
Victory! – And We Are Born, Maltese 

 

 

 

Victory was born with a smile on our forefathers‟ lips, just as the cannons‟ fire and smoke 

dispersed to nothingness in the gentle breeze. Thus was born the great victory – our victory, as 

Maltese. 

 

As has happened today, the cannons then were fired not in anger or with murderous force, not 

in the dry and acrid taste of fear which, in the face of death, battled the bitterness of slavery; 

rather, the cannons rang out assertively as the Turkish galleons receded on the horizon, as if to 

say: „Verily, this land is the birthright of our Victory … Yea, we shall raise these Islands in the 

foundations of this triumph.‟ 

 

And that was what the Knights, helped by the Maltese, accomplished – they set out to build a 

noble city on this peninsula, in the very place from which the Turks had so recently brought 

their attack to bear. They called this city Valletta, after the Grandmaster who in the words of 

Dun Karm was “A Knight who was never a wastrel with time.” I am certain that had it not been 

for the Great Siege, the Knights and our forefathers would not have had sufficient 

determination in their commitment to having the city and the surrounding fortifications raised 

in so short a time, to act thereby as a warning lest anyone have the temerity to threaten us 

again. 

 

According to Voltaire, the philosopher, „Nothing is better known than the Siege of Malta‟, and 

that was as it was one of the bloodiest and fiercest siege of those times. Indeed, in the 



seventeenth century, this was an event which transformed the face of Europe, as it helped to 

stop in its tracks the Ottoman campaign to wrest control of the Mediterranean as a base against 

Christian forces in Europe. 

 

It could be said that with the Knights‟ arrival in Malta our history took a turn distinct from that 

of our Mediterranean cousins; up till then, the fabric of our history had been closely woven 

with that of Sicily. It is good to recall, however, that the Malta of those times was quite modest 

and rural, with such limited resources that the Knights were less than delighted when the 

Emperor, Charles V, offered them Malta as a base after they had surrendered Rhodes in a 

struggle against the Turks. In the first years of their stay, there were many Knights who still 

harboured hopes that Rhodes would be recovered. No one predicted that not only would that 

not happen, but that the Ottomans would even be ready to deploy an army of almost 50,000 

men to overcome Malta, too. When this happened, the struggle was fierce and the Knights and 

the Maltese had not buttressed themselves against the scale and ferocity of the attack. 

 

Today, what we are commemorating at a historical level is the self-sacrifice of our forefathers 

when they defended our homeland. It was their duty to do so, one fulfilled with valour and 

determination and in their blood; and for this we should be forever grateful. 

 

History so willed that it was announced on the 8
th

 of September, but of 1943 this time, that Italy 

had laid down its arms, surrendering them to the Allied Forces, and declared an armistice. For 

Malta, this too was a great moment in history. We are all aware today of the strategic role 

played by Malta in the Second World War – on this occasion once more, within the history of 

the world, the self-sacrifice of our forefathers was great and it was through them that Malta 



again found itself on the right side of history and on the side of right, while earning the world‟s 

admiration and acclaim in the fight against Nazi oppression. 

 

Yes, there are moments, hopefully not frequent ones, where challenges must be faced, and 

violence which it would be preferable not to witness confronted. But when such moments arise, 

one‟s duty is to accept them with courage and determination. That was the way of our 

forefathers. The difficult moments we have mentioned made for the mettle of this people, 

defining the identity and character of our country. History is what it is, and today we have 

become that which we are … through the fortitude, values and self-sacrifice of those who were 

our forebears. 

 

Nevertheless, I think it is proper to recall to your attention that we are not today celebrating 

bloodshed or glorifying war; we are not celebrating the victory of some principle of good over 

some form of evil, or of one religion over another. By God‟s grace, we live today in a 

pluralistic society which prizes tolerance, is ardent in its seeking after peace, and respectful of 

democracy anchored in sovereignty, and one which works towards the safeguarding of 

fundamental and civil rights. Today, and perhaps more than ever, we should all continue to 

work at a national level, as well as at an international one, to safeguard these noble ideals while 

combating all forms of enslavement or terror. 

