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200 years ago 

Huge explosion rocks Vittoriosa, 180 killed 

TWO scenes of the explosion site today. The serrated edge of the demolished for­
tifications can still be easily traced. 

PIANTA per servire al/a Costruzione def/a Seconds Porta def/a 
Marina al/a Citta Vittoriosa, Malta, 1727, showing the gate and part 
of the fortifications destroyed by the explosion of 1806 

A
T 6.15 a.m. on Friday, 
July 18, 1806, a terrible 
explosion s hook the 
walled city of Yittoriosa 

and terrified its inhabitants as well 
as those of Cospicua, Senglea and 
surrounding towns and villages. 

The gunpowder magazine locat­
ed on the Yittoriosa waterside by 
Galleys Creek and that adjacent to 
Po rta de /la Marina were totally 
destroyed when 370 barre ls of 
gu npowder and some 1,600 
art ille ry she lls and g re nades 
belong ing to the British troops sta­
tioned in Malta exploded. Some of 
the walls, sto res and houses, 
inc luding the Ba rracks Maste r 's 
residence, were destroyed and a ll 
that remained were piles of stones 
and debris . The magazine itself, 
which was housed in a bastion ris­
ing from the sea opposite and 
s imilar in shape to the bastion of 
ii-Macina on the Senglea side was 
litera lly pulve rised. 

News of the blast spread quickly 
and was g iven wide coverage in 
the international press, even in the 
United States; the Columbian 
Se111inel of November 6, 1806, car­
ri ed a front page re port, a lbe it 
with some different stati stics. 

Initially, casualties were estimat­
ed at 180 dead and 300 wounded; 
mostly soldie rs and Maltese who 
Ii ved in thi s a rea. Among the 
British soldiers who were killed in 
the blast were 14 from the Royal 
Regiment of Artille ry, three of the 
39th (East Middlesex) Regiment of 
Foot land 23 from the 2nd Maltese 
Provincial Battalion of Infantry or, 
as it was better known, the 
R eggimenlo Galt, afte r its com­
mander, Count de Gatto. 

At the time of the explosion, the 
band of the 39th (Eas t Middlesex) 
Regiment of Foot was rehear sing 
and play ing Goel Save !he King in 
a nearby building. Two of its 
members died instantly, many 
were injured and one died of his 
wounds. 

Two small vessels berthed near­
by were sunk whil e the man-of­
war Madras, a lso moored in the 
creek at some distance, was struck 
by large stones that ra ined down 
after the explos ion, one of them 
st riking the g unner o n deck and 
breaking his thigh. 

One of the buildings destroyed 
by the explosion, possibly a case­
mate, was the merchandise store of 
a certain Mr Woodhouse and his 
brother, who lost 250 pipes worth 
near ly $700 and numerous aged 
wine casks which burst w ith the 
impact. 

A total of 853 sacks o f body 
fragments were recovered. Among 
the British civilians killed and the 
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first to be found were John 
Roscoe, Margaret and William 
White and the ir three children; 
Elizabe th, I 0, Thomas, fi ve, and 
baby May. Also Henry Cow ley 
and bi s three children, Loui sa , 
Philip and Henry aged seven, six 
and three respec tive ly. 

The Maltese casualties recorded 
inc luded Salvatore Zahra, 17, son 
of Giuseppe of Cospicua; Giuseppi 
'1al-Mascu', 28, of Zabbar and 
married in Cospicua; Giuseppe 
Pulo, 12, son of Paolo of Yittor­
iosa; the daughter of Francesco 
Marmara; Ca tarina Xicluna '1a1-
Tuppa11 '; Giuseppe Darmanin, son 
of the late Mario of Zabbar and 
residing in Cospicua; Giuseppe of 
Zabbar ; Giacchino Schembri , 28; 
Michaele Gatt, 52, fi she rman; an 
unknown baker and Giuseppe, the 
Maltese servant of the Barracks 
Master. 

The hot summer weather hin­
dered the recovery of the 
dead , especially w hen a ll 

excavations were by hand and the 
autho ri t ies reported to 
Comma nder- in-Chief, S ir 
Alexander Ball, of the ir fear of a 
poss ible epidemic outbreak . 
Besides, the re was a lso the danger 
of any other li ve charges still 
buried be neath the debris and 
which could cause a larger 
di saster. 

