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Introduction 

 

“[…] Ta’ Paċpaċ1, the archpriest,2 came knocking on the door, ‘Open up, open 

up. Have you got any rooms to spare?’ ‘No we haven’t, Sir! How many rooms 

have we got? Though, we have got one. It’s full of clover.’ Understood? These 

people were all farmers. ‘Listen, it doesn’t matter. We’ll empty all the clover 

and place a family inside this room.’ ‘In here?!’ ‘We have no choice’, said the 

archpriest. ‘We do not have a choice’, echoed the police sergeant. ‘Do as you’re 

told. These people aren’t going to stay outdoors. These are our brothers’. It was 

heart-breaking. Every time I remember, I cry. I get teary-eyed. It was heart-

breaking! So, the authorities used to go round every house, throughout the whole 

village! Where did you expect these refugees, who had come in during the night 

to stay?”3 

 

On the 31st of May 2017, about one month before he had turned 95, Vincent ‘Ċensinu’ Caruana 

(1922- ) sat down for an oral history interview about his wartime experiences. He still had had 

a vivid memory with which the minutest details were recalled with relative ease. Over a two-

hour period, he discussed his family’s forced transfer from bomb-ravaged Senglea to the 

seemingly untouched fields of Siġġiewi, he detailed his life as refugee, the ever-dwindling 

supplies, the arrival of the Pedestal convoy and the capitulation of Italy.  

     Ċensinu had not talked about the Siege with anyone in years. His words had evidently 

brought back painful memories during the pre-interview meetings and the subsequent 

interview. They were so poignant he was interviewed a second time in November 2017 about 

his three and a half years as a conscripted gunner in the Royal Malta Artillery between 1941 

and 1945. In addition to providing a total of three hours’ worth of oral testimony, Ċensinu 

chose to donate digital copies of his personal photographs (some dating to pre-war times), 

copies of his army books and his own personal and original handwritten wartime Royal Corps 

of Signals manual. 

     As of writing, Ċensinu is one of a multitude of individuals who, over the past three and a 

half years, has graciously accepted a request by the National Archives of Malta (NAM) to 

collaborate with ‘MEMORJA: Oral, Sound and Visual Archive’. Donations by members of the 

public – interviews, audio recordings, personal photographs, diaries, official documents, 

ephemera and film reels, among other things – have continued to significantly swell the 

 
1 A family nickname found in Siġġiewi, Malta. 
2 Rev. Saverio Mangion (1888-1970s) was parish priest of Siġġiewi during the Second World War. 
3 Vincent 'Ċensinu' Caruana 31/05/2017 interview, NAM-RABAT MEM-0014-01-01.2017. 
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collections held by the NAM. The constant presence of archivist-fieldworkers carrying out 

research in the community and establishing networks of potential informers has given the NAM 

a new dimension as a memory-capturing institution with a bottom-up approach, as opposed to 

the traditional task of preserving government/public records4, therefore preserving the 

experience of the everyman. With this in mind, MEMORJA’s mission statement lays down a 

set of objectives, the first being that which reflects its community-based philosophy: 

‘MEMORJA is to employ cutting edge research, methodologies, theoretical and archival 

approaches and techniques to collect, record, transcribe, preserve – as a National Archives 

collection – and make available and retrievable deposited oral, sound and visual 

material/records [as acquired from the community and] deposited in its care.5  

 

 

Fig. 1: MEMORJA logo. 

 

 

Background 

The setting-up of MEMORJA marks the NAM’s foray into the creation and preservation of 

oral history records; however, this was not the first of its kind in Malta. In 1994, the Malta Oral 

History Society was set up, followed by the founding of the Oral History Centre (OHC) at the 

University of Malta in 1999. The OHC started a preliminary programme of oral history 

fieldwork projects which developed into People’s Voices of the Twentieth Century – the first 

ever oral depository in the country.6 

     A decade after its establishment, the OHC was transformed into a Public Memory Archive 

(PMA) to be better able to ‘address the increasingly felt lacunae of alternative, non-official 

historical, social and ephemeral sources’ for a new type of public history, which required such 

non-conventional varieties of historical sources.7 A few years’ beforehand, the NAM had been 

preoccupied with the lack of access to certain material of national significance, such as photos 

of the island’s most important historical events.8 An offer of collaboration had come by way 