 

It is true that there exists no victory that comes about without contest or struggle, without 

challenge, without striving. But it is not every fight, challenge or striving that is redeemable in 

victory. While it is right to struggle on the side of good, we are witnessing too many mindless 

conflicts grounded in intolerance, in blind hatred and in division deaf to all reason. There is too 



much of the kind of contestation where all end up losers and nobody wins out. There are now 

too many vacuous efforts and challenges undertaken without any worthy objective or outcome. 

 

As far as the local context is concerned, we must remember that our forefathers trained their 

cannon outward and away from each other! We should make use of the modern affordances in           

communications and information technology to serve and educate our nation better and to help 

it keep abreast of things. There are many challenges before us, and if we pull together, focusing 

our energies on the challenges which are truly worth meeting and which can yield the most 

significant benefits for the country, I believe that our victory – that of the Maltese nation – can 

yet continue to be sweet. 

 

Let us then, like La Valette, seek to be knights steeped in wisdom and prudence, “not wastrels 

of our time”, but with our eyes set on the future, with no dissipation of each other‟s energies on 

trivial issues and petty politicking, all clamour and no substance. This country must continue 

building a politics and an infrastructure with a long-term vision. We must secure a workable 

balance between our current needs and the demands of sustainability which each country must 

face up to in a „globalized‟ world experiencing major economic and social upheaval.  

 

Have a good look around you, at countries that have been mighty in history: well resourced and 

with significant cultural traditions. Internationally, even such countries are ending up humbled, 

with their sovereignty encroached upon as their debt accumulates. This has come about because 

they have been reckless, because they have not been far-sighted, because they have banqueted 

and feasted without thinking to replenish their larders and cellars. As an old Maltese saying has 

it, fortifications themselves can come away if you fail to replenish what you have used up. 

 



Consequently we need to take a good look at ourselves and learn from others‟ setbacks.  We all 

need to work against a culture that is loose in its talk of rights and entitlement, and try to 

promote with greater assiduity a culture mindful of duties and of committed service. All those 

who are able to must put their shoulder to the wheel, must play their part and use their God-

given gifts to increase prosperity with a sense of duty, and without carping. All who are unable 

to do so, if they truly are unable, deserve support.  

 

Let us then not bring up children in a way that cossets and spoils them, but let us rather 

continue to equip them with the best training and education and further instill in them 

commitment, enthusiasm, will power and the kind of work ethic that will help them meet 

tomorrow‟s challenges.          

 

On this note, I prefer to regard the victory we are celebrating today through a different 

perspective. 

 

The Great Siege: the ferocity of the struggle, the valour of the Knights and of the Maltese, and 

the significance of the victory for the rest of the Christian world at the time were elements in a 

fundamental change of course for Malta. In my view – and I know I am not alone in thinking 

this – it was this that was the start of the road that has led us to where we stand today: a small 

but sovereign European nation, with an identity that is respected and a unique language that has 

vitality, with a firmness in its utterances wherever its voice needs to be heard, with values of 

solidarity that promote peace. 

 



Needless to say, if the Turks had prevailed in the Siege, the history of Malta, the Mediterranean 

and Europe would have been radically different – but I shall refrain from saying whether this 

was for the better or for the worse, as in truth that is not something anybody can ascertain. 

