


Diversity, Connectivity Hnd rnnQ\'alifllt Eb'Ypt omi t any reference to the contribution and 
experiences o f those seofarers whose life remains 

The j ollOl1"ing analvsis is primari/,. (I .1'111« 1' 0 / unehroniclcd. [t is those seafarers who will 
Ihe relalionships iJe/ll 'een Spain ({nd MalIa in a 

period ,rhen Ihe M(!dilerraneal7 Sea had exited. 

10 liSt' Fenlinand Bmlldel :s' ll '(mh, the 'Gm nd(! 

His toire '. According to Braudel the two events 

thai 1110s1 .firmlv conneci the Mediterranean 

10 Ihe pas.Wlg(! 0/ modem world histol'll are the 

Balli .. 0/ LejlOnlO (/57 /) and Ihe if1l'C1sion 0/ 
Egl'pl b,' Napoleon in 1798. Th .. inlerl11eciiale 

periad is relolivelv lacking in major evenls, as 

Ih e momenlul11 shijied 10 developmenls across Ihe 

Allalllie and towards Cenlral and Eas lern Europe 

a.l well as Ihe Orienl. [l1eidenlallv. Ihese 111'0 

dales, i. e. 1571 and 1798. (Ire crilicalyears inlh(' 

hislon ' olMalla. 

Malta was one of the players in the Battle 
of Lepanto. Three Hospitaller ga ll eys, manned 
by Maltese and other Emopean sailors , fought 
at Lepan to, contributing in the eyes of the 
Hospitalier hi storian, Bartolomeo Oal Pozzo, 'col 

10m valore', to the decisive Christian victory.' 
More than two centuries later, Malta was again 
thrust in the role of pro tago nist in the re-entrance 
of the Med itcrranea n in the 'Grande Histoire ' , as 
Na poleon, on his way to Egypt, conquered the 
Island and expelled the Knights of Saint John . 

concern us: parti cularly the many who sailed the 
mariti me rou tes of the Mediterranean and whose 
point of departure was one ofthc harbour towns of 
Spain and whose fortunes or eventual dest ination 
bound them to Mal ta. A number of issues re lating 
to chronological and variolls thematic aspects 
relating to that link will be studied further on. 

It could be sa id that the words diversi!", 

conn"cli"ity and innovation capture in a nutshell 
the expel"iences of the Span ish migra nts identified 
above. These terms, in the hi storical con tex t 
studied in this paper, can be sa id to be tinged 
also by their association with th e rigid norms of 
the Catholic faith. [n those days , and contrary 
to present-day percep tions, ethnic diversity 
was accepted provided that foreigners, settling 
in Malta or .ioining the Hos pitaller workforce, 
professed the Roman Catholic fa ith. Thus a 
monolithic situation in matters religi ous covered 
up di ve rsi ti es and plural isms re lated to issues 
I ike race, income, or dass. Connectivity, wh ich 
is used here to capnll'e the sensc of mobi li ty but 
also to designate the availab ility of and links to 
friendl y ports and des tinations, was also governed 
by Christian politics - though arguably less 

This is the hi storica l framework to the focus of determinedl y than one might think. Christian 
thi s study, which involves the hi story of common 
people pressed into nav igat ing the Med iterranean: 
the unsling protagon ists in both the ebb andAow 
of the Medite rranean's participation in bn;)ader 
hi storical swceps. Yet 111 0St accounts of the 
Battle of Lepa nto and of Napoleon 's invasion of 

and Hospita\lcr vessels visited fri endly harbours 
in the McditelTancan : the preferred ports of 
call were i)1 Spain, France, and Italy. However, 
Christia)1 knights were also expected to practise 
and encourage corsairing, cspecially in the 
cent ral Med iterranean area. From the eighteenth 



century onwards, this sphere of activity focused • remarry, as well as petitions from Maltese who 
on the central and western MeditelTanean. The . ha9 been absent from Malta and who, on returning 
Levant slowly receded from the sphere of military • back, wished to marry. All had to undergo court 
influence of the Hospitaller Order. Maltese sailors. proceedings, appear before an ecclesiastical 
had therefore to adapt themselves to this new' judge, usually the Vicar-General of the Island, and 
situation. Maltese and foreign sailors attached to after being examined, the judge would grant or 
the Order were allowed to join other Christian withhold permission for the man'iage to proceed. 
forces, particularly the French navy, and visit 
Muslim and Ottoman eountries on trade missions. The period covered by the Statnl' Liberi chosen 
The Knights themselves started to seek better for this particular study is the eighteenth century. 
relations with North African rulers and in more . The court documents are archived in bundles 
than one instance during their rule in Malta they according to year. The research consisted in going 
indulged in some extraordinary diplomatic feats, . through each and every bundle for the eighteenth 
trying to aid or rescue certain M,uslim rulers or . century, preserved in the ecclesiastical archives 
supporting certain sectarian and ethnic interests: of the Cathedral Museum. Each document found 
against others in the samc arca and regencies.' The ; concerning individuals hailing from Spain was 
Knights also tolerated private travel to Muslim: examined separately. It must be said that thc 
and Ottoman states and regions, as long as the Cathedral Museum and the Archives ofMdina are 
latter used vessels or entered harbours which not the sole ecclesiastical archivcs that house this 
were considered neutral. Tn the backgl'Ound of this type of documents. The archives of the Church's 
Christian and Muslim conflict, travelling in North Curia at Floriana also conserve the Statlls Liberi 
Africa or the Levant was not a hindrance to being • documentation, but the period covered by the 
engaged by thc Hospitaller navy and eventually' Curia documents arc prcdominately the sixteenth 
settling in Malta. . and seventeenth century, the nineteenth century 

; and later. Eighteenth-century documentation is 
Finally, the theme ofinnovatioll should be seen mostly preserved at the Mdina archives, which is 

in the context of foreign settlers in Malta and the what determined the choice of archival sources 
periodical changes to the Hospitaller squadron's for this study. 
commitments. As will be explained, the presence • 
of foreign mariners in eighteenth-century Malta • In terms of statistics, this study of Spanish 
is connected to the Hospitaller presence 011 the· settlers in Malta is based on 60 cases. To these 
island and the ongoing changes to the make-up • one must add also a number of witnesses, amongst 
and manning of the Order's fleet. whom many were Spaniards, who were called to 

i give evidence in support of the petitioner'S claim 
An explanation on the methodology and sources : for "free status," that is, that the person concerned 

behind tilis study is in order. The primary source • could be deemed free to marry. The period covered 
forth is study is an ecclesiastical document known; by these documents ranges from 1688 to 1797. 

; 

under different Latin names, Die/lim and Status 
Liberi, or by the Italian teon, Slali Liberi. This' During this period, the Curia judges had to give 
docllment recorded petitions from foreigners who a verdict on at least thirty Majorcans, (the majority 
wished to marry locally, of widows or widowers from Palma di Majorca), six from Barcelona, fOllr 
who had lost their partner abroad and wanted to . from Malaga, three from Seville, two from Murcia, 



t\\ () from Sara~osa, another two frol11 Valencia . 

One "I' the petitioners descr ihed himsel r only ,IS 

Spillli<1rd. There was also one case fr0111 each of 
Ihe tollowing: Tarragona ill Catalullia, Valenzia. 
Varsa Mayol. Martegil. Andorn Canuru-C'Hrdova. 
Castile- Rai111el. Ciantarnar. Granada. Lcvoa. and 
, 1adrid. 

Territo ries of O rigin 
o f 

Spanish Migrants 

• Andorra 
• Barcelona 
o Cordova 
o Castile 

cases were not heard were major feast days. 5\ eh 
a, Christmas Day. the Feast of the Annunciation. 

Ash Wednesday. Good Friday. tile Ascension . th~ 

Assll l11ption and Sundays. 

The local Church also corresponded with the 

SlIprema COl7g"~ga=iol1e lei S(1I110 Officio of 
Rome concern ing difficu lt cases. in ol'der to have 

a ruling or clearance This was rather rare but 
certa inly not unknown. as certain acts refer to 
correspondence wi th Rome regarding particular 

• Cianta rnar p 1ca~ made for the rccogn ition o f SIll/liS Lih",·i.' 

Granada 

Thc Court Pr'ocedul'es 

• Levoa 
Ll Madrid 
• Majorca 

• Malaga 
o Martega 
o Mursia 

• Seville 
• Spain 

Usually the case was hcard on that same day 
In which the written plea was submitted to the 

Curia. On his part. the ecclesiastica l judge would 
demand to hear at least two or three witnesses 
befo re reaching a verdic t. If there wc rc more than 

two Ol' three witnesses. the nex t h<::arings would 
be hcld over the fo llowing two or thrce days. after 
whi ch the dccision . or " Iicence" was gi ven. It was 
only in difficult or unclear cases that the hcarings 

dragged on for weeks if not months, as the court 
would ask fo r ll10re wi tnesscs. 