 
4 Farrugia, Charles J., ‘Whose Voices Count? From Public Records to Public Memory’, 16th CIRN Conference 

Monash Centre, Prato, Italy, 2018. 
5 MEMORJA. Oral, Sound and Visual Archive. Strategic Plan, 2016-2019. 
6 ‘Maltese Voices of the Twentieth Century’, in International Oral History Association Newsletter (2003), 24-6. 
7 Chircop, John, ‘Rethinking the Archive through the Making of MEMORJA: An Oral, Sound and Visual 

Archive’, Arkivju, Issue 8, 2017, pp. 5-13. 
8 Farrugia, 2018. 
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of a few select Maltese photographers seeking professionally organised photographic archives. 

Their offer to collaborate in some way had triggered the idea of a permanent portrait exhibition 

set up at the Legal Documentation Section of the NAM at Mdina. This was the starting point 

of a new project titled the National Memory Project (NMP). Inaugurated in March 2004, under 

the auspices of H.E. President Prof. Guide de Marco, the event marked the onset of an effort to 

bring under one roof components from the Maltese Islands’ national and public memory.9 

      An electoral manifesto proposal in the run up to Malta’s 2013 elections specifically laid 

out the setting up of an oral history project. As a result, in May 2014, the NAM and the PMA, 

the latter led by Prof. John Chircop, of the University of Malta’s Department of History, agreed 

to cooperate and collaborate in the development of research in public memory as well as the 

archiving, preservation and dissemination of the results.10 

     In late 2016, the NAM had initiated plans for the rebranding of the National Memory Project 

into ‘MEMORJA: Oral, Sound and Visual Archive’. As the project’s aim is the preservation 

of the public memory and not that of the nation, the current name was agreed upon. Also, the 

title is in Maltese, language being central to identity.11 Five new specifically employed NAM 

team members had started working on the project in January 2017. These individuals came 

from both a historical and an archives-based background. They undertook a course in oral 

history and public memory led by Prof. Chircop and discussions were soon underway about 

the first five themes chosen to kickstart research12: 

 

- Experiencing War: survival, shelter and food 

- Public Administration 

- Bell Ringing/Campanarian Culture 

- British Expatriates in Malta 

- The Malta-Lampedusa Connection 

 

Starting in the second quarter of 2017, fieldwork had yielded incredibly positive results. 

Contact was established with people from all walks of life and interviews were hence recorded 

with war veterans, British citizens who have lived in Malta since the 1960s, high-ranking civil 

servants who had served as much as four Prime Ministers and church bell-ringers. Fieldwork 

was also conducted in Lampedusa where a team member had struck up relationships with 

descendants of Maltese settlers whose oral traditions were recorded.  

     Over the following months – until early 2020 – new thematic research groups were being 

added to the project’s list in view of the ever-increasing plethora of individuals who have 

chosen to aid the project on a volunteer and full-time basis. These subjects are ‘The Malta Bus 

Archive’, ‘Perceptions on the Changing Landscape of the Three Cities’, ‘Memories from ix-

 
9 Ibid. 
10 ‘National Archives, Public Memory Archive Sign Collaborative Agreement’: 

https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/arts/cultural_diary/39187/national_archives_sign_collaborative_agreement_wit

h_public_memory_archive#.XfIPkc4o_IU, [accessed: May 2020]. 
11 Farrugia, 2018. 
12 Although these themes were selected, MEMORJA does not exclude records/recordings of any genre 

whatsoever.  

https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/arts/cultural_diary/39187/national_archives_sign_collaborative_agreement_with_public_memory_archive#.XfIPkc4o_IU
https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/arts/cultural_diary/39187/national_archives_sign_collaborative_agreement_with_public_memory_archive#.XfIPkc4o_IU
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Xquq and Qammieħ Cliffs’, ‘Traditional Maltese food’, ‘Gozitan Confectionaries and 

Bakeries’ and ‘Maltese Traditional Folk Singing’ (Għana), among others.  

