now travel longer 
distances without the need to refuel. The result was that intermediate coaling stations 

like Malta were used by fewer and fewer vessels. 
 
Malta entered the 20th century with an economic recession, falling government revenue 

and an increase in unemployment. In 1903 the Admiralty started the construction of the 
Breakwater at the entrance to the Grand Harbour. The project involved a huge number of 

Maltese workmen and other hired from Spain and Italy. In 1905 there were over 9,000 
Maltese employed in naval establishments but most of the workers were laid off by 1911 
when Breakwater had been completed. Hardship had become so widespread, that in 1911 

the British Government sent out another Royal Commission to look into the affairs of Malta. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

Left: The Somerset Dock in 

inaugurated in 1871. 

Right: The dry docks constructed 

in the Malta Dockyard in the 19th 

and 20th century. 

Left: The Suez Canal 

opened in 1869  

Right: The extension 

in the 1860s of 

Grand Harbour at 

Marsa to serve as a 

cola bunkering 

station. 

Left: The 

construction of the 

Breakwater in 

Grand Harbour the 

early 1900s. 
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Agriculture in British Malta 
For most of the 19th century Malta was mainly an agricultural country. One reason that made 
agriculture backward was the fact that farmers did not have the money and the know how to 
use machinery and fertilisers.  Narrow field strips and terraced fields were too small for the 
bulky machinery of the time. Often water was short and made output low.  Products managed 
to feed the whole population for only four months in a year. For the rest of the year large 
quantities of food had to be imported from abroad.  Those farmers having a large family lived 
close to subsistence level.  Farmers often used members of their own family instead of 
employing farm labourers during harvest-time.  Rent was higher for the most fertile fields and 
this reduced further the farmer’s income.  Money needed to buy tools and seeds was often 
borrowed from rich landlords at very high interest.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The British Government tried various schemes to improve local agriculture but none of 
them proved wholly successful, except for the introduction of the potato crop by 
Alexander Ball which became one of Malta’s principal exports. In the 1840s a wholesale 
attempt was made to start extent cultivating the vacant lands in north-west Malta, which 
were property of the government. Large areas of government land were divided up into 
geometrical blocks and given to farmers on long-term, low-cost leases. Access roads 
were laid out and new villages established at Mġarr and Mellieħa to house the farmers 
settling there. Wells were dug to tap irrigation water beneath the surface. 
 
Towards the end of the 19th century efforts were made to increase vine cultivation. The 
area of vineyards grew quickly and the wine industry started to expand until today the 
islands even exports a small quantity of the wine it produces. 
 
Rising living standards and the growth of the British community and services departments 
in Malta helped to increase the demand for fresh fruit and vegetables. As a result a large 
number of irrigated horticultural farms developed in various parts of the island. 
 
The activity most severely hit was the cotton industry which in the latter part of the 18th 
century had been Malta’s main export crop. By the time the British took control of the 
islands the industry was already in difficulties and it continued to decline throughout the 
19th century. There was a brief revival during the American Civil War (1861-1865) but 
when normal market conditions returned, the downward trend resumed. The industry 
had virtually disappeared by the beginning of the First World War. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: A village grocer shop in early 20th century Malta. 

Right: A farmer spelling door to door fruits and vegetables in the early 20th century. 

Left: The village of Marsaxlokk in the early 

1900s. Today, besides remaining Malta’s 

main fishing village, it has developed also 

as a tourist centre thriving with cafeterias, 

bistros and restaurants. 
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By the mid-1950s agriculture was the third largest employer in Malta.  But Maltese 
agriculture was some fifty years behind the advanced countries of Europe and 75% of the 
work was still done by hand.  Farmers’ incomes were lower than incomes earned in other 
‘easier jobs’.  Many fields could only be reached on foot, implying that they could not be 
reached by motorised vehicles.  In 1956 the Government passed the Agriculture and 
Fisheries Act to help farmers and fishermen buy machinery, fertilisers, fodder, seeds and 
insecticides.  The Cattle Disease Eradication Scheme of 1956 gave free vaccination of 
poultry animals, rabbits and swine.  The Government also encouraged farmers to make use 
of Malta’s warm climate to cultivate high-priced crops such as tomatoes, strawberries, 
mushrooms and grapes for wine production.   
 

Malta’s population under the British 
 
Learning Outcome 5 
I can investigate and discuss political, social and economic changes, landmarks, 
developments and contrasts in Maltese society from 1800 to 2004. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

5.1h Identify reasons why Malta 

had a constant growth of 
population from 1800 to the 

present-day. 

5.2h Explain why the population 

of Malta grew steadily from 1800 
to the present-day. 

5.3h Analyse the causes and 

effects of sharp changes in the 
Maltese population from 1800 to 

the present-day. 
 
The population of Malta continued to increase rapidly since the arrival of the British, as 
shown in the table below. The population dropped by around 5,000 in 1813-1814 due to 
the plague epidemic. 
 

Year Population 

1812 120,000 

1842 Census 113,864 

1851 Census 123,494 

1871 140,000 

1900s 200,000 

1930s 250,000 

1948 Census 304,991 

1957 Census 319,620 
 
 
 
The size of the islands’ economic problems multiplied with the number of inhabitants. 
The towns and villages had swelled in size and took large tracks of land from the 
countryside. The suburbs registered the most rapid growth during since the second half 
of the 19th century. In the working class districts of the harbour towns, large families 
lived in crammed and unhealthy dwellings. Since there were no industries, more and 
more people had to depend upon the one important local employer: the British Services. 
 

Valletta 
1800 
1861 

20,000 
25,000 

Marked the highest point of development. From then 
onwards, people started moving out of Valletta and 
settling in the nearby suburbs. 

Floriana   
Its population reached a peak in 1871, after which it 
started to decline quickly. 

The Three Cities   Registered a slow rate of growth from 1850 onwards. 

Sliema 
1833 
1957 

     324     
23,000 

Was described as a small village consisting of summer 
residences of the inhabitants of Valletta. 

St Julian’s 
1871 
1945 

  600 
  9.122 

Developed from a small fishing village into a tourist resort 
in the 1960s. 

 

Left: Slums like these were commonly found in Valletta, Ħamrun 

and in the Three Cities. 

Right: A street in the working class district of Valletta in the early 

20th century. 
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Although the Maltese were strongly attached to their island home, from 1825 onwards they 

started searching for employment and settlement in neighbouring countries. The British 
government promoted a system of sponsored emigration to South Africa, Australia, the West 

Indies and Cyprus, but these turned out to be largely unsuccessful.  
 
The Maltese who emigrated on their free will went mainly to North Africa. By the end of the 
19th century there well over 50,000 Maltese scattered around the shores of the 
Mediterranean – Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli and Egypt contained the largest Maltese communities, 

followed by those in Smyrna, Constantinople, Gibraltar, Sicily and the Ionian Islands.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
After the First World War, the pattern of migration altered, the Mediterranean littoral 
became less popular and the Maltese preferred emigrating to Britain, the USA, Canada 
and Australia. This trend gathered a greater momentum after the Second World War, 

when an average of 5,000 Maltese migrated to these countries between 1946 and 1975. 
 

 
Public health and sanitation in British Malta 
 
Learning Outcome 5 
I can investigate and discuss political, social and economic changes, landmarks, 
developments and contrasts in Maltese society from 1800 to 2004. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

5.1i Identify reasons for poor health 
and sanitation conditions in Malta 

from 1800 to 1945. 

5.2i Explain why sections of the 
Maltese suffered from poor public 

health and sanitation from 1800 

to 1945. 

5.3i Discuss significant 
developments with regards to 

hospitals, public health and 

sanitation from 1800 to 1945. 

 
The most dangerous diseases at that time? 
The most deadly diseases in 19th-century Malta were the plague, cholera, undulant 
fever, smallpox (ġidri), tubercolosis, leprosy and trachoma (see table below). The 
spreading of these diseases depended upon the living environment and close contact with 
infected persons.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: An ex-voto painting of the plague epidemic of 1813. 