A t the time, burials were made 
in churches, so many of the 
remains were taken to the parish 
church of St Lawrence and the 
Annunciat ion church of the 
Dominican Priory in Yit toriosa. 
Some are doc umented as having 
even been take n as fa r as the 
church of St Publius in Floriana. 

The unde rground graveyard 
beneath St Lawrence church a t 
Yittoriosa could not take the large 
number of corpses. So the parish 
priest, Don Giovanni Busuttil , 
authorised improvised burials in a 
plot of land which the Yittoriosa 
parish owned near Fort San 
Salvatore, a lo ng the Cottonera 
Basti o ns. This was eventually 
transformed as the years went by 
into the present-day St Lawrence 
Cemetery. The search and recovery 
of bodies from the wreckage was 
considered concluded by October 
11 , 1806. 

A court of inquiry was estab­
lished to investigate the cause of 
this explos ion. Sabotage was not 
excluded , cons idering the mixed 
sentime nts that st ill existed 
towards the Order of St John, the 
Russ ian Tsa r and even for 
Napoleon. 

The court 's first meeting was 
held in Valletta and was presided 
over by Major-General Patrick 
Wauc hope, w hile its members 
were Brigadie r-General Christo­
pher Tilson, Lieutenan t Colo nels 
Charles Phillips and Arthur 
Brooke of the 44th (East Essex) 
Reg iment of Foot, Lieutenant 
Colonel John P. Dalrymple of the 
Maltese Corps, Lieutenant Colonel 
Samuel Dickens, Royal Engineers, 
and Major Boyd Horsburgh of the 
39th (East Middlesex) Regi ment of 
Foot. 

First to be called was Lieutenant 
Colo ne l Bentham, Command ing 
Officer of the Royal Artill e ry in 
Malta. He re lated how he had 
o rdered Captain Gamble, the 
Commanding Officer, Royal 
Arti llery, of the Cottonera District, 
to unload some boxes of she lls 
from the powder stores at 
Yittoriosa. This task requiTed each 
she ll to be opened and the powder 

THE GUNPOWDER stores at Rinella Bay which were built 
instead of the Vittoriosa magazine 
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18TH CENTURY MAP of the Galley Creek and Vittoriosa Wharf, 
Indicating the area of the 1806 explosion 
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ins ide removed to enab le safe 
transport fo r powder and shells to 
British troops in S ic ily, as ordered 
by the Ordnance Commission. 

Sergeant Robert Anson from the 
Ordnance Laboratory was sent to 
s upervise and instru ct how the 
work was to be performed. Bo m­
bardie r A nderson, the Garri son 
Gunner, was in charge of unload­
ing, with stric t instructions on the 
necessary care to be taken when 
extrac ting the she lls fro m their 
crates and at a safe di stance from 
the stores. When Captain Gamble 
was asked what he believed caused 
the explos ion, he s imply replied 
that Bombardier Anderson did not 
obey his orders. 

Gunner John Rowland, who 
conveyed Capta in Gamble's pre­
c ise o rde rs to Bo mbardie r 
Anderson o n July 16, a lso gave 
evidence. Next was Gunner Robert 
Cressy, one of the men unloading 
the she lls, who had realised that 
the work would be safer if taken 
outside the stores. 

H aving protes ted to 
A nderson about thi s, he 
was scolded and to ld to 

concent rate on hi s own work. 
Gunner Cressy was fo l lowed by 
Sergeant (Laboratory) Anson who 
re lated how he was ordered to go 
to Vittoriosa by Lt-Col. Bentham 
and to show Bdr A nderson the 
method to dismantle the she lls. He 
a lso s ta ted tha t the Bo mbardie r 
was a very stubborn pe rson. 

The court's findings read: 
"Upon the repo rt s o f Lieut­

Colo nel Be ntham and Capta in 
Gamble it appears that the powder 
magaz ine in Vittoriosa in which 
the operatio n o f unloading the 
shells was carrying on blew up on 
the morning o f the 18th instant by 
which me lancholy event the whole 
of the working party consist ing o f 
the Garri son Gunner, o ne no n­
commissioned officer and 12 gun­
ners perished. The courts therefore 
are precluded from a ll means of 
obtaining any further ev idence on 
the subject". 