Cases were hea rd all yea r round. in cluding 
summer and even on New Year 's Eve or during 

Adven t. It goes without saying tha t the CIJurch 
followed its ecclesi ast ica l calendar. that is the 

Christ ian calenda r and the only days in wh ich 

Not onl y those foreigners or Maltese who 

had been. betrothed and thereforc nceded such a 
docu ment in order to proce<::d with the wedding 
sought thc SIi/lliS Liberi. In some cascs. on ce a 

for<::igner aJTived in Malta , or a Maltese rctu l11cd 
bac k home, he too sought immcdiate Iy to have his 
free status recognised by the Churcl1 despite the 

fact that he had not been betrothed nor intended 
to many immediately. One 'find s a few such cases 
of Spa ni sh plain tiffs in the records. For example , 

Francesco Giuseppe Rubin o. who arr ived in 
Malta on 23 January 1686. declared beforc the 
Bishop's Cou rt that l,e had only arri vcd in Ma lta 
thc previ ous day but had immediate ly gone to thc 

Curia to have hi s single status recognised by the 

local Chmch :' Others waited some months before 
as king for thi s type of documentati on. Seba sti ana 
Rocha from Majorca. for instance. had been in 
Malta for about fi ve months before submitti ng his 
petition to the eccles iasti ca l Curia .' 

Thcsc documents genera lly stal1 by giving us 

information about the petitioner himse1f. often 
consisting of a short summary of the plain tiffs 
fal11il y background and trave ls before his arrival 
in Malta. Thi s pa rt is usua lly written ill Ital ian. A 

Latin section typicall y fo llows. and also inc ludes 
biographical abstracts of the pla intiff's Ii Ie . The 
nex t sec tion of the file eoncems the gathering of 



information by the ecclesiastical judge. By the Once the Church authorities granted the licence. 

first half of the eighteenth century. this consisted :, or, as written in the documents, the immigrant 

of two parts. First there was the list of questions. qualified perla licenza,w the next step, in the case 

- usually four - which were asked in Latin to the . of a forthcoming marriage, was for the parish 

petitioner. The answers were recorded in Italian .• priest to publish the marriage banns. The banns 

The questions were about family background, his were issued in the parish of the bride, but for those 

travels, a direct question relating to whether he • petitioners who had settled in Malta the banns had 

was single or, in the case oflhose married, if they also to be published in the parish ofthc groom. In 

were widows or widowers. Finally, they were the eventuality of the groom having already been 

asked to expand 011 their singlc status claim; the . betrothcd in his country of origin, with the banns 

attestations of the witnesses followed thereafter. already published but the marriage not contracted, 

Thispartoftheproceedings passed through various, these documents could be presented in support 

sometimes drastic ehangcs. On closer analysis one· of his plea to marry in Malta. Such cases could 

observes that there had been changes in the way only arise from a situation where the groom had 

the church authorities undertook proceedings in ' annulled his betrothal and was still in possession 

relation to the petitioner. In seventeenth-century , ofthe documents as proof of his single status. This 

documents the plaintiff was rarely asked to take ' was the case of Raphelis Ferrer from the town of 

the witness stand, and if he ever did, this was not' Palma in Majorca. The court documents contain 

recorded in the Acts. [t was only in the eighteenth : direct refercnce to the publication of the banns in 

century that the petitioner began to be asked by , Palma di Majorca in connection with his annulled 

the Church authorities to take the witness stand, : wedding. The banns had been published both in 

giviilg personal details and answering questions: his parish of S. Nicola, as well as in that of his 

about his life and his whereabouts. former bride, at the parish Della Victoria. A copy 

• ofthcsc banns was attached to Ferrer's file." 

From information gathered regarding Spanish 

settlers in Malta, one finds that their average age At this point, onc also needs to clarify that in 

when requesting theStaflis Liberowas 23 years. This those cases where a betrothal had been contracted, 

figure tallies with the average marital ageofMaJtesc : the groom or bride could not automatically 

males, which in the towns ofSenglea" and Bormla,' . proceed to marry a different spouse, unless they 

for instance, was 25. In historical demography, it is : had first obtained in writing the annulment of the 

an accepted fact that migrants tended to marry at ~ engagement. [n the eighteenth century, betrothals. 

a later age than the locals, primarily because they: like marriage, could not bc annulled without the 

had greater difficulty in gaining acceptance and : prior approval of the Church and the consent of 

intermixing in an 'alien' society.' In Malta, this did! one of the parties concerned." In some cases, the 

not prove to be thc case with Spanish migrants, as . plaintiffs would have entered into pre-marriage 
they are to be found marrying within the same age arrangements either whilc staying in Malta or 

bracket as the locals. According to this result, the . clse while back at home. Thirty-three year­

Spanish migrants were getting married at a slightly . old Sebastiano Rocha, from Majorca, gave his 

lower age than the general average age recorded : promise of marriage, also known as sponsalia, 

for the foreign migrants in Malta. In general, the : to his girlfriend Caterina fi'om Scnglea, in 1744. 

foreign plaintiffs had an average age of25.96 years However,afierenteringintoaspol1saliaagreement. 

when they took their marriage vows." he had to leave the island for the Levant. On his 



rerum to Malta in 1744, he opened a Slalfl,\' Uberi The depositions of pt:litioners also carry 
proceeding so that he could honolll his prom ise infonl1ation regard ing their parents. The next step 
Jnd marry Caterina ." was to study the relat ionsh ip bctween the sunivul 

The story of Emanuele Sanchez from Malaga 
IS dilrerenl. In l727 he entered into a maniage 
agrc~men t with Caterina, daughter of the la tc 
Didaco Brignonc. l lowcver, Sanchcz ann ul led hi , 
promise of marriage. an a ~nu l llle l1 t that was also 
corrobora ted by lbe parish pri est of the Maltese 
town of 8 0rmla. The parish prieSl Gio Batla 
('ri, po. was called as witness in t'he S'al l/Ii Libera 

trial of Sanchez where, he stated that the bride 
freed Sanchez 'dall 'obligu che ha di sponsalia e 
/0 /llli i/d o libero '.:" 

As in J11 0st cases, the petitioners were young 
whcn they left home, possibly in their late teens. 

The ir testimony regarding the decision and timing 
oftbeir ti rst departu res from home can be revealing 
abou t recurrent patteI11s. In fact, the average age at 
wh ich these Spani sh mel'l left home was between 

of the parcnts, i.e. alive or deceased. and their 
children's decision to get married in Malta. The 
su rv ival or otherwise o f at least one parent seems 
to have had some influence on the migrants' timing 
of thei r dcpatt ure . In most cases. tht: survi va l or 
otherwise of one of the parents influenccd the ir 
dec ision whether to settle permanently in Mal ta 

or nol. Unlike grooms hail ing from Sordinio . 
where the majori ty of sett lcrs - as emergcs from a 
similar study undertaken on Maltese Sial iiI' Liheri 

documentation - had already lost their moth er at 
the ti me of theif d"parrure from home. the majority 
of Spaniards who settled in Malta had their 
mother still living at the moment of migrati on . 
On the other hand, in the case of the Spaniards. 
the majority declared that their father had passed 
away at precisely the moment they were seeking 
to marry in Malta. 

seventeen and eighteen years of age. Sometimes the consent of the mother was 
also sought prior to maniagc. Could there be a 

In 1110st cases, the Spaniards married locals, relationship between the fact that the mother was 
but some sought to take a bride fi'om within the still alive and the marriage practices in Spain. in 
Spanish community. Sebasti ana Rocha had entered pa.·tieular those of the island of Majorca') Was the 
inlo fonmll agreement with Jacobus Ferranti. a advice of the mother being sought in lieu of the 
fellow native ti'om Majorca. who was Illarried and father's blessing') 
li ving in Malta, to ma.TY his daughter. Catcrina. 
This ma 'Tiage agreement had been contracted For example, when Fcrndinando Giacomo 
about four and half years prcviously, that is 1737, returned for a short visit to Palma. he went to his 
when the said Sebastiana came to Malta for thc mothcr's house to seek her permission to marry in 
fi rst time. After promising to marry Caterina, Malta. This was corroborated by the testimony of 
Sebastiana iml11cdiately left for the Lcvant and witnesses. Michele Solivares declared, in eoul1. 
retu rncd to Malta in 1742. On the other hand that he had once been in Palma with Fernando 
entcri na'5 fat ller, who was a sai lor on a Hospitaller Giacomo, who proceeded to his mother's h0:11e, 
shi p. visited Majorca ill September 1742 and where in his prcsence, the mother told Giacomo 
sc' ized the opporrun ily to vis it Sebastiana Rocha's that 'poleva libemmcnlc lIIoritarsi ill dell ' /s(> /a 

I11miler, Antonia Anna. He di ned at her hous.;; and eli Molto c non potendo per di.\ gra::;a II/arilarsi 

told he r oC her son Sebast iana's betrothal 10 his' in quest 'isola poleva condllsse 10 di Ill i lIIog lic in 

daughte r." dcI/o isola di Maiorca' . 1(, 



" . 

