STORY OF A BOOK

Questi non hannce speranzg di morte.
I la lcr cieca vita €& tanto bassa,
Che invidiosi son d’cgni altra sorte.
Fama di loro il mondo esser non lassa;
Misericordia e giustizia li sdegna:
Non ragioniam di lor, ma guarda e passa.
(Divina (Commedia, Inferno, III, 46-51)

I feel I just cannot hide some of the more revealing episodes
at high-level that went into the publication of “Lejn Tnissil Ta’
Nazzjcn, it-twemmin sccjo-pclitiku ta’ Manwel Dimech”, as the
Original Maltese version of “Birth Pangs of a Nation”. Manwel
Dimech’s Malta’ was called. The events in question, considering
the relative harmlessness of the book in g supposedly post-Con--
ciliar wcrld, are nothing but a lasting characteristic cf the
closed scciety, where the least hints of pluralism are anathema,
where the structure is monolothic by hierarchical sanction,
where change itself is so slow as to be hardly visible at all. But
nce goocd will ever emerge from trying to bury disquieting
episcdes of recent history because there can be no faith in a
people’s future if their country’'s past, and its roots into the pre-
sent, are hidden away from public knowledge and attention.
Dimech is a living specimen of the small society’s behaviour in
function, a case in point which should interest observers of
human nature at work.

Manwel Dimech knew how cruel the closed theceratic island
society could be. “O most beloved and dear tc me Astarita”, he
wrote from Alexandria to his friend Salvu Astarita in Malta
some time bhefore his death, “I am writing to ycu with my boedy
half-dead, under the very eyes of my hangmen. A thousand
thanks for your nice words which I read with great delight
althcugh more dead than alive. Ged will give you the strength
and happiness that you deserve. Ycu have gladdened me be-
fore my passing away. Sc cur dear ‘Xirka’ has not died. May
He who is Grzat about all greatness be blessed, and you toc for
remembering me. Dear friend, I have not forgotten the hour in
which you, alcne in a bcat, rowed near to the ship that was
going to take me far gway from Malta, and bid me gcodbye for
a last time. Many times have I ruminated it during all this time.
Joyously did I read that you sare married and have children.
May God bless them and fill them with the ability and cour-
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age with which he has filled you.” (Dimech had been exiled by
the British in 1914 after having been already excommunicated
by the Roman Cathclic Church.) “The priests and the Peacock*
wanted my death, and they have obtained what they sought.
They used England as the meang fcr their end. I pray that men
of sach race and breeding, and those others 'who helped my
enemies to annihilate me, will never be admitted intc the
‘Xirka’. Do nct torget the great harm that they have caused
us. They rejoiced when we cried.

“remember I was the first to want g Maltese aiphabet and
a Scelety of Maltese Writers, but the enemy insulted us and
cbstructed our path .. . And the priests, enemies of the En-
lightened ‘Xirka’, who want to leave the Maltese in darkness
so all the more easily they might devour them up, are still
alive as well . . . Dear friend T have no more strength to pro-
ceed ... "

I ARCHBISHOP GONZI

In January 1971 I started publication of a series of six ar-
ticles on the life of Manwel Dimech in the Curia-owned daily
paper “Il-Hajja” of which I was the editor. On the morning
that the second article appeared, His Grace the Archbishop Sir
Michael Gonzi, called me urgently tc his palace in Valletta.

His Grace was chvicusly perturbed, not to say enraged, pos-
sessing copies of the Dimsch articles all dabbed over ijn coloured
felt-pens. He bid me to his throcne and asked me if I knew who
Dimech was. He was left completely unimpressed by the fact
tiiat I had cbtained g first-class university degree with the
Dimech thesis. He knew who Dimech was; he was “an antichrist
who died ocutside the church”. Like iCordelia in front of her pater
familias I carefully replied that Dimech seemed to have had a
genuine interest in church affairs. But T could not excuse him. I

hould have bzen ashamed of myself to write abcut such a
character in their paper. That was something they would never
permit. Dimech had worried Bishop Pietro Pace ever so much,
and disobeyed him. All these events were so recent, His Grace
remembkered confronting Dimech personally at the Vittoriosa

* Guzé Muscat Azzopardi — whe was editor of the church news-
papers “Is-Salib” and “Il-Habib.”
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Gates, tcgether with cther young seminarians, and scelding him.
“Dimeczh”, 8'r M!chael had hailed him with a pcinted finger,
“these Gates ycu will not pass, here you will not enter!” That
was Dimech, “an excommunicated person who died outside the
church”. He did not go tc Mass. But how could I stoep the articles
which had already been promised to the readers? Immediately,
as frcm that moment, the articles would have to stop once and
for all. That was their paper not mine and that order could
not be discbeyed. The memory of such a character could not be
revived.