 

The COVID-19 outbreak vis-à-vis the MEMORJA project 

As has been written, MEMORJA seeks to be proactive in tackling current affairs as well as 

historical areas of research. The current COVID-19 pandemic has spurred the project to embark 

on a new initiative to collect people’s private journals about life during the uncertain times 

which this pandemic has led to and preserve them for posterity.  

     A quick glance at both the international and local scenes immediately reflect the 

significance of this initiative. The world is undoubtedly going through unprecedented times. 

Since the beginning of the year, the novel coronavirus, COVID-19, has been sweeping across 

the entire globe, endangering the lives of hundreds of thousands of people. The situation had 

become so dire that the World Health Organisation (WHO) declared the outbreak as a 

pandemic on the 12th of March 2020.13 At the time, there were more than 20,000 cases around 

the world. Current worldwide statistics keep highlighting the gravity of the situation. In fact, 

the total number of confirmed coronavirus cases have soared to approximately five million 

while deaths have surpassed the 300,000 mark.14 

     Ultimately, the COVID-19 pandemic also managed to reach the Maltese Islands. Local 

media reported how on the 7th of March, a twelve-year old Italian girl had just returned from a 

trip to northern Italy and was subsequently found to be infected with the coronavirus.15 In 

response to this new development, a state of public health emergency was declared by the 

Superintendent of Public Health, Prof. Charmaine Gauci, in effect from the 7th of March.16 

Since then, the number of local COVID-19 cases have been steadily climbing. At the moment, 

the Maltese Islands have experienced more than 600 confirmed cases and a total of six deaths.17  

     In response to this evolving situation, the Maltese government proceeded to introduce health 

and economic measures to control the virus and safeguard jobs. These include travel bans and 

the closures of schools and non-essential retail outlets. A 14-day quarantine became mandatory 

by law for anyone who has come into contact with the COVID-19 virus.18 Various social 

 
13 ‘WHO Announces COVID-19 Outbreak a Pandemic’: http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-

emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/news/news/2020/3/who-announces-covid-19-outbreak-a-pandemic” 

[accessed: May 2020]. 
14 ‘COVID-19 Situation Update Worldwide, as of 24 May 2020’: https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/geographical-

distribution-2019-ncov-cases, [accessed: May 2020]. 
15 ‘Malta’s First Coronavirus Cases are Girl and Parents’: https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/first-

coronavirus-case-reported-in-malta.776288, [accessed: May 2020]. 
16 ‘Public Health Act (CAP.465)’: 

http://www.justiceservices.gov.mt/DownloadDocument.aspx?app=lp&itemid=30052&l=1, [accessed: May 

2020]. 
17 Caruana, Claire, ‘One New COVID-19 Case as Three Patients Recover’: 

https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/one-new-covid-19-case-as-three-patients-recover.794120 [accessed: May 

2020]. 
18 ‘One Month since First Coronavirus Case: How Malta dealt with Outbreak’: 

https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2020-04-07/local-news/One-month-since-first-Coronavirus-case-

How-Malta-dealt-with-outbreak-6736221753 [accessed: May 2020]. 

http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/news/news/2020/3/who-announces-covid-19-outbreak-a-pandemic
http://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/coronavirus-covid-19/news/news/2020/3/who-announces-covid-19-outbreak-a-pandemic
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/geographical-distribution-2019-ncov-cases
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/en/geographical-distribution-2019-ncov-cases
https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/first-coronavirus-case-reported-in-malta.776288
https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/first-coronavirus-case-reported-in-malta.776288
http://www.justiceservices.gov.mt/DownloadDocument.aspx?app=lp&itemid=30052&l=1
https://timesofmalta.com/articles/view/one-new-covid-19-case-as-three-patients-recover.794120
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2020-04-07/local-news/One-month-since-first-Coronavirus-case-How-Malta-dealt-with-outbreak-6736221753
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2020-04-07/local-news/One-month-since-first-Coronavirus-case-How-Malta-dealt-with-outbreak-6736221753
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distancing measures have also been implemented to minimise the spread. For instance, people 

are being encouraged to maintain a two-metre distance away from each other.19  

 

 
Fig. 2: Client restrictions at a pharmacy in Mosta. 