Another witness, also a native of Palma in prior to their summons, they had to hand in their 

Majorca, Bartolomeo Pons, added that Giacomo:s personal details to the court clerk, giving their , 
mother also told her SOil that in case he could not • name, surname, status, age, country of origin and 

'manfenere in deft 'Isola di Malta con sua moglie, profession. Afterwards, they had to answer five 

poteva condesse in Maiorca per mantenersi'," questions before the ecclesiastical judge. The 

Sebastiano Rocha's mother too was happy about first one concerned personal data, which in this 

her son's decision to marry in Malta, and gave him case was a repetition of what they had stated in 

a small dowry consisting of ' un paro di lenzuoli di . the deposition regarding their name as witnesses 
tela bianca'.IS but adding, in the case of foreigners, the place 

of residence in Malta as well as their profession 

Yet, not all mothers were happy with their SOilS' here. 

decision to settle away from home. This was the 

case with Giovanni Franchis from Barcelona. His They were then asked if they had been promised 

decision to take up residence ill Malta, in 1734, money or bribed in any way: the reply was 

did not have his mother's blessing. He requested invariably negative. The next question regarded 

his friend Gabriele D'Andrea from Majorca but. the name or names of persons who had asked him 

residing in Valletta to ask whether his (Franehis') • or her to take the witness stand. In the majority of 

relatives could, should he happen to meet them, • cases, they answered that they had been requested 

obtain his baptismal certificate. On one of his by the petitioner himself to attend court. There 

voyages, D'Andrea happened to be in Genoa was also the question concerning the backgroulJd 

where he met Giovanni Franchis' cousins. He ; to their acquaintance with the plaintift~ This 

asked them, should they happen to visit Barcelona, . is an intriguing part of the records with detail 

to have the courtesy to ask Franchis' mother to . about shared life and work circumstances. The 

obtain his certificate of baptism. Upon returning' last question concerned the single status of the 

to Genoa, they, the cousins, had the opportunity plaintiff. The witness was asked to confirm under 

to meet Gabriele D'Andrea again and informed oath whether or not the plaintiff was single at 

D' Andrea that Giovanni's mother had no intention that moment in time. In some cases, an additional 

of sending the requested documents.") According question was put in cases where the plaintiff 

to Michele Casanova, another witness also from brought letters 11'0111 the Curia of his home diocese. 

Majorca, the mother's stand resulted from the fact This document would COnfi!111 that the plaintjff 

that she was hurt by her son's failure to visit her . had never been man'ied back home. 

during the past seven years.2<> 

The Witnesses 

The ecclesiasticaL judge checked that the 

. ecclesiastical papers were properly signed, 

. that the name of the bishop mentioned on the 

Summoning witnesses was the responsibility of document was genuine and correct, and finally 

the petitioner. He was responsible of idcntifying that the seals reproduced on the paper as well as 

them and ensuring their presence on the day oftbe the coat-of-arms on the letterhead were those of 

hearing. As already indicated above, the duration the bishop of the plaintiff's hometown. Witnesses 

of Church proceedings varied according to the were asked to identify the seals and confirm that 

nwnber of witnesses. Normally, the witnesses . everything was being done con·ectly. Sometimes, 

were subjected to a number of questions, but . this question repLaced the one whereby the witness 



was asked to describe his or her acquaintance with 

the plaintiff, in particular in those cases where the 

witness had been summoned only to authenticate 

the bishop's details and coat-of-arms. Finally, the 

witness was asked to sign his deposition. Thus, in 

1698, Michele Erncdrich from the city of Palma 

in Majorca suml110ned to court a priest who was 

ill the service of the knight Pietro Onofrio Fiol, to 

authcnticate the seals of the ecclesiastical letters 

that the petitioner had brought from Spain." 

This was the standard procedure adopted 

practically in all court sittings conductcd by 

the local ecclesiastical courts throughout 1110st 

of the eighteenth century. However, there were 

exceptions, The first exception conccrncd 

thc Knights of Saint John. [n cases where the 

petitioner asked for a Knight of St John to take 

the witness stand, especially where the petitioner 

was in service, a form of abridged trial was held. 

Furthermore, in such cases there was 110 need to 

summon other witnesses. Instead, the petitioner 

was asked to SUblllit the Knight's declaration in 

writing or else the Knight was asked to appear 

in e01ll1 to make a ShOlt statemcnt in which he 

asscl1ed that he knew that the plaintiff was single, 

In somc cases, the Knights were also asked to 

vcrify the authenticity of foreign Episcopal seals, 

At the end of their deposition, the court asked the 

Knights to sign the dcposition, It is interesting to 

note that once a Knight gave evidence, the court 

proceeding was immediately concluded and a 

verdict given in accordance with what had becn 

declared by the Knight" 

Witnesses also had the right to reappcar in court, 

in particular if they thought they had omitted an 

impOltant point in their first deposition and wished 

to add li'Csh information relevant to the plea." This 

was the case. for example, with Giacomo Fernando 
, . 

from Palma. The witncss Michele Suliveres ofthe 

eity ofPalll1a appeared twice in court He asked to 

reappear to give fresh int0n11ation regarding the 

Status Libero case of Fernando that the witness 

Suliveres had forgotten to give on the previolls 

day regarding the approval of Fernando's fa111ily 

in regard to their son marrying in Malta." 

By the late eighteenth century, court procedures 

undelwent a major change aimed at casing the 

process by decreasing both the numbcrofwitnesses 

as well as the delay before passing judgement. 

All witnesses sUl11l11oned began to be asked just 

one qucstion in relation to the circumstances of 

their acquaintance with the plaintiff, after which 

they would sign thcir deposition. In cases where 

the plaintiff had letters of attestation fr0111 his 

native parish confirming that he was single, the 

Slaflls Libero was given without even calling 

witnesses." 

In the majority of cases, petitioners got to 

know Maltese individuals during onc of their 

voyages in the Mediterranean or whilst a Maltese 

Hospitaller's vascello or galley was in harbour. 

From the Sialus Liberi one can ascertain that the 

majority of Spanish settlers got to know about 

Malta when they joined the crew of one of the 

Hospitaller vessels, It was at this stage that they 

made new friends whom they would ask to act 

as witness in their Slallls Libero casco In fact, a 

!lumber of witnesses testified that they came to 

know the plaintiff upon joining the ship on which 

they were both serving, or else whell the vessel on 

which the witness was working entered harbour in 

Spain. In the latter instance, the witnesses usually 

stated that whilst the ship was in harbour, they met 

with members of the crew while on shore leave in 

an inn or ostel'ill. [n some cases, the witnesses also 

had the opportunity to go and stay for some days at 

thc house onhe pctitioner's family. The expression 

lIsed was that they had been living together as 

'commerali', and had wined and dined together. 

For cxample, Alosio Casella from Genoa stated 

I 



he had been ill Barcelona as a sai lor on a Genocsc therefore, the larges t number o f witnesses was of 

mcrchal1l ship. In Barce lona, he met Puol" Arm) . Spnl)ish ol;gin; followed by French, Ilalians and 

and had lodged in his house for six months, to tho: the IOC'l ls. 

extent of becoming /JII(Jl1i cWl/mew/i.'" 

Other witnesses, in p,lrlicuior those coming 

from the c ity of Palma. dec lared tha t the y had 

kno\\ 11 the plaintiff since childhood. Some added 

that they even used to play together while othc rs 

affirmed tha t they had been neigh bours. " 

Once in Malra , somc of the Spaniards took 

lip residence here. The matriarchal structure 

inAuellced their decision where to stay. From 

the evidence given, it transpires that some of 

the Spanish witnesses, who had been married in 

Malta, had taken up residence in the hometown of 

the bri de." 

In a ll.. 60 pluintifl"s ca lled 157 w itnesses to 

take the stand. Not alilhe w itnesses declared their 

provenance. blltthe majority did . I n fact, 13ll clearly 

stated the ir place of bi rth and, of these. 65 came 

from Spain. The re st eame from di ffere nt areas in 

the Med iterranean, inc luding Malta. The Spanish 

witnesses were most ly from Pa lma de Majorca 

or fr0111 nearby tow ns and villages (totalling 3-1 

or 52.3% o f a ll the Spani sh witnesses). This is to 

be expected when one cons iders that mos t of the 

Spanish grooms hai led from th is is land . The r6 t 

came !i'om Salamanca (.\), Barcelona (3), Seville 

(3). Aragon (3). Cartagena (2). , l<lloni~ 2). 

Cordoba (2), Granada(4 ), Malaga (I ), Mnrlcgo ( I). 

Castille ( I), Ga liz in (I), Va lcnzia ( 1), with another 

The same trend appears through the study of seven w itnesses simply qua li fy ing themselves as 

the Marriage Acts. [n fact, independent studies Spaniards. 

on the parish regi sters show that mlgrants, 

including members of the Spanish community. 

had a tendency tu settle down in the same parish 

of the bride, In particLIi8r in those cases where 

the bride hailed from one of the harbour cities. 