Right: Selling fresh unpasteurised milk caused the undulant fever 

disease that killed many infants in Malta. 

Left: A group of Maltese 

emigrants leaving for 

Australia by ship in the 

1950s 

Right: Archbishop Gonzi 

blessing a group of Maltese 

emigrants before they 

leave Malta. 
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Early 19th century Malta was a place for recovery from consumption (tubercolosis), a 
deadly pulmonary illness.  By 1926 cases of tuberculosis declined considerably  because of 
a better diet, more education and better hygiene among the Maltese.  Inoculation against 
smallpox became obligatory in 1855.  The death rate caused by cholera declined in the 
1880s when the Government started extending the underground drainage and fresh water 
supply from the Grand Harbour towns to the villages.  In 1905 Temi Zammit, a Maltese 
doctor, discovered a germ in the goat’s milk that caused undulant fever.  In Malta there 
was the custom to buy and drink fresh milk directly from the goat.  This illness died out 
when the Government set up the Malta Milk Undertaking (MMU) to pasteurise milk and 
prohibited the sale of door to door un-pasteurised milk. Leprosy or polio often entered 
Malta by ships coming from the Levant.  In 1957 there were still 151 registered polio cases.   
Trachoma or ophtalmia was an eye disease caused by the dusty environment and by flies.  
A public education campaign after World War II helped to eradicate this disease.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Quarantine 
At first quarantine regulations remained the same as they had been under the Knights. In 
1830 they became even stricter and the Lazzaretto on Manoel Island was enlarged by the 
building of an arched veranda. Ships with an expired bill of health anchored at Ta’ Xbiex. 
Other vessels were kept at Sa Maison. The larger merchant ships anchored beneath 
Corradino Hill.  Ships with cholera symptoms on board were kept at St Paul’s Bay.  In 1929 
the last quarantine regulations were abolished and the Lazaretto was closed down. 
 
Underground drainage system 
Until 1870 there was no drainage system beyond Floriana.  Drainage was thrown in Grand 
Harbour and in Marsamxett. The Government extended the drainage system to the 
Cottonera between 1879 and 1885 and sewage waste was disposed of at Rinella.  From 
1897 onwards the drainage system started being extended to the villages. The geographical 
features of the Island, and the Two World Wars delayed the completion of the project.   
 
 

In 1845 the Government built the Fawwara 
Aqueduct to supply the south of Malta with fresh 
water. Until 1882 the harbour cities received 
fresh water from the Wignacourt Aqueduct. The 
villages still depended upon wells and cisterns. 
In 1883 Sir Osbert Chadwick made the 
Chadwick Lakes project and dug boreholes to 
pump underground fresh water.  By 1918 tap-
water had reached the larger village squares.  
Domestic water supply became affordable to the 
upper classes in the 1920s and to working class 
families in the 1950s. From the 1960s reverse 
osmosis plants were built in various localities to 
turn seawater into fresh drinking water. 

 
 
 

Epidemics in 19th century Malta 

Date Epidemic Victims 
1813-1814 Plague 4,572 

1830 Smallpox 2,284 

1837 Cholera 4,252 

1850 Cholera 1,736 

1865 Cholera 1,500 
1871 Smallpox 700 
1887 Cholera 393 

 

Left: The Lazaretto 

Hospital built for plague 

and other contagious 

diseases in 1643 on 

Manoel Island. In the 19th 

century the British added 

the arched verdanda to 

improve the living 

conditions of the patients 

under quarantine. 

Left: In 1883 Sir Osbert Chedwick constructed the 

Chedwick Lakes to store valuable rainwater and 

thus improve Malta’s supply of fresh water. 
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 The Main Hospitals under British Rule 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Name of hospital Description of its function 

The Central Hospital 

The main hospital for male and female patients.  In 1954 all the 
patients were transferred to the new St Luke’s Hospital and the 
building became the Police GHQ.    

St Luke’s Hospital 

Its building started in 1930 when the Central Hospital became too 
small. All the patients from the other hospitals where taken there 
in 1954.  In 1978 a new extension, named Karen Grech Hospital 
was opened for children and pregnant women.   

The Lazaretto 

Originally built by the Knights in 1643 as a quarantine hospital for 
contagious diseases.  The British continued to use and enlarge it n 
the 19th century until it was closed down in 1929. 

Mt Carmel Hospital 
Villa Franconi at Attard was enlarged and opened as a mental 
hospital in 1861. 

Bighi Hospital 
In 1832, Villa Bighi at Kalkara was enlarged by the Admiralty and 
turned into a naval hospital. 

Mtarfa General Hospital 

In 1910 a military hospital was built at Mtarfa. In 1920 all naval 
and military personnel were transferred there and it was finally 
closed down when the British left Malta in 1979. 

Mater Dei Hospital 

This hospital was inaugurated in 2007 when St Luke’s Hospital 
was closed down and all its patients were transferred to there. 
Mater Dei is equipped with state of the art medical technology and 
was built close to the University. 

 
 

Malta’s main hospitals since 1800: 

Upper Left: The Central Hospital at Floriana became the Police General Headquarters in 1954. 

Upper Right: Mtarfa Hospital which became the main military and naval hospital from the 1920 onwards. 

Lower Left: St Luke’s Hospital, inaugurated as Malta’s main hospital in 1954. 

Lower Right: Mater Dei Hospital, replace St Luke’s as Malta’s main hospital in 2007. 
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Malta’s fortress economy under the British 
 
Learning Outcome 5 
I can investigate and discuss political, social and economic changes, landmarks, 
developments and contrasts in Maltese society from 1800 to 2004. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

5.1j Define a fortress economy. 

5.2j Describe a fortress economy 

giving examples of jobs available in 
British period Malta. 

5.3j Explain the transition from a 

fortress economy to an economy 

based on manufacturing and 
Industrial estates; manufacturing 

industry; construction; tourism. 

 
Before Independence in 1964, Malta possessed a fortress economy, with a 150-year 
tradition of reliance on the British armed forces. The majority of the Maltese workforce was 
either employed directly by the British Services (i.e. the Royal Navy, the British army and 
later the Royal Air Force) or in industries servicing the military establishments, such as the 
Dockyard and the military and naval hospitals. The fortress economy rested on the tenant 
that the British Government would spend a lot of money to strengthen Malta’s defenses, to 
expand the Malta Drydocks and to improve the living conditions and the general health of 
the Maltese in order to make the colony safe for the British forces stationed in Malta.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The importance of Malta’s fortress economy came to be shown during the wars which 
effected Malta as a British naval and military base, namely the Napoleonic Wars (1800-
1815), the Crimean War (1854-1856) the First World War (1914-1918) and the Second 
World War (1939-1945). But Britain’s decline as a world power and the process of 
decolonisation after the Second World War brought doubts as to viability of Malta’ 
fortress economy. Britain’s military rundowns after the war meant the reduction of 
British military personnel stationed in Malta. The British Government’s decision to sell 
the Malta Drydocks to a private firm in 1959 meant that Britain ceased to consider Malta 
as an important naval and military base for the Royal Navy. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: The Grand Harbour 

continued to be used as a 

naval base by British and 

NATO forces even when Malta 

became independent in 1964 

in view of the Defence 

Agreement with the United 

Kingdom. 

 

Left: The power 

station built at Marsa 

in the mid-1950s 

helped Malta to 

diversify its economy 

in the following 

decades. 

Right: Bugibba was 

one of the first tourist 

resort sites which 

started to develop in 

the 1960s. 
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The end of Malta’s fortress economy by the early 1960s gave way to the new economy 
which was to become the backbone of post-Independent Malta. Economic 
diversification meant that Malta’s new economy would have to be based on the 
following four pillars:  

 
 The industrialisation of Malta with the setting up of industrial centres for the 

manufacturing industries to produce goods for the local market and for export;  
 

 The setting up of the tourist industry by the building of the first hotels and holiday 
centres in the north of Malta;  

 
 Provide a boost to the construction industry by building housing estates, new roads, 

sea and air terminals, schools, public gardens and playgrounds, promenades, 
factories, hotels etc. 
 