When the sxth article duly concluded the first part of the
study, following consultations with my editorial board, I stopped
the writings. In a front-page declaration in my paper I informed
the many interested readers that all writings on Dimech would
stcp, but that the study would be published in bock-form ‘“so
that the people weuld ccme to know the origins of Maltese sc-
cial'sm and nationalism.”

II EMPIRE PRESS

I continued work on the book, translating my English-lan-
guage thesis into Maltese, and by February had handed in the
manuscript to the Director of the Empire Fress, another Curia-
owned enterprise, which had already printed my earlier study
on the Maltese Revoluticn of 1919. At that time I was eager to
have the book cut as scon as possible since there was g general
election fast approaching.

After much dilly-dallying I made an unpleasant discovery.

The MSS had been handed tc some Monsignori for g moral
evaluation. Who had given the Director cf the Empire Press, a
priest, permission to circulate my MSS like that? Nobedy. Where
were the manuscripts then? The Empire Press had better not
print that ktook. The Bishop Ccadjutor wanted to see me about
it.

III BISHOP GERADA
There they were — sprawled all cver his coffice desk. His
Lordship, Malta’s 'Chief Bishiop, toc had been scrutinising my
writings. “Henry, forgzet about publishing this book, it is too
polemical”, His Lordship, 53, didactically tcld me as he gently
tcok me by the arm. Had he read it? Not all, but certain parts
were definitely cbjectionable. It would be too muuch for the
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Nationalists, who had criticised him enough already. I did not
kncw about the Naticnalists, what I knew was that the MSS were
my ‘private property.

But why was I so upset? His Lordship was not prohibiting
publicaticn, he merely wanted the work revised. Otherwise it
might raise the politico-religicus question once more.

There was that bit about Dimech’s desire tc make the Mal-
these family less reliigiccentric, for example. That might be asso-
ciated with, what Mr. Mintoff, then Leader of the Opposition, had
teld Mr. P.A.C. Brockington of “The Guardian”, gn interview in
which the fcrmer had lexpressed his belief that family ties
should be horizontal rather than vertical. Then there was an-
other bit, regarding what iDimech thought of Baby Jesus, surely
that was heretical.

Priesent for this conversation was His Lordship’s secretary,
the brother of “Il-Hajja’s” manager, who kept interrupting to
say that everybody knew imme as the editor of “Il-Hajja” and that
1 could nct publish the work — “and certainly not until we'l
after the elec'tion will be over.” At this point, I was ready to
give His Lordship my salary in return for my individuality.

However, it wasn’t so much Mgr. Emanuele Gerada who ob-
jected to ithe study, there were “others”.

As a coup de grdce, the Bishop bade me consult myself with
a University Prcfessor who, he assumed, would subscribe to his
opinions. We lefit it at that; but I carried the MSS away with
me.

IV DOM MINTOFF

By this time a newly-formed book club, Klabb Kotba Maitin,
had taken a keen interest in the study and were prepared to
publish it themselves as scon as possible. I gave it to them. The
book never saw the light of day until two moniths after the elec-
ticns.

In June however, on the very eve of the election, my interest
in Dimech made possible g two-hour tape-recorded interview
with the Leader of the Opposition, now Prime Minister, Mr. Dom
©Miniboff.

Mr. Mintoff accepted tc be so interviewed, many thanks to
my academic association with Dimech.

When I met Mr Mintoff at the Malta Labour Party Head-
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quarters, he would not at first have the interview recorded. So
for a while, unrecorded, we discussed Manwel Dimech.

Dimech was an interesting figure, but he was an anarchist.
‘That was something I would not have said ¢f him. He had heard
about Dimech from various labourites who remembered him. I
myself had spoken to a few old Dimechjani; and there were
others who knew him. There was a lot to say abowt Dimech; I
should check my socurces well. “When is this book coming out,
I must see it”. Here I explained why ‘the book was still unpub-
lished. And as I did, Mr Mintcfi’s eyes narrowed and, glowing
seemed to pierce the spectacle lens; I felt a steadfast and de-
fiant look thait to me seemed full of ejaculations.