The fact that they had taken up residence In Malta 

meant that they risked being asked by a friend 

to appear again in the Slalus Liberi Processi as 

witness, in partlcular when a co lleague or Spanisb 

friend had already fo llowed in their foo tstcps and 

marri <;;d he re. Sometlmcs, it is even the w itnesses 

themsel ves who indicate where they had taken up 

res idcnce in Malta . 

In most cases. witnesses called to testify 

were mostly seamen whom the pet itioners had 

me t on one of their voyages. From the Acts it 

clearly transpires that migrants preferred to have 

fellow countrymen as witnesses and, WhlCneVCl' 

pOSSible, ind ividuals who actually hail ed from 

their same lawn or village. In telms of statistics, 

Of the remaining witnesses who declared the ir 

provenance, 27 were 'h'om the Maltese islands. 

S9 from the Ita li an peninsula, I from Portugal 

(Lisbon), 3 from North Africa (2 fl'omAlgie rs and 

one from TUllis), 3 from the Greck islands of the 

Le va nt, whilst the res t (9) were French, mostly 

fro m the southem ~oast. 

However, some petitioners also brought as 

witnesses foreigners whom they had be fr iended 

in Malta, in part ic ula r in the city of Valletta. Such 

witnesses wo uld have typica lly been c:onside rcd 10 

be reliable sources of inronnatioll on the grounds 

of the ir profession or business acti vity, e.g. in 

the ir capacity as shop owners. Indeed, one of 

tile witnesses exp la ins thaI having a sh p meant 

that p,.;ople came t() your premises and whilst 

waiting to be served or in the case of an inn. 

wh il st enjoying themselves, talked or gos~iped 

about anything inc luding members of the foreign 



sod local community. Therefore. in the lisl 01' al Palma di Majorca. young Majorcan, asked 

witnesses one comes across an individual who to join the Hospitallcr navy, usually as sailors. 

worked in a /ill/liM 0 l'Cnlo." another who owned with the resu lt that their new employers brought 

8 bOIl6?Q in Valletta and affirmed that the plaintiff" them straight to Malta. 

used 10 come to his tailor's shop 'ill occosione di 
lag/ial'e i s/loi '/Obiti '.3" 

TIle Routes of the Spanish Settlers 

As aLready indicated in thi paper, [he Spani. h 

settlers' itinerary can be separated into two 

groups, those who came di rectly to Malta and 

those who had vis ited and resided tor a time in a 

number f other co untries belore settling on the 

I land. However, (his s he matic divi sion is very 

rudimentary. in part icular in regard to those who 

came directly to the island . A statis tical look at 

Ihe cascs under anal ys is reveals that 53.6 per cent 

came indirectly to Malta ; the rest came to Malta 

di rectly from a Spanish port. Those w ho came 

Another category of indiv iduals Identified 

as having come to Malta d irectly iTom Spain 

consisted of people living in villages in the interior 

01' Palma di Majorca or in lowns or villages in 

tht' hi nterland o f the Spanish penim.ula. The laM 

itinerary was the tradi tional one identified with 

the move ment of most migrants. According to 

Jean Pierre Pousseau. migran ts moved fi rst from 

the vill ages to the towns in the hi nterland before 

settling in the harbo ur towns;" from where they 

caught II boat w hic h e ither brou"ht them directly 

to Malta or took thenl on numerou , travel. around 

the Mediterranean coast before settl ing down In 

Malta. 

indirectly to Malta usually came via France, Italy, The Knights' introduction of ships-of-the-linf 

or Sici ly, whilst a few were engaged in the Levant in 1701 facilitated contacts between both islands. 

before. sett ling on the Island. The vascelli began to stop over at t his island, 

with the r~sult that they became an atiractiun for 

MallY of the Spaniards, in porticu lar those prospective Majorcans who wanted to become 

living in the c ity of Palma on the island of sailors. For many Majorcans,joining the sguadron 

Majorca are found to have come directly to of the "oscelli was an opportunity to rev isit their 

Malta. While I Iospitallervessels were in harbour hometown each time the squadron retumed there.J-
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Others lett Majorca on smaller vesse ls. prov ing 

that ,mailer Maltese vesse ls at the serv ice o f 

merchants a lso isited this place. The Majorcans 

Cosma Gaia"" and Michele Solivelas u dec la red 

they had come to Malta on a pinchiollil , which 

I 

of the ir ,;on's res idence. Th is voyage revt!al · tbe 

time this boy took to arrive in Cartagena li·olll 

M~lrsia one whole day. At Ca rtagena, he went 

over to his Ill<llerna l uncle 's home who took ovcr 

the responsibi lity of his upkeep, until a friend of 

was a type of shi p used for th e tra nsportation o r Ihe fami ly fo und him a job on a ga lley which "as 
merchandise . Othcr~ joined corsairing ship" such 

as the larlal7(/. G io Ma ria Sen·a declared Ihal he 

had lett the town o f f orie, in Majorca. in 1703 on 

a /<lrla/1<1 Majorc ina. " In 1705, Giacomo Amaros 

from the city o f Alvidia in Majorca came directly 

10 \1alta on a Hospi taller 's pincio.'" Others le ft 

the Spanish Peninsu la on a French pinc;olla" or 

all Engl ish merchant pincio," whils t Paolo Arno 

came to Malta from Sic ily on a checcia3Q 

Thus individuals living in the interior, such as 

in city o f Murs ia, arc usually found first travelling 

to the capi tal city of Mursia (if tbey hailed from 

the nearby vi ll ages) and then proceeding to the 

harbour city of Cartagena from where they joined 

a Hospitallcr vessel or a merchant ship that 

eventually brought them to Malta. 

The fact that the important harbour city of 

Cartagena, wllich faces the eastern Medilt:rrancan, 

is in this region explains wby the bigbestnumber of 

Spanish settlers from the mainland came through 

this harbour. Caltegana was enticing to a number 

of male individuals, who often tra velled on foot 

to th is harbour town, from where they would join 

one of the ships that approached the harbour or 

else took a boat which was northbound to the 

larger harbour town of Barcelona, where they 

found employment as sailors on Spanish warships 

or French mercantile vesse ls . A few joined one of 

the Hospita ller ships-or-the-line, when the latte t· 

squadron happened to be in harbour. In 1743, fo r 

example, Francesco Di Matteo, when still al the 

tender age of ten, left his hometown of Murs ia for 

Cartagena. France~co's pments usecl lheir fa mily 

connecl ions in Canagcna to arrange for the transfe r 

sailing to Barcelona .''' Spaniards hailing from the 

city of Sevi ll e or the hinterl and o f this province 

made a dilTerent voyage as they usua lly travdlcd 

owrland to the harbour c ity of Cadi z:" and 

eventual ly sailed to Barcelona . 

Yet the voyage was nol always a d ir~ct one. 

and once they found employment as sai lors 

in one of the Spanish harbours, the future 

Spanish immigrants made a nu mber of voyages 

a long the MeditelTanean coast belore sett ling 

permanently in Malta. They again can be 

divided into two principal categories : those who 

had been tra vell ing in the western side of the 

Mediterranean, primarily engaged in commerce 

between Spain, Southern France, Genoaand Sic ily. 

and the rest who went eorsairing in the Levant. 

There were a handful of cases that ended up wiLh 

velY particular life histories, c:specially those 

who fell into slavety or participated in important 

battles and sieges. These will be analysed later in 

this paper. 

These different travelling destinies werc I·[lnher 

conditioned, at least on the basis of the t~still1ony 

given, by the type of ships chosen on leaving the 

Spanish peninsula. If the expeditions focused 

on the western side of the Mediterranean, they 

mostly focused on mercantile trave l, invo lv ing 

tbe harboU[s of Cartagena, Barcdona, T lJulotl , 

Marseilles and Genoa. In th is case, the ship. 

would be sma ll or medium-sized. 

In cases where the petitioner was engaged in 

co rsairing expeditions, usual ly on a Maltese galky 

or ship-ot~the- li ll c, the Centra l Mediterranean ami 



raids on North African coast would have been 

the most likely location , However, travelling to 

lh~ ~a:.l COU Id al~o b~ undertaken for omm~rcial 

purpo;c;. especially if the plaintiffs had joincd a 
French ,'oseeI/o, pollacca, /.11"10/10 or pincio , Due 
to the peaceful relationships established during 
the reign of Louis XIV with the Ottoman Empirc, 
French merc hant shipping sailed unhindered, even 

if precautionary measures were taken by saihng 
in convoy, (n the words of Bartolome Bennassar, 

since in Ma lta there existed at the lime a strong 
presence of French knight , the Island became, 

after 1680, 'Ie principal I'ela is all commerce 

ji "QI )(;ais avec Ie Levlln, ':" Th is situation led to a 

number of plaintiffs (including Spaniards) visit ing 
countries sueh as Smyrna in mainland Turkey, 
Alexanoria in Egypt and some had even settled 

down in Cyprus, which fell under Turkish rulc in 
1571 . 