 Infrastructural development in roads, telecommunication, water supply, sewage and 
electricity services to cater for the manufacturing and the tourism industry. 
 

British and Maltese Governments from 1959 to 1973 onwards put forward three Five-
Year Development Plans to replace Malta’s fortress economy with the new economy in 
line with the economies of most West European countries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Internal communication – roads and public transport 
 
Learning Outcome 5 
I can investigate and discuss political, social and economic changes, landmarks, 
developments and contrasts in Maltese society from 1800 to 2004. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

5.1k Identify the means of 
transport in Malta from 
1800 to 1945. 

5.2k Describe how different 
means of transport operated in 

Malta from 1800 to 1945. 

5.3k Evaluate the advantages and 

disadvantages of different means 
of transport that operated in Malta 

from 1800 to 1945. 

5.1l Identify positive and negative 

impacts of new transport systems 
from 1945 to the present-day. 

5.2l Explain how different forms 

of transport impacted everyday 
life in Malta from 1945 to the 

present-day. 

5.3l Discuss the impact of 

different forms of transport on 

Malta’s rural and urban 
environment form 1945 to the 

present-day. 

 
 
 

Left: The departure lounge at Luqa Airport Terminal in the 1960s. 

Right: The group of tourists on their way to board the aeroplane at Luqa Airport in the 1970s 
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The islands’ internal communications underwent development during British rule. Some 
roads were improved for military purposes, others were constructed to serve new 
settlements or the introduction of public transport. The majority of the roads started to 
be asphalted in the 1920s and from the 1960s that the modern roads, the first fly-overs 
and the modern by-passes were constructed. 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
The Malta railway age was brief and unsuccessful. In 1883 the Malta Railway Company 
opened a railway line between Valletta and Mdina. The venture was not a success and in 
1892 the service was taken over and operated by the Government. There were plans of 
extending its service to Mosta, Żebbuġ and Sliema, but the only extension made was 
that from Mdina to Mtarfa to serve the barracks and the military hospital there. The 
railway continued to do well financially until in 1903 the Government gave permission for 
a tram company to operate three lines from Valletta to Birkirkara, Cospicua and Żebbuġ. 
The Valletta-Birkirkara line operated in direct competition with the railway.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Eventually the extension of motor-bus services from 1906 onwards led to losses which the 
tram and the railway could not sustain for long and both services closed down in 1929 and 
1931 respectively. From then onwards, the schedule buses continued to flourish with new 
lines opened to nearly all the towns and villages without any direct competition, expect by 
the introduction of the private automobiles from the 1960s onwards. 

 
 

Left: Malta’s first fly-over at Blata l-Bajda, constructed in the 1960s. 

Right: The Valletta Bus Terminus in the 1960s when buses had different colours according to their route. 

Upper Left: A Malta omnibus of the early 20th century. 

Upper Right: A Malt bus before the First World War. 

Lower Left: The Gozo ferry service between Marfa and Mġarr Gozo was inaugurated in 1920. 

Lower Right: The number of early automobiles parked in front of the Royal Opera House, Valletta in the 1920s. 
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Leisure pursuits from the time of the Knights to the present-day 
 
Learning Outcome 5 
I can investigate and discuss political, social and economic changes, landmarks, 
developments and contrasts in Maltese society from 1800 to 2004. 

 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

5.1m Identify different forms of 
leisure pursuits in Malta from the 
Knights period to 1945. 
Carnival; L-Imnarja; village 
feasts; Regatta; theatre; cinema. 

5.2m Give reasons why certain 
leisure pursuits from the Knights 
period to 1945 were linked to 
social stratification. 
Carnival; L-Imnarja; village 
feasts; Regatta; theatre; cinema. 

5.3m Compare and contrast the 
leisure in urban and rural centres 
in Malta from the Knights to 
1945. 
Carnival; L-Imnarja; village 
feasts; Regatta, theatre; cinema. 

5.1n Identify instances of 
changes and continuity in leisure 
pursuits in Malta from 1945 to 
the present- day. 
Carnival; l-Imnarja; village 
feasts; the Regatta; theatre; 
cinema; hunting and bird 
trapping. 

5.2n Explain instances of 
changes and continuity in leisure 
pursuits in Malta from 1945 to 
the present- day. 
Carnival; l-Imnarja; village 
feasts; the Regatta; theatre; 
cinema; hunting and bird 
trapping. 

5.3n Analyse how modern 
technology helped to alter leisure 
pursuits in Malta from 1945 to 
the present- day. 
Carnival; l-Imnarja; village 
feasts; the Regatta; theatre; 
cinema; hunting and bird 
trapping. 

 
At the time of the Knights, the leisure pursuits of the Maltese depended on their social 
class. The following table below provides a list of these pursuits and the type of people 
who practiced them: 
 

 
National festivities Knights Maltese Description 

Carnival    
Celebrated in Valletta with the use of face masks 

and costumes similar to the one practiced in Italy. 

The Regatta on 8th 

September 
  

Commemorated the victory of the Great Siege by 

a boat race in Grand Harbour attended by the 

Grand Master himself. 

The Eve of St John the Baptist   
Bonfires were lit in Valletta and in village squares 

to commemorate the patron saint of the Order. 

St Peter and St Paul (l-Imnarja)   

Celebrated at Buskett Gardens with food, għana, 

folk dancing and horse races at Saqqajja was 

attended also by the Grand Master. 

Christmas    

The most important feasts in the liturgical calendar 

of the Catholic Church. 

Easter   

Pentecost    

Corpus Christi   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Left: Carnival at the time of the Knights. 

Right: A ball in Carnival costumes held at the Governor’s Palace Valletta in the mid-19th century. 
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Family festivities Knights Maltese Description 

Baptism   
The celebration of a new born baby in the family 

practiced by the upper classes of society. 

Wedding   

A private feast, which size depended on the 

financial resources of the families of the bride and 

the groom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
Other leisure pursuits Knights Maltese Description 

Hunting and trapping   

The Knights and the Maltese upper classes 

practiced it as a sport. The lower classes and 

sometimes even the clergy practiced it both as a 

sport and a means of subsistence. 

Manoel Theatre   

From the 1730s the place were plays and musical 

concerts were held to entertain the Knights and 

the upper classes of Maltese society. 

 
With the British takeover of the islands in 1800, little change took place with regards to 
most of the leisure pursuits practiced by the Maltese. Most of the festivities listed above 
continued during the British period. There were however some new festivities and leisure 
practices which entered Malta in the course of the 19th and 20th century, largely due to 
British influence in Malta. 
 

Family festivities British Maltese Description 

Birthday parties   

Due to British influence and tourism from the 

1960s made birthday parties very popular with the 

Maltese, initially among the middle and upper 

classes who could afford such parties. 

Wedding parties   

Improvement in the living standards of the Maltese 

after the Second World War held to the holding of 

wedding parties, often held in wedding halls or 

hotels, depending on the financial resources of the 

families involved. 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

Left: The re-

enactment of a 

traditional 

Maltese 

wedding. 

Centre: A village 

festa in the 

1920s. 

Right: The band 

march in the late 

19th century. 

 

Left: Għar id-Dud promenade in the 1920s.                                          Right: The Chalet dancing hall at Għar id-Dud. 
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Other leisure pursuits British Maltese Description 

Feast of the village patron saint   

From the 1860s onwards, village feasts became 

more complex and elaborate with band marches, 

a religious procession with the richly decorated 

statue of the patron saint, street decorations 

and fireworks displays. 

Royal Opera House   
Italian opera companies came to Malta to perform 

famous Italian operas. 