 

But imagine what would have taken place if the Turks had ignored us and not made an 

approach upon us. Imagine that there had been no Siege, no challenge, no peril. Had that been 

the case, I think that while the Knights would probably have gone on to maintain some kind of 

presence in Malta, Pope Pius V and the royal and noble houses of Europe would not have 

lavished the money and resources that went into the raising in Malta of a majestic city, adorned 

with works of art and works of architectural value. I don‟t think that Malta could otherwise 

have been in a position to welcome or attract minds which transformed it from something of an 

island backwater on the periphery of the kingdom of Spain to a strategic Mediterranean 

harbour, to a cosmopolitan centre with a thriving culture and civil society. The vitality that was 

born with the Victory of the 8
th

 September fashioned that distinctive Maltese character we 

recognize today, against the backdrop all the cultures that have come into contact with it 

through the ages. 

 

The Victory we celebrate today is the victory that delivered the quality leap necessary for Malta 

to eventually take its place as a sovereign nation and people with a unique European and 

Mediterranean identity – this is our forefathers‟ victory and through our well-judged actions it 

can be our children‟s victory too. 

 

But the identity of a people emerges not only from what occurred in the past – and sovereignty 

is not something acquired once, but something which must be renewed and tended to every 



day. Both our identity and sovereignty depend on that which we accomplish today and on our 

vision for the future. 

 

It cannot be doubted that the Siege served to forge a stronger bond between the Maltese and the 

Knights, who quickly sought to shape a new future for these islands. Indeed in the succeeding 

century Malta could be seen to be developing at a smart pace, with great investment not only in 

construction but also in education, craftsmanship and trade. 

 

It was in this period that work was started on the building of Valletta, and on the 12 November 

1592 the Collegium Melitense took root with a decree issued by Pope Pius IV in 1561 and was 

ratified again by Gregory XIII in 1578. These decrees conferred upon the Collegium the right 

to award Magister Philosophiae and Doctor Divinitatis degrees, but the Act that led to their 

foundation specified that apart from Philosophy and Theology, other disciplines like Grammar 

and the Humanities could also be taught. 

 

The Collegium Melitense was led by the Jesuit Order, like other colleges, known as Collegia 

Externorum, which the Jesuits established across Europe in the service of students who were 

not themselves Jesuits. The Collegium would often find itself ensnared in intrigue between the 

Order of St John, the Jesuit Order and the Maltese Church; this last had both the Bishop and the 

Inquisitor in leading roles. You can well imagine the contrary tug and pull factors, with each 

party seeking to exert influence and control but also cautious in committing itself to funding. 

There were some who wished to see the Collegium integrated with the seminary and there were 

others who wished to see it serving the broader needs of the country. For example, after the 

plague was quelled in 1675, Grandmaster Nicolò Cotoner appointed Fra Dr Giuseppe Zammit 



as „Reader‟ in Anatomy and Surgery, with the purpose of his serving also in the Sacra 

Infermeria. 

 

The squabbling would not die down, and Grandmaster Pinto seized his golden opportunity just 

as a wave of anti-Jesuit sentiment swept Europe, and in 1768 expelled the Jesuit Order from 

Malta. Pinto‟s aim, it emerges, was an economic one; he wanted to expropriate Jesuit assets for 

his Order. Evidently Pinto‟s behaviour prompted a reaction in Rome, and after much 

correspondence he bound himself to use the assets and resources which he had seized from the 

Jesuits – including those of the Collegium Melitense – to establish the Pubblica Università di 

Studi Generali. Pope Clement XIV approved the plan and on the 22
nd

 November 1769 Pinto 

signed a decree founding a new university on the foundations of the Collegium Melitense. 

 

I shall not bore you with the history of our University, which is itself a history of successive 

struggles and challenges, a history which bears witness to the fact that every power that 

conquered Malta sought to leave its stamp upon it, whether with good or less good intentions 

and outcomes. This notwithstanding, year after year our University has educated one 

generation of graduates after another, widened its areas of training, equipped Malta with 

professionals who provided the foundations of our society and economy. But that is not all.    

 

With beginnings that stretch back 420 years, and since the rebirth of Malta in the wake of the 

Victory which we are celebrating today, our Alma Mater was, without doubt, the mother who 

nurtured us into who we are, who educated our leaders in every field, who afforded us our 

Maltese identity, who led to us acquiring our sovereignty and independence. 