At least in one case, the witness, Joannes 
Navarra from Marseilles, informed the court that 

before he and the plai ntiff Emanuele D' Agostino 
from 13m'celona settled in Malta, they had 
unde rtak n a number of voyages, mostly on the 
westem side of the Mediterranean, However, they 

had travelled beyond the Mediterranean and had 
even vis ited the Indies together,4; 

These Status Liberi Acts also give infonnation 
about working practices both on Maltese galleys 
and ships-of-the-line, as well as other foreign 
ships, Working conditions varied amongst 

sailors working on state-financed warships and 
th ose working for private individuals. The latter 

cou ld be engaged in both corsairing as well as in 
commercial shipping, Statc ships, itTespective of 

whe ther they wcre owned by the Order of Saint 

John or the Spanish Catholic King, had a very 
ri gi d contract These ships were purel y and Simply' 
flomiog war tllachines in the de fenee of their 

respcctive Christian States . Oncc, an individual 

enrolled in military service with any of these two 

institutions, it was rather difficult for a sold ier or 

a sai lor to voluntarily quit. They could leave after 
muking an official request, whieh was not always 
acceded to, or else when the ir regiment or sailing 

erew was disbanded. 

There were a number of incli iduals who 

were conscripted into the Spanish army when a 
detachment happened to be in their hometown or 

village. sually. when the an11Y was on the move 

and stopped fo r a day or two to rest, a con cription 
centre was set lip, and young indiv iduals were 

encouraged to enrol. Once their name was 

registered they had to fo llow the regiment on all 
its missions throughou t pain and abroad. 

According to some of these soldiers, they could 

also be sent to serve as so ldiers on Spanish warships 

and to perform guard duties abroad. in particular in 
Sicily, It was not unknown, while the regiment was 

stationed in Sicily, that some took the opportunity 

to deselt, by escaping to another Italian island or by 
joining one of the ships of the Order of Saint John, 

in particular in the harbours of Augusta, Paielmo or 
Messina, Once on board the Hospitaller ship. the 
escapee was not liable to prosecution or arrest by the 

captai n of his former vessel. He could come to Malta 

and find employment either as a member of the 
Grand Master's private guard or else by continuing 

to work as soldiers on one of the ships-ot~the-line of 
the Hospitaller Order, However, once employed with 
the Order, release from setvice was difficult. They 

had either to escape, or obtain pennission to leave 
their ship to join another vessel. On some occasions, 

the Hospitaller institution itself released its crew. 

as Ilappened with Antonio Piero and his crew mate 
Agostino Lauda, who told the Ecclesiastica l COlllt. 

in 1680, about '10 disciolfa del/o conserva' and also 
about '10 disciolfa della compagnia' ,44 which gave 

them the opportunity to leave thei r Hospitaller ga lley 

to join another ,ship or else to go corsai ring. 
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The working conditions on ,hips oW)1ed by or buol7ollogfia . On his part the commander uf 

private individuals were difTerenl. ilere both the the squadron, Montenegro, accepted him, as 
ships amlcd for corsa iring as well those focusing ,there was urgent need of rowers, lI, 

011 the transpOI1ation of goods were condit ioned 

by the same type of cOlllraetual obi iga tions. A 

crew mcmber was free to leave lhe esse l once 

it reached harbou r. The fact lhat the priVately 

owned ships were usually manned by a few 

sailors a llowed fo r more freedom to leave. On 

their parl, ship captains were confident that thcy 

would find hands ready to j oi n them in praclica lly 

any Mediterranean parlor call. 

The analysis o r the different routes taken by 

lhe Spanish migrants unti l they arrived in Malta 

revea led individual cases which, when analysed 

in the wider context of Spanish history, are an eye 

opener as to the feel ing harboured by a number 

uf Spaniards towards the military set up existing 

in Spain during the first half of the eighteenth 

century. Some of these men, in particular those 

coming from mainland Spain, were soldiers in the 

Spanish army, Giuseppe Lapegna, for instance, 

signed up as a soldier in th" Spanish army of his 

Catholic King in the city of Burgos. He remained 

in the army until the army left Spain. It was within 

this circle that he beft'iended other soldiers , and it 

was with them that he ended up in Malta." 

Many of these Span ish soldiers had left 

behind (hem the hardships endured in the army, 

as was the case for the maj ority of desetters . The 

reason why the Hospitaller squadron accepted 

Spanish deserters on board is varied. In the 

ca5e of Giovanni Di Francesco from Malaga, 

the reason why he was accepted as 8 voluntary 

rower or bllonavo<>/ia was explained by one of 

the wilnesse . It was sa id lhal, around 1687, lht! 

Hos pi taller squadron und r the command or 

bai liff Montenegro, was harboured a t Palermo. 

Giovanni 01 Francesco look this opporlun ity to 

enrol on lh~ ga lley San Luigi as a voluntary rower 

Deserlion also n:sultcd after massive military 

manoeuvres. In 1720, sections of the agreement 

of [he Treaty of Utrecht of 1713, by whi'l 

the island of Sici ly was ceded by Spain [0 lhe 

Kingdom of Savoy, were revoked. Instead. SIci ly 
was retll n1ed to Spain and. in compen,alian, 

Savoy n:ceived the island of Sardin ia. This 

diplomatic dea l was fo llowed by the transfer or 

military regiments from til " Kingdom OrSI ain 10 

Sicily, so that the former could assert its rcgainc:u 

authority on the I land. Some Spanish soldiers 

took thi s oppurlllni ty to escape to Mal ta, In 

fact , in 1720, Francesco Lazza ro Laguna fro m 

the town of Augusta in Sicily cmbarked with 

other fugitive soldiers on a Maltcse !", Ialla. a 

mer hant vessel belonging to Paolo Romano. 

He seized this opportunity during the transfer 

of the SpaniSh army to the Kingdom of the Two 

Sicilians from Barcelona, where he hud becn 

serving as a soldier. After [ WO year, and IWO 

munths, he decided to desert his regiment.'-

In that same year, another Spaniard took l il t 

opportunity of the Spanish army's presence in 

Sicily to board a Sicilian felucca a t Augusla and 

sail to Malta . Alfonso de Lucca from the city of 

anura in tIle territory of Cordoba embarked al 

Barcelona on a Spanish ship' con tulto if capo 

d 'arma!a Spagnola' and reached the reign or 
the Twu Sicilies , working as a soldier fo r about 

13 months before escaping to Malta 10 become 

a guard in the Grand Master 's personal army" 

1720 and 172 1 were particular years sin..:t llther 
desertions were recorded. Didaco Grane from 

Cordoba al 0 escaped from the SpanIsh anny 

wh il st in Sicily. He had been in the ul-my I"or nine 

years, e ight ofwhicb were spell I in Valenzia. and 

a year and a half in Sici ly before deserting,'" 



Francesco Navarro fi'om Terrngona also sailed n a larlww but once the ships-of-the- line 

de~crtcd the army du ring th~ same perillo. wit h !leet wa~ introduced in the Hospital1cr ' ~ Acet in 

the difference that Navarro escaped whilst serving 170), he was one of the Spaniards to swap over to 

in Messina. Originally, he had been stationed in the Vasce/lo MagiSlraleas sailor." 

the 'Iand of Pl)rlllgai ' Navarro went 10 Reggio 

in Calabria and afterwards travel led overland 10 

Naples. He ~tayed in Naples for a month anel a 

hair and. find ing two I-lospitaller galleys in the 

h(lrbollr of Nap les, embarked as a soldier on the 

S(III 1.l( igi and reJc hed MHlta to join the Grand 

Master's squad ron '" Na varro w" s not alone in 

this: there were many otilers with sim ilar sto rie s. 

He was joi ned by Didaco Gra nde fro m Salamanca 

who had been in the same reg imen t wi th Navarro , 

working wi th him in Portugal and travelling 

together Lo Sicily." 

1 he Petitioners' Profession 

Once in Malta, the type of employment entered 

into by the Spanish petitioners can be categorized 

under three distinc t headings , The first were th ose 

who sought employment as soldiers working on 

Hospitaller ga lleys or ebe as mercenaries working 

35 personal guards of the Grand Master, 

The second ca tegot), comprised individuals 

seeking to en ro l ill the merchant navy. Tn this case, 

Ihey usually embarked on French vessels on a 

number of voyages both in the western and eastel11 

port of til e Mediterranean , including visiting 

Turk ish-dominated countries in the Levan t. I n most 

cases , these voyages were undertaken in convoys, 

or, as they were called, carovano. " Here it must be 

sa id tha t employment with the mercantile fleet was 

the most popula r with Spanish setilers and due to 

its populo rity the manner in whieh the Spaniords 

joined was exceed ingly varied. Thus, Spanish 

SCIIlcrs WllO fi rst fo und work on small Maltese 

boats such as Ihe larlano ended up sailitlg eV,en as 

fa r as the Levant, besides maki ng n'eCjllent trips to · 

Sicily. T his w as the case or Michele Pclcgri , who 

The third catcgol), was that of Spaniards 

in the se rv ice of ind iv idual Knights. Giuseppe 

Vige, for instance, emigrated rrom Barcelona 

to Lisbon in 1706 and it was in Lisbon that he 

found employ ment as cook with a Hospitallel 

kn ight end ing up in Malta foll owing his master's 
carcet', ~.I 

E mploy ment was alsu found by Spanish 

migrants engaged in building a new Ilospilai ie r 

fl ee t. In fact, the commission to build some of 

the Hospitaller 's ships-of-the-line or vas celli at 

the harbour of Toulon attracted workmen and 

craftsmen even from outside France. This was 

not an arbitrar)' choice but guided by the fac t that 

the arsenal of Toulon, in the eighteenth centUl)', 

bec3me the most importnnt enterprise of France. 

and, to use the words of Barto lome Bennassar. il 

became Ten/reprise pilo/e'." Baltassar Giulan 

from Rmcra in Majorca left his hometown around 

1704 for Toulon, attracted by the prospects of 

finding work at the arsenal. In Toulon, he appJied 

and was accepted to work on the 'fabrica delli 

vascelli '.s. I-Ie was nol the sole foreigner work ing 

on these ships. The capomoeslro or master 

craftsman Nicola Felix hailed from Nap les ." 