Marsa racecourse   

An area in Marsa were horse races were held for 

British officers and residents in Malta. It was 

known colloquially as il-Marsa tal-Ingliżi. 

Cinema theatres   

The first movies were held in Malta in the early 

1900s were without sound. The first movies with 

sound were invented in 1927 (colloquially known 

in Malta as ‘Talkies’). 

Band marches   

Band clubs started being opened in Maltese towns 

and villages from the 1860s to organise band 

marches during the feast of the village patron 

saint. 

Football and water polo   

British influence contributed to the setting up of 

the first football and water polo clubs in Malta from 

the 1920s onwards. 

Taverns, bars, coffee shops   

Taverns were found in the larger villages and 

frequented by the local male villagers and farmers. 

Bars and coffee shops were mostly found in 

Valletta and the Harbour towns and frequently by 

people from all classes of society, including British 

military and naval personnel.  

Dancing halls   

Dancing clubs opened up in Valletta after the First 

World War. One such famous dancing hall was the 

Chalet at Għar id-Dud, Sliema from the 1920s to 

the early 1970s. 

Promenades    

Strada Reale (Kingsway) in Valletta and Għar id-

Dud at Sliema became popular strands for the 

people to meet and socialise. 
 
 

With the acquisition of Independence in 1964, 
inventions in communication technology and the 
tourism and entertainment industry introduced new 
leisure pursuits among the Maltese, namely: the 
television, the radio, casinos, nightclub and disco 
clubs. The invention of the Internet and the mobile 
telephone in the 1990s, made possible the use of 
different forms of social media as one of the principal 
pastime of the Maltese nowadays.  

 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Left: An early 19th century painting a village tavern found in most of 

Malta’s villages of the time. 
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LO 9. Politics in Malta under the British 
 

Features of British colonial administration 
 

Learning Outcome 9 
I have knowledge of the present-day Maltese political context as well as Malta’s historic 
political milestones achieved since the nineteenth century. 

Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

9.1g Mention features of Malta’s 

British colonial administration. 

Governor; Admiralty (Navy); 

Military Services 

(including Airforce); fortress 
colony 

9.2g Describe the features of 

Malta’s British colonial 
administration. 

Governor; Admiralty (Navy); 

Military Services 
(including Airforce); fortress 

colony 

9.3g Discuss the effects of the 

British colonial administration on 
the Maltese. 

Source of employment, restricted 

or reserved areas (Barracks, 
Military Hospitals, Forts, Marsa 

Sports Grounds); fortress colony 

 

The return of the Order was not to be welcomed by the Maltese. Public meeting were 
organised which showed the little confidence they placed in the government of the Order. 
In June 1802, a group of prominent Maltese formulated an important document, The 

Declaration of Rights, by which they demanded that the King of the United Kingdom of Great 
Britain and Ireland and his successors would be their Sovereign Lord and that they would 

have their own assembly (or consiglio popolare) with the power to make laws and taxes. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
Maltese fears of a return of the Order quickly disappeared when the Treaty of Amiens 

was broken by both Britain and France and war was resumed between them in May 1803. 
By this time the British Government was beginning to recognise the importance of Malta 

in Mediterranean affairs. The Order’s small shipyard provided a useful repair bas for the 
Royal Navy. Nelson advised his superiors that the possession of Malta would give Britain 

‘great influence in the Levant and the southern parts of Italy.’ In 1805, Admiral Keith 
reported that ‘Malta’s harbour is covered by its wonderful fortifications, and that in the 
hands of Great Britain no enemy would presume to land upon it. At Malta, all the arsenals, 

hospitals, storehouses are on a great scale. The harbour has more room than Mahon and 
the entrance is considerably wider.’ 

 
 

Left: The British Governor’s Palace in Valletta in the early 19th century. 

Centre: A British infantry garrison in Malta in the early 1800s. 

Right: Sir Alexander Ball, first British Commissioner in Malta. 
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Malta during the Continental Blockade (1806-1812) 
Commercially, too, the islands were becoming an important asset to Britain. The British 
came to see Malta as a trading base and suggested that the island would develop into 
the great centre of British transit trade in the Mediterranean. However, the real 
commercial boom came when Napoleon issued the Berlin Decree which closed European 
ports to British shipping and declared a continental blockade against Britain. During the 
blockade, Malta became the centre from which licences were issued to vessels and it 
became obligatory to call at the island’s harbour to obtain clearance from the Royal Navy. 
The result was that the number of vessels entering the harbours increased rapidly, the 
warehouses around the harbour were filled with goods in transit and many Maltese and 
foreign firms set up their businesses in the islands. British contraband goods were 
smuggled into Europe controlled by the French. Many Maltese found work in foreign trade 
more than ever before especially since the British made corsairing illegal in 1807.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
But once the war ceased, trade was bound to follow more normal and convenient routes. 
In fact the boom stopped before the war ended in 1815. In 1813 the islands were struck 
by the plague. Trade with foreign ports ceased because they imposed strict quarantine 

regulations on vessels coming from Malta. In most cases, these regulations remained in 
force as late as 1826.  
 
Landmarks in political and constitutional development 
 
Learning Outcome 9 
I have knowledge of the present-day Maltese political context as well as Malta’s historic 
political milestones achieved since the nineteenth century. 

Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

9.1h Mention the landmarks in 
the political and constitutional 
rights acquired by the Maltese. 
1835 (Advisory Constitution); 1839 
(Freedom of the 
Press); 1849 (Right to vote); 1921 
(Local Self- 
Government). 

9.2h Describe the landmarks in 
the political and constitutional 
rights acquired by the Maltese. 
1835 (Advisory Constitution); 1839 
(Freedom of the Press); 1849 
(Right to vote); 1921 (Local Self 
Government). 

9.3h Discuss the landmarks in the 
political and constitutional rights 
acquired by the Maltese. 
1835 (Advisory Constitution); 1839 
(Freedom of the Press); 1849 
(Right to vote); 1921 (Local Self 
Government). 

 
In 1811 a Commission of Inquiry was sent out from Britain to Malta. The commissioners 
were instructed to examine everything apart from military matters. They were to make 

recommendations on how the civil government was to be run. The commissioners 
reported that the great majority of the people were happy and contented with their 

attachment to Britain. The islanders were fully aware that British protection has led to 
an increase in commerce and prosperity. The commissioners advised a cautious approach 

by bearing in mind ‘that it is our object to provide for the happiness and tranquillity of a 
people, whose habits, customs, religion, and education, were in direct opposition to our 
own.’ The commissioners thus suggested as few changes as possible, especially in 

religious matters, for it would provoke the ‘indignation of an angry priesthood.’  
 

Left: From 1800 

onwards, the Grand 

Harbour became an 

important naval base 

for the British 

Mediterranean fleet. 
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In matters of government, the commissioners concluded that the majority of the Maltese 
were not very interested in politics and simply wanted an efficient administration, 

prosperity and peace. They thus excluded the granting of a consiglio popolare to the 
Maltese. They however decided that the civil and military government in Malta should be 

under the responsibility of one man – a governor and commander-in-chief. The governor 
was to be advised, if he so wished, by a committee of local citizens. 
 
The Constitutions of 1835, 1849 and 1921 
Constitutionally the islands passed through fluctuations. In 
1813 Malta became a Crown Colony and was governed by a 
Governor without any consultative or legislative assembly. The 
Governor was however subject to instructions and control by 
the Secretary of State for the Colonies from London.  
 
In 1835 an advisory Council of Government was introduced 

with seven members and the Lieutenant Governor. There 
were three Maltese and four British members in the Council 

which were to meet and given advice to the Governor.  
 
The form of the Council was changed with the Constitution of 
1849. The Council was enlarged to eighteen members: the 
Governor, nine official members (British and Maltese) and eights (Maltese) elected 

members. The Maltese elected members were allowed to take part in debates but were 
subject to the official majority or the veto by the Governor. 