But he said nothing.

Slo, would we start recording? “Switch on”.

V THE DIMECH BRIDGE

“Lejn ‘Tnissil Ta’ Nazzjon”, subtitled “iM-twemmin soc¢jo-
politiku ta’ Manwel Dimech”, appeared at long last in August.
After a long and heated controversy about Dimech in “Il-Hajja”,
Dimeeh had been mentioned favcourably in a Malta Labour
Party publication called “Il-Qawmien tal-Haddiem Malti”. The
appearance of the book, then, answered some of the queries and
suppicsiticns which had arisen as a result of the sudden stop-
page of the Dimech articles in “Il-Hajja” earlier.

In September the newly-clected Labour Government named
the Sliema Regional Road Project bridge after Manuel Dimech.

In a news item in my paper, this event had been briefly
hailed as the first official recognition gof Dimech; and there was,
too a picture showing His Grace the Archbishop with Minister
Lorry Sant, in front of the commemiorative slab. In the cap-
tion to the picture it was stated that His i(Grace had blessed the
plaque. Next morning, Monday 20th September, when I went to
my «©office T found Sir Michael at my desk. e had g bit of paper
in his hand, which he immediately waved at me. Typewritten
by himself, it denied that he had blessed the plague; it asserted
instead that he had only blessed the bridge project. Next day
1 had to print the Archbishcp’s correction in my editorial
column. “It was you who wrote that report. therefore you in-
clude this in the editorial.” It was a lie to assert that His Grage
had blessed that plagque and he was ordering me unquesticnably
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tio carry ‘an editorial denial. Breathless I consented.

Two days after that incident the paper’s Becard of Direc-
ters in a meeting decided to “terminate my contract” — they
insisted that they were not “sacking” me at all. I had been the
editor of “Il-Hajja” for thirteen months.

VI THE SACKING

On the 29th September I received a letter terminating my
empleyment and enclosing notice money, a decision which had
been taken at a meetin'g of the 22nd of the mionth. I was to cease
being editor of the paper from next day and also to cease being
a member of the same Board of Directors of which until then I
had besn the Assistant Secretary. I was asked to go and collect
my things from the office, to return the keys and the documents
that I had and I was firfally thanked for my services to the
paper, which had, incidentally come to be regarded as a national
paper during my tenure cf cffice having greatly increased its
sales, and bettered its image and reputlation. Certain influen-
tial Board members, including the vice-chairman and the legal
adviser, were nct informed of the 22nd September meeting.

Thiat was nearly the last in a geries of wensations. What was
left was 1a case celebre in HM. Criminal Court since the Labour
Office, on my behalf, immediaitely insistuted proceedings against
the chairman of the Beard. I also indtituted an action against
the paper’s acting editor fcr a heavily incriminaiting gffidavit,
taken by tvde priests and a mienk frcm the editeorial board, and
pubiished as & frontpage lead story in October. During these
cases the writings on Dimech were consistenitly mentioned by
the witnesses fcr the defence and the chairman of the Boarcd
of Directcrs, a laymian, even tiold the Court that the Archbis-
hep had called him perscnally in crder to formally prictest
aboult the Dimeich repert of Szptember 20th.

When the news of my <dismissal was splashed it became
common to associate it with the beck 1vn Dimech. However it is
erronecus to assume that this bock was the only reason. A per-
tinent coincid:znce, which has been rather hush-hushed even in
court, is Bishop Gerada’s objection to my journalistic stand on
the question of church finamcial reform.

Early in 1971 the Vatican had asked the internaticnal finan-
cial eonsultants MicKinseys to inguire intc the finances and
property 'of the Maltese Church; the American experts carried
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their work to a close by presenting their report, g report which
the ecclesiastical authiorities in pMalita would not make known to
anybody outside the little inner circle of their Falace. Amongst
ther things, the report suggested that church money could k¢
invested intoc home own'ership schemes for the pcworer secters
cf the pcepulation, that priests shiould be better paid and that
there should be an cfficient, prcfessional centralisation of gll
church preperty and finances. Mgr. Luigi Ligutti was sent from
thl'e Vatican tc carry cut this project. However all the devils of
reaction cbstructed his path and, socn after he came, he went
away disillusioned.