The prospects of good employment continued 

to be available even after the construction of a 

vessel was terminated for part of the workfmce 

was enrolled as members of Ihe crew on the sh ip. 

This was the case ofBalthassar Giulian. who after 

finishing his term of emp loyment at the arsenal, 

joined as a crew member one 01' the vasee!!i. the 

SOli Ciol'ol1ni, which had bcen bui lt at Toulon" 

The documents even give us information 

regarding the life span of these vessels . At least 



one of the Spanish foreign migrants was involved 

in disman tling olle of these ships-of the-.Iinc 

COil tructed in Toulon. The seaworthiness was 

estimated as lasting about twenty-five years.'" 

after wbich. the Hospitaller Order wou ld serap 

the ship to have it replaced by a new one. 

Michele Soli velas was employed as sui lor 

on the magisterial vasce/lo S. Giuseppe until 

this ship W,lS decommissioned or dismantled. 

He was so impressed witb the work as to have 

affirmed before the Ecclesiasti(;al Court that all 

the good parts o f the vasce/lo were dismantled 

and transferred to another vascello. [n the case 

of the S. Giuseppe, all its armaments were 

tra nsferred to the ship-o[~the- li lle Santa Croce.co 

Even the crew followed the same pattern as 

once a vascello was dismantled they had the 

opportunity to join another vascello , retaining 

the same posts.'" 

A sailor's job could vary and some of the 

Spanish plaintif[~ achieved high positions. in 

particular tho~e employed with the squadron 

of vascelli. It transpires from these acts that the 

squadron of the vascelli employed, as was in the 

case for the galleys, an argozinn,'" cal1nonnieri 
and capomastro dei cannonnied') and a 

parroccelfiere"" The commander of the ships-

the Grand Master's private army. The difterencc 

, in occupation was not significanl in such case, . 

Huwever, earning a living from Salling was !l\lt 

always rewarding and this situation was not onl} 

a problem for Cor~ign bul a lso for Ma ltese sailors . 

Many seanlrers had to rake up another profc,sion 

to make ends meet. Josephus Muscat of Siggicwi 

worked as a sai lor on a Hospimller pil1cio. e,en 

trave lling to Spain. but 10 earn extra mlln~y he 

also opened a butcher's shop in Valletta."· In other 

words, when the navy was in harbour. he worked 

at his shop. T his was usually in wintertime. which 

wa" al so the time when, for d i.nalic reasons, 

most animals were slaughtered. Then in summer. 

when business was low as the slaughter of animals 

decreased dn.stically, he joi ned th~ fl eer. Some c\<!n 

abandoned the naval care r for good and WCilt imo 

service. In 1701 , Gio Antonio Gavau, on 3rriving 

in MaitG directly Crom Majorca began working 

' nella cuttonina' in the house ofDuppolks."' 

Most of the Spaniards sought to set up fhm 

residence in one of Malta's ha rbour ci lies. "i lh 

the capital. Valletta, ranking as the most favoured 

place.ln 1710, for example, the Majorcans Rafaele 

Maiol6' and Michele Pellegrino·· reponed 111 .11 

they had settled in Valletta after marriage. From 

the testimonies. one can deduce that in the early 

eighteenth century the Spanish community had 

of-the-line, as is the case of the commcmdante of . its own distinct quarters in Valletta . l lowevcr. 

the vascello San Giovanni . was allowed to take tbe Spaniards were not the only community to 

w ith him at sea a maestro di cas a or servant" ! It have their own quarters in Vallella. Perhaps. Lhe 

was not rare for Spanish migrants to feature in strongest communi ty in this cit , at the tu rn of th~ 

these roles and positions. eighteenth century. was the Frenell, to the exwm 

Once in Malta. not all the Spanish se ttl ers 

continued performing the same job tha t they 

had in Spain. It has alr~ady been ind icated 

lhar those ind iv iduals who in Spain were in 

the amlY either sought to become soldiers on 

one of the Hospitallcr 's vase-elli or cIs' sough t 

work as mercenaries by seeking employment in 

that Spaniards of French origin a lso soughlLO Iii e 

within this particular preci nct. Giovann i Gavau, 
for example, who was a Maj orcao but of French 

origins, bis paren ts having em igrated to tillS Island 

when he was 51i II very young, d ecid~d to go and 

live in the French lJua rter in Valletta. In l~lCl . from 

this deed , we know that there was n streel in Llll' 

ci ty, which wa known as strada delli li·lIlIce,i. ·" 



lin u~ual Episodes 

In some of the Stall/,)' Liben the religious 

bclicfs of some sailors come to the fore . In 

Malta. as well as in Spain. Ulerc arc a number 

of ex-voto paintings and graffiti made by sailors 

a. an c.\pression of thanks for Divine help in 

piracy that wcre cOlllmitted during this period by 

bOlh sides in the name of religion . The second 

event, which was more important. revolved around 

the Olloman siege of the city ofOran in 1708. and 

its eventual capture by the Turks. Didaco or Diego 

Mas recounted this first case. [n a certain way. this 

case demonstrates how Musli m captors trcatcd 

Illorncnts r di,tress or danger at sea. These cx- orne or thc captured s laves. in particular when 

H,tos wer~ donated or executed 10 make publ ic 

th ir acknowledgemen t for o r hav ing had their 

prnyc rs for divi ne intervention heard .7l This 

religIOUS c1emcnt emerge. in the doc Llmenta tion, 

and some recounted the tradition s practised ba k 

home.ln 1742. N icola Budrngo ti'om 311agcna. 

blll residing in Mal ta, told the Bishop's Court that 

he fi rst made the acquaintance of the petitioner, 

Ihe Spaniard F rancesco di Marteo, in the lalle r 's 

nat ive ciry of Mlirs ia. Blidrago declared that he 

had visited this city with hi s sister and fat her-in-

they happcm:d to be young boys. The case also 

revea ls the interna l. perennial, poli tical rroblcms 

that re igned in Algiers . 

In his book, Lum; e Corsari. Salvatore Bono 

relates in some detail the ho use rebcllions 

cndured by one of the North African Regenc ies. in 

particli lar that of Alg iers when Bey Mohammed 

ben Eeker (1748-1754) was deposed and was 

succeeded, dopo drammalici avwnimenri , by Ali 

Ag hil.73 The StC/IiIS L iberi also recounts in some 

law to esordirc un voto made with Our Lady of detail another house rebellion: in this ca,c agai nst 

FOil santa. This voyage obliged them to remain 

in thi s city for about ten' days, during which time 

they found lodging in the hOllse of Francesco's 

parents .72 

the master of an ex-Spanish slave. Diego Mas 

. was 57 when he applied to have hi s single status 

recogni sed in Malta. He was bom in the ci ty of 

Majorca , and at the age of 8 left his nati ve town 

on a brigantine to go to the Spanish main land . 

The reli gious e lement reappea r~ again w ith a Thirty miles away from the Spanish mainland hi s 

di ffe rent twist, through the reported cases of ac ts boat was ovemll1 by five Algerian vascelli. the 

of slavery endured by some of the Spanish sailors crew was taken captive and deported to the city of 

or so ldiers in Muslim lands. The testimony given Algiers. After four years in slavery, he became a 

by ex-slaves of Spani sh origins high lights the Muslim. He affinned in court that: 

harsh real ities of the seven teenth and eighteenth 

ccntlll'y, not least those resulti.ng from the wars 'subito diedel'o per mog/ie 10 figlia di mlO 

between Crescent and Cross. Padrone, con la quale cohabilai per pill al1l1i el 

The re were at leastlwo cases ofSpaniard~ who 

had fallcn into slavery as a resu lt of this conflict. 