The 1849 Constitution ceased to function properly in the early 1880s and it was replaced by 
the 1887 Constitution. This gave the Maltese elected members a majority in the Council. 
The Council had the power to make laws on internal affairs and to control financial matters. 

The British Crown kept the right to intervene in exceptional circumstances.  
 
The Language Question was used by the pro-Italian elected members to obstruct the 
work of the Council of Government, the 1887 Constitution was replaced by another one 

in 1903 which returned to the principle of the official majority of the 1849 Constitution. 
The 1903 Constitution remained in force until after the First World War. After the war the 

Maltese political leaders founded the National Assembly to demand a higher degree of 
autonomy in local affairs. 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
The 1921 Constitution granted the Maltese full self-government in all matters of local 

concern. This Constitution set up two concurrent governments in Malta: an Imperial 
Government which had jurisdiction over ‘reserved matters’ and a Maltese Government 

which had jurisdiction on local affairs such as education, health, the law courts, taxation, 
commerce, transport, agriculture and fisheries. On paper, this system of government 
was called a diarchy.  

Left: Sir Thomas Maitland, 

Malta’s first British Governor 

(1813-1824) 

Right: Sir Patrick Moore O’Farrel, 

Governor when the Maltese 

were granted the right to vote. 

 

Right: The promulgation of the 1921 

Constitution from the Governor Palace 

Square. 
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 At first all progressed well and the new Maltese Government got on with the business of 
developing the economy and introducing social legislation. But after some years 

considerable trouble developed between the local Catholic Church authorities and the 
Maltese political parties in government. In 1930 the Governor suspended the 

constitution; a general election was held in 1932 but the Constitution was suspended the 
following year as a result of the Language Question which flared up again. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
Two important milestones in the acquisition of political rights during British rule were: 
the granting of the liberty of the press in 1839 and the right to vote in 1849. The liberty 
of the press was initially opposed by the local Catholic Church which saw it as a threat to 
its privileged position in Malta. In the end a compromise was reached when the British 
Government introduced also the law of libel which gave the Bishop of Malta the right to 
sew in Court anyone who attacked the Church or its teachings. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Constitution of 1849 granted the right to vote for a small section of the Maltese, 
some 3,000 from a population of about 120,000. Those who acquired the right to vote 
had to be males who possessed at least one of these qualifications based on income, 
property or education. In 1939 the right to vote was extended to all Maltese male citizens 
above the age of 21 (called universal male suffrage). In 1947 the voting right was granted 
to all women over 21 (called universal suffrage). 
 
 

The Sette Giugno Riots of 1919 
 
Learning Outcome 9 
I have knowledge of the present-day Maltese political context as well as Malta’s historic 
political milestones achieved since the nineteenth century. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

9.1i Mention causes for the 
outbreak of the Sette Giugno 

riots of 1919.  

9.2i Explain causes for the 
outbreak of the Sette Giugno 

riots of 1919. 

9.3i Discuss the causes of the 

1919 Sette Giugno riots. 

 

Left: The opening speech of the first Maltese 

Parliament in 1921. 

 

Left: The names of some of Malta’s early newspapers 

in the 1840s.  

Right: Earl Grey who granted Malta the liberty of the 

press; Bishop Francesco Saverio Caruana who initially 

opposed the liberty of the press. 
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Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

9.1j Mention the main events 

taking place during the Sette 

Giugno riots of 1919. 
Mass congregating, meeting of 

the National Assembly, marines 

firing on crowd, arson and 
ransacking. 

9.2j Describe the events of the 

Sette Giugno riots of 1919. 

Mass congregating, meeting of 
the National Assembly, marines 

firing on crowd, arson and 

ransacking. 

9.3j Discuss the consequences of 

the Sette Giugno riots on Maltese 

political and constitutional 
development. 

The granting of the 1921 

Constitution. 

 
In the morning of Saturday 7 June 1919 an angry crowd went to Valletta to show its support 
for the National Assembly. Some of the demonstrators resorted to the use of violence 
against the British. At one point the crowd got separated in groups and attacked the Union 
Jack, the Union Club, the building of The Daily Chronicle, the residence of Francesco Azzopardi 
(a pro-British Nationalist member of the Council of Government) and the residence of the 
noble Cassar Torreggiani (a grain importer). The Police was unable to control the crowd. The 
Acting-Governor called the Marines who opened fire on the crowd. Three Maltese youths were 
killed and others were slightly injured. The victims were Lorenzo Dyer (from Birgu) shot near 
The Daily Chronicle, Manuel Attard (from Sliema) and Joseph Bajada (rom Xaghra, Gozo).   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On the morning of Sunday 8 June, another furious crowd went to Valletta. A British soldier 
was beaten and died of wounds some two months later. The building of The Daily Chronicle 
was assaulted and set on fire. The crowd attacked the Union Club and the house of Colonel 
Francica, grain importer and President of the Chamber of Commerce. The Marines were called 
again to disperse the crowd. A fourth victim, Carmelo Abela was injured and died on 16 June. 
Other smaller riots took place at Ħamrun, Qormi, Rabat and Żejtun. Here the lower classes 
took advantage of the confusion to attack the houses of the upper classes. On Monday, 9 
June, another huge crowd went to Valletta for the funeral of the three victims who were later 
buried at the Addolorata Cemetry. 
 

The British Governor appointed a Commission of Inquiry to investigate the causes of the 
riots. The Secretary of State Colonel Amery judged the riots as the ‘incoherent, 
unreasoning protest of a hungry populace against its sufferings’. The new Governor 
Viscount Plumer arrived on Monday 9 June. To restore public order he imposed temporary 
press censorship and stopped political meetings and demonstrations. The leaders who 
encouraged the crowd to use violence were arrested. The Governor increased the salaries 
of the Police to ensure their loyalty in the event of more riots in the future.  
 

On the other hand the Governor took immediate steps to lessen hardships of the lower classes.  
He lowered the price of bread by a Government subsidy.  He started a program of public works 
to reduce unemployment. Government employees had their salaries increased to make up for 
the rise in the cost of living. In the end the personality of the Governor helped much to calm 
down the tension of the previous days. He was an expert in negotiation for he started to 
consult the trade unions and the Maltese political leaders on important issues.  More than once 
he defended the Maltese claim for self-government in his letters to the Colonial Secretary. 
 
 
 

Left: British soldiers 

dispersing the 

protesting crowd 

during the Sette 

Giugno Riots. 

Right: The people 

gathered to 

participate in the 

funerary procession 

of the three Maltese 

victims of the riots. 
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             The Language Question 
 
Learning Outcome 9 
I have knowledge of the present-day Maltese political context as well as Malta’s historic 
political milestones achieved since the nineteenth century. 

Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

9.1k Define the Language 

Question. 

9.2k Describe how the Language 

Question led to the formation of 
the first political parties. 

Reform Party; Anti-reform Party. 

9.3k Discuss how the Language 

Question effected the political 
and educational system in Malta. 

Keenan Report. 

 
One of the issues which dominated the internal politics of Malta between 1880 and 1940 
was the Language Question. The middle and upper classes used Italian not only for 

business and professional purposes but also in everyday speech. Italian had been the 
official language used by the Order and the British continued to use this language for 

official purposes. Governor Maitland in 1814 laid down that English had to be used by 
the administration, but this measure was not fully enforced until the early 1880s. 
 
 
The professional classes continued to use 
Italian. Many Maltese, of course, started 

learning English for business and 
employment purposes, but Italian remained 
the language of education and the law-

courts. But as more and more Maltese 
became dependent upon Britain and the 

British Services for a livelihood, it became 
more necessary for them to learn English. It 
was inevitable that the educational system 

would sometime or another have to adjust to 
the needs of the majority of the islanders.  
 