      

     The effects of the current pandemic managed to seep into every aspect of society. As a 

result, people were forced to adapt their lives in accordance with restrictions imposed by the 

health authorities in an effort to minimise direct contact. 

     Nonetheless, the COVID-19 pandemic has also affected work practices within the 

MEMORJA project. It has brought new challenges which have necessitated immediate 

attention. The implementation of nationwide social distancing rules means that the 

methodology forming the backbone of the oral-history project – face-to-face interviews – has 

been largely compromised. 

     Consequently, the NAM decided to tackle this challenge by being proactive. The current 

difficult situation was therefore turned into an opportunity through the introduction of a new 

initiative within MEMORJA: the collection of journals and private diaries written during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. In this way, calls for further collaboration with the public enables work 

on MEMORJA to keep on going. 

 

 
19 Ibid. 
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Fig. 3: Candles and flowers placed in front of St Sebastian’s statue in Qormi as a devotion to 

the saint to protect the people from the pandemic.  

 

 

The value of a journal collection within an archive 

From an archival point of view, journals can prove to be an indispensable addition to a 

collection. They can potentially be a rich primary source of historical and sociological 

information to researchers and thus meriting preservation for future research and posterity. 20 
21 One major benefit of collecting journals is that they tend to provide a personal dimension 

which is lacking in official government documentation. In case of the local scene, a brief 

analysis of the nature of records pertaining to past pandemics also reflects this general trend. 

Knowledge of both the plague in 1813 and the Spanish Flu of 1918 is largely available thanks 

 
20 O’Sullivan, Catherine, ‘Diaries, On-line Diaries, and the Future Loss to Archive; or, Blogs and the Blogging 

Bloggers Who Blog Them’, The American Archivist, Volume 68, Issue 1, 2005), pp. 53-73: 

https://doi.org/10.17723/aarc.68.1.7k7712167p6035vt [accessed: May 2020]. 
21 Michel, Robert, ‘Diaries from the McGill University Archives – A Sampling,” Fontanus, Volume 5, 1992: pp. 

33-53: https://fontanus.mcgill.ca/article/view/61 [accessed: May 2020]. 

https://doi.org/10.17723/aarc.68.1.7k7712167p6035vt
https://fontanus.mcgill.ca/article/view/61
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to official government documentation. For instance, records related to the 1813 plague 

illustrate how the Imperial Government used to publish lists of victims.22 Unfortunately, there 

is a lack of availability of personal accounts of people who had lived during these challenging 

times which leads to limited knowledge of the situation. Low literacy levels among a large 

percentage of the Maltese population is a likely contributing factor. In contrast, nowadays both 

high literacy levels and the proliferation of social media enable the public to document their 

experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

     Furthermore, official documentation about pandemics tends to lack one crucial aspect: the 

human element.23  Data within these official records – an example being the plague in 1813 – 

only provides facts based on statistics. On the other hand, journals tend to contain recollections 

which are often imbued with an individual’s thoughts and emotions. Although subjective, the 

value of such information should not be understated as it provides an additional perspective 

through which a specific situation can be better understood. 

     It is also for this reason that the NAM has been encouraging those interested to deposit their 

journals to focus on documenting their thoughts and emotions as much as possible. In this way, 

one would be able to connect with a person’s state of mind and further comprehend in which 

ways they have been affected by these difficult times. These journals can also therefore enable 

the researcher to examine the situation through the psychological and sociological lens. 24 25A 

few concrete examples of the local scene further illustrate this aspect. For instance, various 

media news outlets have been reporting how mental health issues have been on the rise. This 

coincides with the introduction of social distancing measures in an effort to curb the spread of 

the coronavirus. Subsequently, people’s lifestyles had to be drastically changed. Many are in 

fact spending more time at home, while others are unable to visit their relatives or are in fear 

of losing their jobs. All these factors are giving rise several issues, such as increased anxiety 

and loneliness. In response, the health authorities launched a 24/7 mental health support 

helpline. On the 15th of April, 350 persons were reported to have made use of this helpline, 

reflecting the gravity of the situation. Considering this, it is through journals that such issues 

might be better conveyed as the researcher would be able to delve deeper into the effects of the 

pandemic directly through the individual’s perspective.  