The backgrOlllld to this is that Malta remained in 

the context of conflict between Chri st ian Europe 

and O ttoma n Euro pe. wi th or without any exi t fro m 

'Grande HiSloire'. Thc first episode conc<; rned 

the cap ture of a sma ll Span ish ship by Algeri a n 

corsa irs . This event ralls wi th in the many acts of 

('ssel7dosi fomenlafa guera fra delli Aigherini 

dove ft.1 ammazzalo miD padrone, ed io abandonOl 

la moglie e .figli e /lie refugi in campagna. el ivi 

I'cslai per molti anni e de 10 cClpilai il1 Tunisi, dove 

parimel1le miferl/1C1i per pili anni el essendosi alia 

fine (/rmala una Gal iOlla a corso l11i sono imbarcolo 

su eli essC/ et a mala pena porilo do Tunisi siamo .llari 

depredare do queste go/ere e pOl'lati qui in MalIa. il 

{"he haveva venli quarto Clnni in c irca ', (sit .; ~· 



Two orthe witnesses brough t in his J':l vour were the Bishop 's Court that he had becomc acqlJalllted 

Giovanni Mulet and M ichele Stcrl inch," both w ith Casal i in the city of Al giers some fo rty-t\\O 

from Majorca. The former had been a.lor~ClM on. years back, when he (Petrus) was a slave bd'nr~ 

a Palannitan vessel. whilst the laller was a sailor be ing sold to an Ago di d('//a cilia dl,.flgien On 

un a Maltese sh ip. Mulet said that he knew the his pal1, Petrus succeeded in escaping to Spa in.' 

petitioner as a chi ld and had met him up with hi m 

again in Malta, '· 

Of particu lar interest is the testimony g iven 

by Jo cph de Casa li and Petrus Garsia, who 

w~r" both, Oil two separate occas ions, s laves o r 

Christialls . Joseph de Casali was 71 years old. He 

was the SOil of a fonner A lgerian general of the 

gall eys. He recounted tha t some 53 years back 

he accompanied his father. who was at the ti me 

the Commander-General or Admiral of the five 

vaseelli who had captured the boat on which Diego 

Mas was sa iling. He said that Diego was taken 

as slave and t:mployed as a servant at his father 's 

hOLlse for abou t three years 'e poi ji., regalato ad 

ailro Turco et io res/a I sempre a pratticarlo e 
doppo alcun; anni{u mandala in Timisi el ivi resta 

per 11101li 011111 ' .'1 Casali was brought to Malta. as 

a slave at the age of 31. Fo rty years later he was 

still in s lavery in Malta and there is no doubt that 

it was to lighten his s ituation that he became a 

Chri stian by receiv ing baptism. Perllaps the fact 

that he was the son of an Algerian general was the 

reason he was given lighter duties instead of being 

sent as a rower on the galleys. He was assigned 

work at the Aube rge of the Italian knights. It was 

not on ly a case of keeping a wa tch ful eye on hirn, 

but also onc of securing a substanti a ll y better 

class of servant. Morcover, this also happened 

to Christian s laves of elite status in North Africa 

who we re usua lly destined to different types of 

The next witness was again a slave of the 

Hosp ilal lerOrder, oncAntoruo Mamo, who worked 

as a carro::2iere at the palace . lIe was 65 years old. 

married in Malta and was living in Valletta . lie 

knew Diego about fOl1y years back, when he had 

becn sailing on corsa iri ng vessds on'Algiers. fie 
recoun ted Ulal in the Majorc3n sea Diego had been 

captured by Algerian corsairs . Upon retlll"n ing 10 

Alg iers, defined by Marno as his fat herla nd, Diego 

was taken to the hOllse of the Capitan eli \"Oseello . 

Atler some time, he was gi en as a gi ft to the Aga. 

There followed a rebellion by 'Ii g ral7di di d~tr~ 

Citta' and the Aga was killed. Diego took refugE 
with all his famil y in the countrySide. even tual I] 

Diego was captured by the Knights, during the 

same voyage which had also seen tlK capture o. 

the rest of the above witnesses. AfLer the boat hal 

been seized by the Hospitallers, the K.ni gh ts fOlllll 

that he had apostatized, and thus was Pllt b ~\ck ir 

chains and kept as a slave of the Order. Accordin[ 

to Mamo, the capture had taken place about 2: 
years back ." ) 

The next witnc 's was Ignazio Lal lV ia, :lnothc 

slave of the Hospitaller Order. lie was 6~ year 

old. He was a native of the city of Tunis and hal 

been in Malta for the past fifty-fo ur years. i\boll 

12 years previous ly, he had became a Christln: 

and lived in the slaves ' pri son. l ie h~ld kno\\'n th 

jobs normally assigl\ed to captives from humbler plaintiff for about 34 years in the city of Tun i ~ 
They had both joined a goliollo in Tll nis b 

inU11ed iately they le ft the pon of Tun is the g:alky 

of Malta raided the galiolfa , willl the result til, 

he too ended up as a s lave of the Order. ~· For Ihi 

shared experience with the plai tltiff, he wa~ ab 

as ked to give witness at lhc Church tribunal. 

backgrounds. 

On the other hand, Petrus Garsia, the other 

witness, was origina lly a Christian work ing as 

a .\'ervlIs [or the Hosp ita llers. He worked at the 

Infir111alY. as a porter at the hospital " door. He to ld 



1 he fo llowing Slallls Liberi case recounts the 

,tory ora m inor int<:mat iooa l event butoCpart icu lar 

significance for the history of eighteenth-century 

Med iterranean. Because o f its importance, I will 

ume verbatim from the testi mony ufthe plain tiff, 

a ~urv ivor of th is siege, who recounted his 

experience al Oran 10 the court j udges, Sa lvatore 

Garcia aged 30 appeared before the Ecclesiastical 

Court in 1726 . He hailed fro m Ma laga .111d was 

the SOil or Fran c e~co and Maria. At thc age o f 12, 

he embarked Oil II Gcnoese """cello fo r the c ity of 

Oran where he enrolled in the garrison of thi s l'ori 

and vorked as copo d 'armi and rcmai ned there 

for a year," During his tay, he was to experience 

the Turk ish siege, w hich he dcscribu J in deta il to 

the eccl c~ i as t ica l judge: 

'che essel7e/osi 18 a 19 ann; sana (lsscdialo dalla 

limnide del Turco 10 cilta d'Aurono dove dopa un 

10 llgo ('I')/libu lle /iel-issimo resto la citta sudella 

con tulia if popolo, che rimase vivo pl'ula eli quella 

,VL/: iOI7(, Barbara, !ravandosi I 'oralore ausiliare il7 

del/a cil/a ' essel/do d'ela g iovenile mallrallalo poi 

cia quelli rendendolo in stalo infelicissimo e dopa 

1111 corso eli pill ann;. per i IIIllltml/amen/i riee,'ul i 

s 'apposra/o dallno.l'lra .'110 FedI.'. E perc/u' EIII e 

Rrm; .'II'; neill/rima r;nconlro segl/ilo dai Vascelli 

tlella Sacra Relig iol1e Giem solimilalla conlre /1'1.' 

nav; 7i'ipolini I 'oralore lrovandosi imbm'calo Sll 

1/110 eli 'Il/e/li dove per JO"/ilila fil depredalo tilli 
delli vasselli por/Cmdosi lIell 'Jsala di Malta do,'!' 

da qllell Sanlissimu TrihulIllle del 'anI ' Officio / 11 
ricel/olo ,,"il/ /,(/Ildo (I.~ub il" COlldWII1<llldaln pf!1'O 

in perpelul/ galea. el cssendosi P liSSliIO qllll/elle 

tempojill'ollo presi Ii diM lli g iI/Sli/iCld ulII./1i dalla 

henignita' dell 'Duo Groll Mae~lm aggrallilllO 

redllcendolo nel pristino slalo, essendosi applic<1lo 

;11 serviggio della della SCicra Religiullc il7 qualila 

eli marinara '. (sic.)" 

In fact, having obtained his liberty, he e mb,lrked 

on a vase ella corsale commanded by the Kn ight 

Pelubiei , on which he corsaired for s ix months. 