 
The first step in this direction was taken by the British Government when in 1878 it sent 
to Malta Sir Patrick Keenan to investigate Malta’s education system and suggest how to 
introduce the teaching of English in primary schools. Keenan presented his report to the 
Governor in 1879 and in 1880 the British Governor took the first steps to implement his 
recommendations by setting up a separate Department of Education with the pro-English 
Sigismondo Savona, founder of the pro-English Reform Party as Director of Education. 
Savona’s appointed prompted the setting up of a rival pro-Italian Anti-Reform Party by Dr 
Fortunato Mizzi, the forerunner of today’s Nationalist Party. 
 
The introduction of the teaching of English 

on an equal basis of Italian was fiercely 
resisted by the pro-Italian Maltese élite. 

This conflict developed into a burning 
issue many decades and was finally 
solved when the Italians started bombing 

the islands in the Second World War.  
 

 
 
 

 
 

The three protagonist Maltese political leaders during 

the Language Question: 

Left: Sigismondo Savona 

Centre: Fortunato Mizzi 

Right: Sir Gerard Strickland 

 

Right: The first political mass meeting held in Malta in 

1879 organised by the Reform Party. 
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One direct consequence of the Language Question was the setting up of the first two 
Maltese political parties: the pro-English Reform Party of 1879 which was in favour of 
changes in the educational system in favour of English, and the pro-Italian Anti-Reform 
Party of 1880 (or Partito Nazionale from 1884) which wanted to keep Italian as the 
language of culture, Education and the law courts in Malta. 
 
Gradually the teaching of English and Maltese came to occupy a more important place in 

the education system, but it was in 1934 that Maltese was added to the official languages 
of the island. In 1936 English was declared the language of the administration and 
Maltese the language of the Law Courts. Italian finally lost its official standing.   
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LO 11. Malta’s built heritage under the British 
 

British fortifications in Malta: Fort Rinella and the Victoria Lines 
 
Learning Outcome 11 
I can recognize, investigate and discuss the importance of the Malta’s built heritage from 
the Knights 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

11.1f Identify on a map the 
Victoria Lines and its associated 

forts. 
Fort Binġemma; Fort Mosta; Fort 
Madliena. 

11.2f Identify how topography 
influenced the location of British 

military architecture. 

Victoria Lines; Fort Rinella; Fort 
Cambridge. 

11.3f Evaluate how 

developments in military 
technology influenced British 

military architecture in Malta. 

Victoria Lines and associated 
forts; Fort Rinella; Fort 

Cambridge. 

 
The Victoria Lines, originally known as the North West Front are a line of fortifications 
that spans 12 kilometres along the width of Malta, dividing the north of the island from 
the more heavily populated south. The lines run along a natural geographical barrier 
known as the Great Fault, from Madliena in the east, to Binġemma on the west coast. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Victoria Lines 
When built by the British military in the late 
19th century, as a physical barrier to invading 
forces landing in the north of Malta, intent on 
attacking the Grand Harbour, so vital for the 
maintenance of the British fleet, their source 
of power in the Mediterranean. Although 
never tested in battle, this system of defense 
exploited the advantages of geography and 
military technology in the forms of: forts, 
batteries, entrenchments, stop-walls, 
infantry lines, searchlight emplacements and 
cannon positions.  

 
 
 

Left: Map of the fortifications 

constructed in Malta by the British 

during the 19th century. 

Right: Part of the Victoria Lines at 

Binġemma. 

 

Centre: A cross section of the wall of the 

Victoria Lines. 

Right: an early machine gun of the 

1860s. 
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The Victoria Lines (constructed between 1875 and 1897) owe their origin to a 
combination of international events and the military inventions of the time, such as the 
opening of the Suez Canal in 1869 which highlighted the strategic importance of the 
Maltese Islands. They were named the Victoria Lines in order to commemorate the 
Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1897. The long stretches of infantry lines consisting 
of a simple masonry parapet linking the various strong-points were completed in 1899.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Military training exercises staged in 1900 revealed that the Victoria Lines were of dubious 
defensive value. With the exception of the coastal forts, by 1907 they were abandoned 
altogether. Fort Mosta is still in use as an ammunitions depot, while Fort Madalena is 
used by the Communications Information Systems Company of the AFM.  Today, large 
parts of the fortification walls have collapsed, although some parts in the countryside 
remain intact and in general the Victoria Lines have fallen into neglect and left at the 
mercy of the natural elements and to vandalism.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rinella Battery or Fort Rinella is a Victorian battery in Kalkara. It contains one of two 
surviving Armstrong 100-ton guns. The British built the battery between 1878 and 1886 
east of the mouth of Grand Harbour. The British felt the need for such large guns as a 
response to the Italians having, in 1873, built the battleships Duilio and Dandolo with 22 
inches of steel armour and four 100-ton Armstrong guns. By arming both Gibraltar and 
Malta, the British were seeking to ensure the vital route to India through the 
Mediterranean and the Suez Canal, which had opened to shipping in 1869.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Military manoeuvres along the Victoria Lines by infantry soldiers using rifles and machine guns. 

 

Left: The camouflaged Fort Mosta built along 

the Victoria Lines. 

 

Left: Aerial view of Rinella Battery at Kalkara. 

Right: The firing of the 100-ton cannon at Fort Rinella. 
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The battery was built to contain a single Armstrong 100-ton gun: a 450 mm rifled muzzle-
loading (RML) gun made by Elswick Ordnance Company. The battery is one of a pair; 
however, the gun on the paired Cambridge Battery near Tigné Point, west of Grand 
Harbour, no longer exists. The British installed a second pair of 100-ton guns to defend 
Gibraltar. Only two 100-ton guns survive; one at Rinella Battery, and one at Gibraltar.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The battery was modest in size as it was designed to operate and protect the single large 
gun, with its associated gun crew, magazines, bunkers, support machinery and the 
detachment of troops stationed in the battery. The gun was mounted en barbette on a 
wrought-iron sliding carriage and gun fired over the top of the parapet of the 
emplacement. This enabled the gun-crew to handle and fire the gun without exposing 
themselves to enemy fire. The fort was designed to engage enemy warships at ranges 
up to 7,000 yards. The low profile of the fort and the deeply buried machinery rooms and 
magazines were intended to enable it to survive fire from enemy warships.  
 
The massive gun is far too heavy to be laid by hand, and the fort therefore contained a 
steam powered hydraulic system that traversed, elevated and lowered the gun and powered 
the shell lifts that moved the 2,000-pound shells from the magazines into the loading 
chambers. The gun was intended to operate at a rate of fire of a single shell every six 
minutes. The gun had to be flushed with water to cool it, clean any debris and deposit from 
the barrel, and douse any remaining embers from the previous cartridge. The loaded gun 
was elevated using the hydraulic system, and fired by an electrical firing mechanism.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
The 100-ton gun arrived in Malta in 1882. There it sat at the dockyards for some months 
before it was ferried to Rinella Bay. One hundred men from the Royal Artillery 
manhandled it to the fort in a process that took some three months. The gun was finally 
in position and ready for use in 1884. It was fired for the last time in 1905, and was 
withdrawn from active service in 1906. Fort Rinella was then used as an observation post 
for the guns of Fort Ricasoli. During World War II, the Navy used the fort to store supplies 
and it received seven bomb hits. The Navy gave up the site in 1965.  
 
 
 

Left: The main entrance to Fort Rinella which 

was restored and opened to the public by the 

NGO culture trust Fondazzjoni Wirt Artna since 

the late 1990s. 

 

Left: The restored iron rails 

used to carry and load the 1 ton 

bomb shell of the 100-ton 

cannon at Fort Rinella. 
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In 1991 Rinella Battery passed into the care of 
Fondazzjoni Wirt Artna, a NGO heritage trust. It 
was restored and opened to the public as an open-
air museum in 1996. The gun too was restored. It 
was fired again in 2005. Unfortunately, the steam 
engine and the hydraulic machinery have not yet 
been restored. The gun is now fired once every year 
using only black powder by a crew of volunteers to 
keep it active and attract more visitors. Throughout 
the year historical re-enactors dressed as late 19th 
century British soldiers provide regular guided tours 
and a full-scale military re-enactment combining the 
live-firing of historic artillery and cavalry and firing a 
cannon and a rifle of the period.   