     Moreover, such journals could be ideal for historical research on the management of 

pandemics along the years. During the plague of 1813, harsh fines, including the possibility of 

the death penalty, applied to anyone found in breach of quarantine rules.26 Although less severe, 

the current administration had introduced a mandatory 14-day quarantine and anyone not 

observing it is subject to a €10,000 fine.27 In case of the Spanish Flu, another similarity to 

 
22 NAM, GMR 01-02. 
23 O’Sullivan, 2005. 
24 O’Sullivan, 2005. 
25 Michel, 1992. 
26 NAM, GMR 01-02. 
27 ‘One Month since First Coronavirus Case: How Malta dealt with Outbreak’: 

https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2020-04-07/local-news/One-month-since-first-Coronavirus-case-

How-Malta-dealt-with-outbreak-6736221753 [accessed: May 2020]. 

https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2020-04-07/local-news/One-month-since-first-Coronavirus-case-How-Malta-dealt-with-outbreak-6736221753
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2020-04-07/local-news/One-month-since-first-Coronavirus-case-How-Malta-dealt-with-outbreak-6736221753
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current measures is how schools had to be closed and precautionary measures had to be 

imposed on cinemas and theatres.28 29 

     All these examples clearly showcase the various means through which journals can prove 

to be a rich source of information to the researcher. It further reflects the significance of the 

MEMORJA project’s initiative to collect and preserve such material to provide future 

generations a better insight into what it was like to live during a global pandemic.  

 

The initial phase: reaching out to the public  

The current emphasis of this initial phase is to reach out to the public through frequent and 

extensive media coverage. The NAM has in fact been regularly promoting this new theme 

through its social media, newspaper articles and virtual interviews on local television 

programmes. The use of all these different media outlets is critical in raising awareness and 

instilling interest among people coming from different backgrounds.   

     Anyone interested in depositing their journal is being asked to contact the NAM via email 

so as to avoid any direct contact. In this way, the benefit of preliminary contact with such 

persons is two-fold. First, this enables the archives to form a clear idea on the public’s response 

towards this initiative. Second, anyone interested would be able to receive a PDF document 

consisting of two parts.  

 
28 NAM, CSG 01 – 4727/18. 
29 NAM, CSG 01 – 4825/18. 
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Fig. 3: Parishioners checking the COVID-19 notice attached to the door of St Paul’s Church 

in Rabat. 

      

The first part of the document includes a set of FAQs which have been devised so as to provide 

further information on the keeping of the journal. The requirements outlined in this document 

focus on being unrestrictive so as to enable people to express themselves naturally. Such 

recollections would be offering a richer experience to the future reader who would like to 

understand better what it was like to live during the COVID-19 pandemic. These FAQs specify 

that these journals can be either written or typed in any language. In addition, information can 

be presented through any medium, such as photographs, and audio and video recordings. The 

second part of this document consists of a Donation Declaration Form which needs to be signed 

by the person donating their journal. Filling in this form is essential as it authorises the National 

Archives to provide access to the deposited material for research and educational purposes. Its 

completion also ensures that any donated journals are preserved according to best archival 

practices.  

     Regarding the collection of the journal and other related material, people are being notified 

that more information will be issued once the current situation returns to normal. Direct contact 
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is in the meantime avoided. Moreover, such instructions enable the NAM to collect all material 

in a systematised manner. 

     The possibility of launching a second phase concentrating on fieldwork is also being 

considered once the preliminary stage of collecting journals comes to an end. Interviews could 

be conducted with those individuals who were directly involved in the management of the 

COVID-19 pandemic in the local scene. These might include a wide variety of people from 

different sectors, such as government officials, healthcare workers and shop owners. 

Information obtained through such interviews would be valuable as it would be adding an 

additional perspective through which the future researcher can examine the local COVID-19 

pandemic situation.  