 



Today this same mother of ours is giving birth to that which we all shall yet experience, 

because as I have said in the past, it is as well that we understand that an autonomous and 

sustainable University is a crucial and indispensable element in the nurturing of the identity and 

sovereignty of our nation. 

 

With vision and investment our forefathers‟ victory, which still resonates in our lives, can be 

redeemed in a victory for our children and their children after them. The key is a first-rate 

education, founded in creativity, research and innovation. Only in this way can our children 

leave a signature mark on the evolving global and social economy, based on knowledge. 

 

I am grateful that on this occasion I have the opportunity to renew my thanks to all those who 

have contributed to the growth and consolidation of the University of Malta. I am sure that 

every Maltese person will take great pleasure in hearing me, as Rector, declare that never in 

history have we witnessed the University grow and develop as it is doing today, with this 

rhythm set not only in the range of programmes and studies on offer, not only in the pitch of 

the research carried out, but also in the cooperation fostered with industry and civil society. 

 

All this comes about through substantial investment by government, through financing which 

we manage to secure from the European Union, and through funds which we succeed in 

generating through the services we offer. But we must appreciate that a modern university 

worthy of the name is very costly as far as monies go and requires great investment, and ought 

to be allowed to operate with some degree of freedom as it must perforce fashion things with a 

future-focused lens. 

 



The financial sustainability of our Alma Mater is a great challenge facing our county. Extensive 

capital investment is needed on the top of that which has already been committed. Recurrent 

expenditure needs to grow steadily and surely if we are to achieve our aims and meet the 

country‟s needs. 

 

Great fortitude is required for substantial increase of the investment in University. I believe, 

however, that there is no choice on this score. Consequently the challenge we face today is one 

where we must all work together – the University, government, the social partners and industry 

– in order to find the way to bringing this about, as the price will otherwise be paid by our 

children. 

 

It is as well to say also that the University of Malta does not operate in a vacuum. The time has 

come for us to also look thoroughly and holistically at what is being done in the post-secondary 

and tertiary education system. We need to take a close look at the way in which we assess and 

accredit the abilities of our students at every level. We need to ensure that all our schools 

prepare the greater number of our children to have a choice of further studies at postsecondary 

and tertiary levels. 

  

Every year around 3000 students graduate from the University of Malta, but these are not 

enough. There are still towns and villages in Malta from which, in some years, we would count 

ourselves fortunate to see a single person graduating; there are parts of Malta where, 

consistently, there are only a few graduates each year. We must seek to understand why this is 

the case. This is not a situation we find acceptable.  

 



For us it is always a noteworthy victory when students graduate whose mother and father are 

not themselves graduates, as a world of opportunity would have opened not only for those 

graduates but also for their children. 

 

We must all work collectively – and it is pointless to waste time pointing fingers this way and 

that way – to ensure that a significantly greater percentage of school leavers take their studies 

further, and particularly that they pursue studies at tertiary level. This should occur not through 

debating the interpretation of statistics, or through the lowering of standards, or by dismantling 

rigorous examining, but through serious evaluation of the current system so that where this can 

be improved and where the preparation of students can be enhanced, it will be. This is such a 

delicate and vital issue that it deserves to be made a subject for mature national debate, and it 

should never fall victim to sensationalism or to mindless factionalism. 

 

It is clear that there are many modern challenges that are significantly different to those of our 

forefathers. Today I have referred to some of those which concern my line of work, but 

doubtless there are others in other fields. I have not stirred up these points today to burden you 

this day, a public holiday, but to remind you that no challenge is too great if we are able to 

work in unison. 

 

Today is the Day of Victories – we are celebrating the successes of the past. Today, inspired by 

the past, let us keep in our sights the future of our children. 

 

 

 

Translated from the original Maltese version by Professor Ivan Callus. 

 



   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