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

How British military uniforms changed over 

the time: 

Left: British cavalry in 1880 

Centre: British infantry in 1899. 

Right: British Infantry in 1914. 

 

Right: A re-enactment drill at Fort Rinella using reconstructed uniforms 

and authentic weapons of the time. 
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Neo-Classical architecture in British Malta 
 

Learning Outcome 11 
I can recognize, investigate and discuss the importance of the Malta’s built heritage from 
the Knights 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

11.1g Recognise examples of 
Neo-Classical architecture in 

Malta. 
St Paul’s Anglican Cathedral; 
Mosta Dome; Alexander Ball 

monument; Main Guard. 

11.2g Outline features of Neo-

Classical architecture. 

11.3g Describe using examples 
features in Neo-Classical 
architecture style. 

 
The European Neo-Classical architecture started in the mid-18th century in Italy and 
France. It is characterized by the colonnades, porticos, symmetrical blocks and blank 
walls used by Ancient Greece and Rome. This new taste for antique simplicity represented 
a general reaction to the highly elaborate Rococo (Northern Europe) and Baroque 
(Sourthern Europe) style. In Malta it was introduced in Malta in the late 18th century, 
during the final years of the Order’s rule. Early examples include the National Library 
(1786). However, neoclassical architecture only became popular in Malta following the 
establishment of British rule in the early 19th century. In 1814, a neoclassical portico 
decorated with the British coat of arms was added to the Main Guard building as the 
symbol of British Malta. Other neoclassical buildings include:   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

National Library – Valletta 
(1786) 

 Alexander Ball’s Monument 
(1810) 

Royal Naval Hospital - Bighi  
(1832) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

St Paul’s Anglican Cathedral 
(1844) 

Rotunda Church - Mosta (1865) Royal Opera House - Valletta 
(1866) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Domus Romana Museum (1922) Mt Carmel Church in Valletta 
(1958) 

The Courts of Justice - Valletta 
(1965) 
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Neo-Gothic architecture in British Malta 
Learning Outcome 11 
I can recognize, investigate and discuss the importance of the Malta’s built heritage from 
the Knights 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) 
Assessment Criteria (MQF 

2) 
Assessment Criteria (MQF 

3) 

11.1g Recognise examples of Neo-Gothic 
architecture in Malta. 

Addolorata Cemetery; Holy Trinity 

Church (Sliema); The Church of Our Lady 
of Mount Carmel (Balluta); the Methodist 

Church (Robert Sammut Hall); Casa 

Gourgion (Mdina). 

11.2g Outline features of Neo-

Gothic architecture. 

11.3g Describe using 

examples features Neo-
Gothic in architectural style. 

 
The Neo-Gothic architectural movement began in the late 1740s in Britain. Its 
momentum grew in the early 19th century, when admirers of neo-Gothic styles sought 
to revive medieval Gothic architecture, in contrast to the neoclassical styles prevalent at 
the time. This style draws features from the original Gothic style, of the High and Late 
Middle Ages in the form of pointed pinnacles, pointed arches, vaulted ceilings, flying 
buttresses, gargoyles, rose windows and stained glass. By the mid-19th century, it was 
became the pre-eminent architectural style in Western Europe. 
 
The arrival of the Neo-Gothic revival in Malta created a further style by the prominent 
architect Emmanuele Luigi Galizia (1830-1907). He designed most of Malta’s 
prominent neo-Gothic buildings in Malta in the late 19th and early 20th century. Andrea 
Vassallo (1856-1928) was another prolific neo-Gothic architect who was influenced by 
Galizia and is widely known for the neo-Gothic house near the Mdina Cathedral, known 
as Casa Gourgion built in the early 1880s.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Holy Trinity Anglican Church 
Sliema 

Carmelite Church                     
Balluta Bay, St Julian’s 

Our Lady of Lourdes                
Mġarr, Gozo 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Addolorata Cemetery - Paola     
(1860s) 

Addolorata Cemetry Chapel Paola Methodist Church - Floriana                      
(today Robert Sammut Hall) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Our Lady of Loreto Church 
Għajnsielem, Gozo 

Casa Gourgion - Mdina Basilica of Ta' Pinu                   
Għarb, Gozo 
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LO 12. Malta and Europe under the British 
 

Malta’s contribution during the First World War 
 
Learning Outcome 12 
I can describe and discuss significant events and developments in European history that impacted 
on Maltese history between 1789 and 2004. 
 
Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

12.1f Identify Malta’s role during 
World War I. 

Nurse of the Mediterranean; naval 

base. 

12.2f Describe Malta’s role during 
World War I. 

Military hospitals; military 

cemeteries; prisoners of war; 
dockyard; naval base. 

12.3f Discuss the socio-economic 
effects of World War I on Malta 

Full employment; dockyard; 

inflation; military hospitals; food 
scarcity; post-war problems. 

 
During the First World War (1914-18) Malta was never attacked by the enemy. Malta’s 
harbours were used by the Allies as a naval and military base against the Central Powers 
(Germany, Austria-Hungary, Turkey and Bulgaria). The Maltese contributed very little in the 
actual fighting during the war, except in April 1915 when there was the Gallipoli Campaign 
against Turkey. During that campaign about 800 volunteers were grouped into the Maltese 
Labour Battalion to dig trenches for the Allies at Gallipoli.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
During the war the Grand Harbour became the headquarters of the Allied fleets and was 
thus busy with all sorts of activities. The harbour warehouses were used to store 
ammunition and all sorts of military equipment. The harbour swamped with warships and 
transport vessels for repairs at the dockyard. The hospitals, barracks and some of the 
schools were turned into military hospitals for thousands of injured and sick soldiers 
brought from the warfront. Malta became known as the ‘Nurse of the Mediterranean’. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
During the war the dockyard workers were  increased from 3,500 to 14,000. In 1916, under 
the leadership of Henry Ear, a former follower of Manwel Dimech, the dockyard workers 
set up the first trade union in Malta (the Government General Workers Union.  This union had 
4,000 members in 1917. In 1917 they organised a demonstration in Valletta and held the first 
strike in Malta. For the duration of the war, the British Government gave them a 50% rise in 
their wages.  
 
 

Left: Allied warships anchored in Grand 

Harbour during the First World War. 

 

Left: As a base for sick and 

wounded soldiers, Malta acquired 

the name of ‘Nurse of the 

Mediterranean’ during the 

Crimean War (1854-1856) and 

the First World War (1914-1918). 
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Effects of the War on the Maltese 
During the war German submarines attacked Allied ships in the Mediterranean. These attacks 
caused scarcities of imported food items: wheat, flour, oil, cheese, meat, sugar, wood and 
kerosene. Scarcities led to a rise in prices and in the cost of living. The price of bread trebled 
between 1914 and 1918. The increase in the price of bread hit worst the lower classes who 
already had low wages. Meanwhile, the Government had to make new taxes to make up for 
income lost from customs duties. The new taxes introduced hit mostly the middle and upper 
classes: a tax on cinema tickets and a succession duty on wills. After the war the Maltese 
hoped that prices would go down. But some of the results of the war could not be solved all 
at once. These conditions were to cause serious political and social unrest in many parts of 
Europe and in Malta as well.   
 