 

The public response so far 

The public response so far has been positive and enthusiastic thanks to frequent media 

coverage. A large number of people have gotten in contact with the NAM, stating their intent 

to donate their journals. Listed below are the types of people interested in contributing and 

examples of material they would like to donate. This list clearly indicates that the NAM’s aim 

of reaching out to different sectors of the community is being achieved: 

 

• The Elderly: Many elderly persons are currently spending great amounts of time in 

their homes. This is largely in part due to the health authorities recommending those 

aged 65 and over to avoid leaving their homes. Many of these elderlies have in fact 

shared with the archives how they have been having more free time on their hands. 

They have been therefore seeking out creative ways to pass the long hours spent at 

home by picking up a variety of hobbies, such as painting and philosophical writing. 

 

• Families: Parents have also contacted the NAM, stating their interest in donating their 

personal journals for MEMORJA. Many have become home-bound due to telework 

being encouraged by the authorities. Journals containing personal thoughts on how 

parents had to adopt to their new work schedules and any challenges involved would 

surely add another perspective through which one can view the current situation. 

 

Parents have also informed us that they are also encouraging their children to maintain 

a diary about the pandemic. This would greatly enrich the content of these journals as 

the researcher would be able to examine living during a pandemic through the lens of 

not only adults but children as well. Such an aspect is especially important since many 

children have been staying more at home due to the closure of schools. They have to 

therefore seek new ways to pass their free time. Furthermore, many are now following 

virtual classes, which is quite unusual for the Maltese Islands.  

 

• Maltese and foreigners living abroad: Thanks to frequent promotion of the initiative, 

a number of Maltese and foreigners living abroad have also informed the NAM that 

they would like to donate their journals. Here, it can be seen that once again the aim of 

being as non-restrictive as possible is being successfully reached.  
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• Teachers and lecturers: Several teachers and lecturers have informed the NAM that 

they have been involving their students in various school projects about the COVID-

19 pandemic. Students are being encouraged to come up with creative ways to report 

their thoughts about the current situation.  

 

• Poets and music composers: A number of poets and music composers are also 

working on artistic projects influenced by the current pandemic. The donation of such 

material is also welcome as it would show how the pandemic has been inspiring 

different people to express themselves through unique and original means. 

 

Conclusion 

The NAM has pushed MEMORJA on multiple fronts. The project has inspired oral history-

trained archivists at NAM to leave their comfort zones and strengthen the voices of 

communities which are underrepresented.30 The relationship of trust which has been generated 

between the archives and the public as a result of continuous fieldwork has extended the 

entity’s reach and has produced overwhelmingly positive results. The maintenance of the 

human dimension of this work – fieldwork, research, constant contact, travelling and the 

collection and preservation of documents – is imperative in the make-up of this project and 

cannot be overstated.  

     COVID-19, on the other hand, is a traumatic and historical event. People are looking for an 

escape and they have adapted different coping strategies: keeping journals, taking up new 

hobbies while under lockdown and getting creative in any way they can. This has largely 

hindered MEMORJA’s raison d'être of preserving oral history interviews. In gathering data 

about the present predicament, the COVID-19 pandemic theme aims to bridge this gap through 

the donation of private journals kept during the outbreak. This initiative’s success is largely 

dependent on the public response which has been very enthusiastic. Frequent calls for 

collaboration have so far yielded fruitful results as a total of 39 people have already contacted 

the NAM in such a short time span. This group of potential contributors consists of persons 

from different backgrounds. These include the elderly, families, teachers, lecturers, university 

students, legal officers, foreigners, poets, music composers, friars, photographers, correctional 

lieutenants, and social workers. The value of accounts from such persons would be immense 

as it would provide an alternate perspective through which one can examine the effects of the 

COVID-19 virus on society.  

     MEMORJA is now in possession of more than 100 oral history interviews and six written 

accounts. The PMA collection will also swell the project’s holdings in the years to come.31 All 

digitised material will be preserved, catalogued and presented onto the project’s official web 

portal which should be launched in the near future. MEMORJA is intent on becoming the 

Maltese Islands’ main depositor of national and public memory. 

 
30 Farrugia, 2018. 
31 All interviews and related material from the PMA are to be digitised and deposited within MEMORJA. It is 

estimated that this merger will add more than 1000 interviews with themes such as H.M. Dockyard, sanitation, 

childbirth, emigration, education and many more. 