On Sunday Atpriel_ 11th, 1971, Easter Sunday, two English
papers — “The Sunday Times” and “The Observer” leaked out
the n'ews that Bishiep Gerada :was oppesing ‘the reforms and
gave details of the prcgressive reforms set dewn by McKinseys.
One article was entitled “God, Mammon and McKinsey” and
the cther “Making Maltese Cross”. On Easter Monday “Il-Haj-
ja” '‘was the only morning Maltese paper to reproduce what had
beesn written. Bishop (Gerada and his small, intimate entourage,
wer'e just furious. The lelad story I called “Il-Gazzetti Imglizi
Jikxfu [-Karti” (The British Press Puts the Cards on the Table).

“In a clash of ideclegies which must rank as a .classic of
its kind”, Desmiecnd O’Grady and Magnus Linklater wrote in
The Sunday Times, “the Roman Catholic (Church has come ‘into
viglent collision with 20th century businesg ‘efficiency. Last
yvear the Church in Malta, whose power is as all-pervasive as
its centuries-old tradition, called in the high-powered Am:ri-
can management consultants, McKinsey & Company Inc., to
advizse them on reorganisation., The shock of the encounter has
proved traumatic for all parties concerned, but for the moment
it is McKinsey who @are pon the floor lcoking g trifle dazed. . . .

“They (McKinseys) found, amongst other things, that the
Church was still tied to legaciss, half of 'which were founded
long Kefcre the twentieth century (some being actually media-
eval); they learnt that the Cathedral Chapter held 29% cof the
underdevelcped rural land belonging to the IChurch while it3
financial ne'eds were ronly 11% of the total; and thiat 90% wof
the property payments were less than £5 per annum, . . .

“Archbishcp Gonzi may have swallowed hard when he saw
ew drastic the cure was, but he tock it in his stride. On Sep-
tember 14th a meeting was called in which he managad to per-
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suade the most importiant potential opponerdt of thie plan ito
sign a statement accepting the proposals. Bishop Emanuele
Gerada is Gonzi’s derb-uty and the man whg succeeds him. He
has closle centacts with the Vatican through ‘Giovanni Benelli,
substitute to the Vatican Secretary of State and a2 key figure
in the hierarchy. Gerada had to be wion :cver to the repork if it
wais to succeed. At thle meeting, however, it become clear that
Gerada 'was less than enthusiastic, and, in spite of his signature
of the agreement, he prevaricated to such an extent that both
Goeonzl and McKinseys realised he had the power to scrupper
thle report. L .

Then, in {Court, where both Gerada and Gonzi thriough
their lawyer made it known that their evidence should be
heard, the disc ran that as editor I 'was a Naltionalist Party
suppcrter and “hostile” to the Mintoff piarty. A monk, who was
o member cof the Editcrial Board and of the Board of Directors
of “Il-Hajja”, on October 23rd declared in Court that he knew
me as ah independent person; ¢n Octokler 29th he joined forces
with two priest-Directors in a ‘froynt—plage‘ affidavit to claim he
had always known me (@s pro-Nationalist and anti-Labour. At
the same time, Manwel Dimech has comle to 'be understocd as a
symbicl ©f the Malta Labcur Party and in January 1972 Na-
ticnalist \Party supporters blackened the bridge plague with car
in retaliation at a Labour Party ddmc which tore down a mo-
nument to former Naticnalist Prime Minister Nerik Mizzi.

Meanwhile the work of a specfal Cagmmission, announced
in mid-Octcber, under the chalrmanship of Labour Party ve-
teran Karmnu Zammit, prcceeds in earnest collecting funds for
thle ercction of a suitable monument to this man Dimech. In
November, a “Henry Frendo Action Ccmmiittee”, under the
leadership of The Financial Times Malta correspondent God-
frey Grima, climaxked its :axtivities by a protest miarch in Val-
lett 2, with the suppcrt of the largest youth club in the island,
parading banners such as “Frendo, McKinsey, Dimech”, “Sack-
ed for being Independent” and “Aftler Ligutty. .. Frendo”.

And, for gcod measure, in a recent May Day mass meet-
ing, Prime Ministcr Dom Mintoff inveighed against thle clerical
“Il-Hajja” administrators calling them f“rats . .. for whom the
Labour Party was on the alert.”

Malta, May 1972. Henry Frendo
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