After the war thousands of dockyard workers were the first to lose their job. By March 
1919, the number of dockyard workers went down from 15,000 to 8,000. The fear of 
unemployment united the working classes to set up the Camera del Lavoro. In 1921 this 
organization organised itself into a political party with the name of Labour Party (L.P.). 
To make matters even worse, those who found themselves without work found almost 
impossible to emigrate because the US, Canada and Australia refused to give working 
permits to Maltese emigrants. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Following the armistice that ended the First World War on 11th November 1918, Dr Filippo 
Sciberras made an appeal to the Maltese politicians to meet and draft a constitution that 
would give the Maltese self-government. His appeal led to the formation of a National 
Assembly with more than 250 delegates. The first meeting was held in February 1919 at La 
Giovine Malta Nationalist Party Club, Valletta. Sciberras was elected as its President. The 
Assembly was made up of representatives from the political parties, the Chamber of 
Advocates, the dockyard trade union, the clergy, the nobles, the business community, the 
notaries, the university students and the press. 
 
 

 
Malta during the Second World War (1940-1943) 
 
Learning Outcome 12 
I can describe and discuss significant events and developments in European history that 
impacted on Maltese history between 1789 and 2004. 
 

Assessment Criteria 

Assessment Criteria (MQF 1) Assessment Criteria (MQF 2) Assessment Criteria (MQF 3) 

12.1g Identify reasons why Malta 

was attacked by the Axis Powers 

in World War II 
Malta’s strategic location; British 

colony and operational base. 

12.1g Explain why Malta became 

directly involved in World War II. 
Malta’s strategic location; British 

colony and operational base. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Left: The meeting of the Maltese National Assembly of 

1918-1919 which met after the end of the First World 

War to draft a new constitution. 
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Why did Italy attack Malta in June 1940? 
Malta was a base of the British Mediterranean fleet and had one of the best dockyards 
in the Mediterranean. From Malta, the British could attack Italian convoys on their way 
from Sicily to Italian North Africa. Dictator Mussolini and the Fascists wanted to 
include Malta in a new Italian Mediterranean Empire.  Malta suffered its first air raid at 
the dockyard and the airfields (Luqa, Hal Far, Ta’ Qali) the day after Italy declared war 
on Britain on 10th June 1940.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How was Malta defended during the war? 
At the beginning of the war, Malta’s defences consisted of 
anti-aircraft guns, searchlights, four Gladiator fighter 
aircraft (named Faith, Hope and Charity) and a radar 
station.  The Italians air force had 200 aircraft in Sicily with 
which to attack Malta. After some months the Royal Air 
Force (RAF) brought more fighter planes from Gibraltar and 
Egypt to defend Malta. 
 
How was Malta attacked by the Axis powers? 
In December 1940, the Germans came to help the Italians since the latter were losing the 
war in North Africa. The German air force (Luftwaffe) stationed 150 aircraft with which to 
attack Malta. The Germans bombings caused the greatest damages.  They sank the aircraft 
carrier Illustrious in Grand Harbour and damaged the Royal Opera House. 
 
The year 1941 was going badly for the British in the Mediterranean. They were losing 
many ships because of attacks by Italian and German submarine and aircraft attacks.  
Field Marshall Rommel, one of Germany’s most brilliant generals in the war, came very 
close to win Egypt from the British.  The Germans occupied Crete from which they 
attacked British convoys on their way to Egypt.  The Axis Powers were preparing 
‘Operation Sea Lion’ (the code name for the invasion of Malta from Sicily). But the 
invasion was postponed when Hitler decided to attack Russia on 22nd July 1941 (code-
named Operation Barbarossa).  In July 1941 the Italians made a bold attack on the 
Grand Harbour using e-boats.  The attack failed but one e-Boat hit and destroyed the 
Breakwater’s iron bridge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: Mussolini’s speech on 10 June 

1940 when he declared war on 

Britain. 

Right: The first Italian air raid against 

Malta took place on 11th June 1940. 

 

Left: Fighter dog-fights over Malta were very common during the Second World War. 

Right: The enemy air raids caused a great deal of damage, mostly in the towns close to the Grand Harbour. 
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In the early months of 1942 the island was raided almost incessantly. Convoy ships 
carrying food, weapons and fuel were shipped to Malta from Britain or Egypt. These 
convoys were attacked as soon as they approached Sardinia and Sicily. The famous 
Convoy of Sta Marija, (code-named ‘Operation Pedestal’) reached Malta on 15th 
August 1942.  Without this convoy, the British would have been forced to surrender the 
islands to the enemy. 
 
On 15th April 1942, a brief message came from King George VI to Governor Lord Gort: 
‘To Honour her brave People I award the George Cross to the Island Fortress of Malta 
to bear witness to a Heroism and Devotion that will long be famous in History.’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
When did the war over Malta come to an end? 
By October 1942 the Axis air forces lost the battle for Malta. The British victory in North 
Africa was decisive.  In November 1942 American troops landed in Morocco. By May 1943 
all North Africa was in won back by the Allies.  British air-raids from Malta on Axis convoy 
ships on their way to North Africa helped the Allies to win the war in North Africa. 
 
The Allies then planned the invasion of Sicily from North Africa. Once Sicily was 
occupied, the strategic value of Malta as an air base declined. The enemy could no 
longer attack Allied ships in the Central Mediterranean. On 8th September 1944 the 
Italian fleet surrendered to the Allies in St Paul’s Bay and from then onwards, Italy 
joined the Allies against Germany.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Left: The granting of the George Cross to Malta in 

April 1942. 

Right: The arrival of the Sta Maria Convoy in 

Grand Harbour in August 1942. 

 

Left: One of the many anti-aircraft batteries defending the Grand 

Harbour against enemy air-raids during the war. Guns like these were 

manned by British and Maltese servicemen. 

 

Right: People in Malta reading a 

newspaper announcing the 

defeat of Italy and the downfall 

of Mussolini September 1943. 
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Why did the Axis powers fail to take Malta? 
There were reasons why the Axis powers failed to conquer Malta, namely: 
 
 The Italian and German commanders did not have a consistent plan: by 

bombardment, starving the population or by a direct invasion. 
 Axis plans against Malta were changed too frequently.  This gave the British time to 

strengthen  
Malta’s defences. 

 The axis powers failed to invade the island in 1941 when Malta’s defences were 
weakest. 

 The Maltese and the British fought on and endured all hardships heroically without 
losing morale. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
How was life for the Maltese during the war? 
The Grand Harbour towns were the greater part of the population lived were heavily 
bombed and damaged by enemy air raids.  Within a few months hundreds of rock cut 
shelters were dug in the soft limestone. Most of these shelters were dug by muscle 
power. By May 1941 there were shelters to accommodate some 185,000 people.  Most 
of the dockyard workshops were moved into caverns dug in the rock. 
 
War damage was greatest in the harbour towns. There were 35,000 homes destroyed or 
damaged in Valletta and the Three Cities. A number of important historical buildings were 
in ruins as well.  The population of Valletta and The Three Cities never recovered after the 
war.  War damage resulted in a great shortage of housing for several years after the war. 
The British Government gave Malta £20 million as compensation for ‘War Damage’. 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Right: The plans of the 

invasion of Sicily from 

North Africa by the Allies 

in October 1943. The 

aim of the Allies was to 

liberate Sicily and Italy 

from German 

occupation. 

 

Left: The damaged 

Royal Opera House in 

April 1942. 

Right: Rescue teams 

after an enemy air-raid. 
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Everyday life in general was disrupted by incessant enemy air-raids.  Many streets were 
blocked for days with rubble when whole blocks of houses collapsed when hit by bombs. 
Commerce was disrupted but there was no unemployment. Men between 18 and 41 
were liable for service in the armed forces. Savings and wages were high, but wealth 
was concentrated in the hands of those with goods to sell, mostly farmers. The 
Government tried to stop black market. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
During most of 1942 the Maltese were slowly starving because there was not enough 
food and fuel for cooking.  Daily food rations and ‘Victory Kitchens’ were opened to feed 
the population. Civilian victims of the war numbered 1,490.  But the morale of the 
population never broke down.  One important result of the war was to bring the Maltese 
and the British much closer together.   
 
 
  

Left: Life in the underground shelters. 

Right: Queuing for food rations at the ‘Victory Kitchens’. 
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