As Civil Commiss io ner, S ir 
Alexander Ball set up an investi ­
gating committee made up o f 
Pietro Paolo Sceberras Bologna, 
Ma rquis Giuseppe Vincenzo 
Testaferrata, Gregorio Matte i, and 
George Noble to enquire into the 
cause o f the explos ion and to cater 
fo r a programme of re lie f for the 
victims. 

A detailed report , written in 
Italian and dated October 12, gives 
accurate details of the daily finds 
o f bodies recovered and the ir 
names if they were able to be iden­
tified, but a lso a gruesome list of 
the body parts. Livestock, poultry, 
cats and dogs are a lso included in 
the daily accounts. 

The damages were est imated to 
tota l some £34,0 00 which Ball 
req uested fro m the Briti sh 
Exchequer, as the acc ident was 
caused by the explos ion of a Royal 
Magazine, due to the negligence of 
persons in the King's employment. 
Eighteen mo nths later, the Sec­
reta ry of War, Lord Cas tl e reagh, 
argued that persons who inhabit a 
fortress mu st be s ubjec t to the 
ri sks connected with it! 

T he merchant communi ty had 
"begun a subscription of £20 to go 
towards the poor sufferers" and it 
seems that certain scrap, material 
sa lvaged and items lift ed during 
the recovery were so ld to boost the 
funds. 

Some of the text in the report is 
qu ite illegible but it can be clearl y 
established that three containers or 
barges used fo r collec ting odd 
waste fro m the disaster site a nd 
dumping it out at sea, were pur­
chased by Giacomo Campanella, 
while Andrea Bri ffa purchased a 
qu anti ty of o ld meta l, broken 
wooden beam s and other timber. In 
July 18 11 , the government finally 
agreed to pay to the "very poorest 
sufferers" a compensation of two­
thirds of the ir losses, and to the 
othe rs, a half. 

The a rea of the 1806 tragedy at 
Vitto riosa remained de re lic t for 
some time and came to be known 
to the locals as ' 1-Imgarraf', the 
destroyed s ite. T he gunpowder 

magazine was never rebuilt 
a lthough a number o f dwellings 
were e rec ted on the site and the 
top of the bastions were converted 
in to s mall gardens. A garden o f 
sorts, which came to be known as 
Garden Reach was a lso set up to 
g ive access to Birgu Wharf. 

A new powder magazine was 
buil t by the British outside the for­
t ifica tions a nd inside Grand 
Harbour at Rine lla Bay (the maga­
zines today house the headquar ters 
of the Sea Cade ts and of the Roya l 
Marines Cadets, Malta) . 

The a rea was subjected to fu r­
the r changes when in 18 12 
William Brey, the Admi ra lty's 
Maste r Shipwright, started exca­
vating the ditch area by the sea to 
build a dock. 

However, due to Brey's sudden 
death in 18 13, the pro blem wi th 
the heavily fissured rock, the out­
break of cho le ra and the Peace 
Treaty of 18 15 after the fa ll o f 

Napoleon, the project was aban­
do ned. Instead three a rched sl ip­
ways were built. 

The area was again reshaped dur­
ing the 1840s with the opening of 
Admirnlty Gate and a bridge-road 
to fac ilitate access to the new Naval 
Bakery which was under construc­
t ion on the s ite of the Order 's 
A rsena ls. Severe damage was 
caused by Axis bombs during 
World War TI due to its prox imi ty 
to No. I Dock and to the Royal 
Navy establi shments at Fort St 
Angelo. Further restruc tu ring took 
place with the demo lition o f the 
naval facilities at the whar f and the 
opening of Triq 3 I ta' Marni 1979. 
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Commemoration by 
Vittoriosa Historical 
and Cultural Society 

TO mark the second centenary of the I 806 explosion at Vittoriosa, 
and to honour the me mory of those who los t the ir li ves, the 
Vittoriosa Historical and Cultura l Society is organising a commemo­
ration at St Lawrence Cemetery in Vi ttoriosa, where most of the vic­
tims are buried. 

This is be ing held tomorrow at 6 p.m. The archpriest of Vittoriosa, 
Canon Charles Caruana, will say Mass at the cemetery chapel. Then, 
a fter a short address by the vice-president, Paul Atta rd, a commem­
orative marble table t w ill be unveiled, and the Last Post will be 
played. 

Everyone is invited. 
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