Afterwards , he enro lled as sailor on the ship San 

Giovanni') 

A Christian maJTiage offered a lega l proviso 

for these s laves of Catholic origin either to obtain 

their li berty or at least to alleviate their socIal 

pos ition . At the same time , the cases of marri ages 

of s laves of Spanish origin highli gh t the situation 

whereby slaves werc also requesting the right to 

marry, which could only come about after having 

obtained their freedom. In fact, not being free 

Inen , slaves were not pe1mitted to many" 

The general practice was for slaves to be fi rst 

manumitted by their master, and afterwards, on 

rece iv ing their free status, allowed to marry. This 

rule had also its except ions, in pm1 icular in the 

case of those s la ves, or prisoners, who had been 

condemned to slavery far having turned renegade 

on their Christian origi n. Spanish inhabitants 

were ill thi s period automat ica ll y cons idered to 

belong to the Chri stian faith . At the same ti me, 

these cases al so revea l the complicated man'iage 



situation existing at the time in the Christian world . 
As the case of Diego Mas reveals, the Church did 
not recognise the nmrriages of Christian~ who had 
converted to Islam and got married according [0 

the Muslim rite. Thus, for instance, in 16~ g Diego 
Mas afte r 24 years in slavery applied to the loca l 
Chun:h to have his SIOI IiS Libera recognised. He 

testified that had been man'ied in Algiers. Tbe fact 
that he had retumed to a Christian land also meant 
his legal right to marry according to the Catholic 
rites, U!i he had never been malTied by the Church. 
The fact that he had tak 'll n Musl im wire in Algiers 
was not viewed by the Church as II proper marriage 

he Church considered null and void marriages not 
contracted according to Catholic rites. An apostatised 

person, once reconciled with his former lilith could 
'remarry', as his l11atTiage, according to the Muslim 

tradi tion, was not considered val id" 

F1Il1hcrmore, the Status Liberi documents are 
one of the few sources through which the litcracy 

level of foreigners could be studied. The plain tiffs 
were asked to sign their depositio n, either by writing 
their name or signing by writing an X. The high 
percentage of illiteracy was normal in the past and 
these acts substantiate general stati stics. Out of the 
6 1 cases studied, 32 signed as illiterates , 15 had no 
signature at all, whilst 14 signed their full name and 
surname. Therefore, if one has to eliminate from 

tbis study the number of unsigned cases, and base 
the calculation on 46 cases, one fi nds that 30.4 per 
cent of the Spanish plaintiffs were lite rate, which is 

a very high percentage for those times. 

Tile level ofliteracy among tbe witnesses was not 
much different. ! 58 cases were used fo r this study. 
35 signed the Acts, 85 signed with an X and another 
3 fa iled to sign. Thus those who signcd with their 
l1:uue and sumamc vis-a-vis the rest who signed 

with a cross uillounted to 29.1 %. In other words, the 
percentage of those who signed the Acts as witnesses 

was at the same level of that oC tbe petitioners. 

In ana lysing the occupaLion of those who weft! 

literate and those who were not, one finds that 
few of the sa ilors knew how to read and 'Hitt:. 

'The only category of literate seamell was the 
sh ipping lerks_ In teresti ngly enough, most of 
those Spaniards who were mployed as scrvunts 

or I/Iaestro di casa with Knights could sign 
their deposition properly. This suggests that the 
Kn ights usually employed literate persons ill their 
service. 

From Corsairing to Commerce: The E'l:ternnl 
Scenario became Benign 

The roots of trade with Spain arc steeped in 
hi story, and the Stalus Liberi reveals the ex i st~nce 

of commercial exchange between Malta and 
Spain dating back to the I?arly eighteenth centu ry 
as we ll as in the previolls century, and ext~ndi ng 
thereafter. Antonio Carbone from Senglea affirmed 

to the Bishop, in 171 7, that he had all establi~hed 
trad ing re lationship with Anton io Sen-a from 

Maj orca, whose so n Gio Maria had taken up 
res idence in Carbone's hometown. He said th :n 
he used to go to Castello di Porto Magione in 
Majorca fo r business - p er negozio. and had solei 
to Antonio Serra ' cot/one fi lato ' .'" Yel, towards 
th e end of the eighteenth century exportation to 

Spain blossomed, whi lst the general income from 
economic mainstays decreased. Tile Spanish 
peninsula offered a ga teway to the Atlantic aud a 
number of Maltese began to usc thi s trade link to 

even travcl lo Ameri ca. 

The Status Liberi confirm this change, since 
from the second hal r of the eightee l1lh century, 

one continues to come across cases with fl 

Spanish COll nection. However, the nature of 
these documents Changed_ After the second halt 

of the eighteenth century, one finds mostly cases 

o r Maltese merchants doing business in Spain 
or returned Maltese migranL~ from Spain who 



\ra\'elled to Malta to marry a local. On the other 

band, cases of Spanish merchants or sailors settli ng 

in Malta or man'ying, at leasl judging from the 

SIC/IllS Liberi documents preserved at the archives 

of the Cathedral Museum, dwindled to none . 

To some exten t this reReets the overal l situation 

regarding the dec line in corsa iring, wh i ~h could 

have heen one of tht: reasons for this decrease in 

the IllI111ber of Spanish plaintiffs, as corsair ing 

!lad been OI1C 0 1' the primary activiti c. attracti ng 

Spanish se ttl ers to Malta . Instead, thc second half 

of th~ c i ghtc~nth cenlury wilnessed the search 

for economic al ternati ves to replace the dccline 

in corsa iri ng activity, and an upturn in commerce 

and h'adi ng partnershi ps with Spanish merchants. 

Cumelo Vassallo considers the resulting trade 

nelwork between Malta and Spain as a form of 
'brisk trade '87 

The trading pattcl11 in Spain invol ved Maltese 

'who buy silkji'om Catania, Messina and Naples 

ond oil sorlS oj clolh j i'o';'l Leghorn and Genoa Jar 

resale in Aliccmte, Malaga, Seville, Ferrol, Cadiz 

and Ihe CanOlY i slands'." Barcelona was another 

point of reference for Maltese merchants. Soon a 

blossoming activity was recorded on the Island, to 

rhe eXlent that some even sought to abuse and take 

financial advantage of commercial relations with 

Spain. In fact, as commerce with Spain improved, 

Ma lta witnessed some financial scandals related to 

trade with that country. The whole Island of Malta 

was destined to suffer from one of these scandals; 

this a Iso led to political dis turbances. Thus, a case 

in point occurred in 1797. Fortunato Panzavecchia 

had lert noted in hi s diary the negative cffects 

that [\ financ ial crisis in commercial transactions 

with Spain had left Malta , which caused a public 

outcry, and protests ill VJllctta aftcr somconc had 

embezz led the fund s: 

"elldendo l!7alsicllri i lura illlpiegili r:essarano eli 

fare imprestili, onde i l1ego=lCInri eli SpaRJW nOll 
IJVl'ondo pill' a prellder fcmc/i II CO/lll/lIm:m eli 

Spagna res 10 , m'l'ellC/fo, il po polo JllGlKO 'di me==o 
di SIlssislen=a e sopral'enne /lila Jame nell 'Isola 

a se,f!,110 lal e, clle alclIne dOllne sf JllIfril'<lJlo di 

SlI lIa; ed il malcOJ1lenlo aebhe a segllo che 1117 

eli l/l"ln p(wlila eli donne del 7/11"1'ico d Zehhllg el 

ci ,.; pl'(!sel1to' 'leila pia=zu c/ol/lalJdando S. M 0 

al R{!K~ef/ 11! (Hompesch) impiego I! pCll/I!" Sf! non 

jiJsse Duuble! che Ie acquieli sal'ebbe aaud"!ll 
lIna rivoltcione '.8') 

In itself, lhis refl ection by Panzavccchia 

demonstrates the commercial importance tha t 

Spain began to assume for the Maltese Islands. 

and which in part is reflected in the Siall.ls Liberi. 

Relati vely few petitions have been found of 

Spaniards seeking to malTY in Malta during 

the second half of the eighteenth century. Tbe 

Island had become less attractive as a destination 

for migrants. Instead, it was the Maltese who 

now began to migrate more often to Spain. The 

economic balance changed and from an Is land 

receiving migrants, became an Island sending 

settlers abroad, Spain became one of the receiving 

countries and the cotton industry was one of 

the motivations. The need of good sails for the 

crossing of the Atlantic made Spain an attrac\i \' ~ 

region for many Maltese working as agents in the 

expo11 of the cotton fabri c. Interesting enough, 

the identity-kit of the Maltese migrant was in 

part s imilar to that of the earl y eighteenth-century 

Spanish migrant to Malta. According to Vassallo: 

'Maltese merchanls /n Spain w('/"e choraclerized 

by' a high level of liferacy comparr?d 10 olh er 

joreigners: reliance 0 11 kilh and kin al all siages 

of Ihe condlle! of Iheir hllsiness: rr?glll{/l' Ira pel 10 

Clndjiol71 Iheir island 10 se f/le accollnfs and Of/em! 

'Q/lesli f!rGno Ji'lI1di di negozionli di Spagno 10 other busilless mailers, as well as spending 

pres/ od impres lilo doi capilalisli mallesi. i 'I/lali lime wilh !heir families: a lendenc )! 10 sel IIJ1 in 



, 
bllsille.l'$ wId li"e ill close I'l'vxill1i/l' 10 eaclr vll,er 

il1 l'erilClble ene/aW,I' i rr Ihe ('O//1//1l1l1 ilie.> 1I'1rC'/'e 

Ihe1' lI'elL' e.l llhli.l'I/(;,d; ({ Irigh I'rlgard./i,, · I,ollow, 

alld 11'11.1'1 ill Ihe C'Ol1dllc1 "l lm,illes.\' wirlr <'lIell 

ollr!!1' allil lill! l elld!!",:.\' 10 sell/I! 01/.1 ' <li/I"I'('//( '('.I' 

1I1,i('1r al"O.\'e d/lring lire cOllrse ol deali llg.> ",illr 

Ilreil'/ellol " /wliolla/s ubmad. in Ilreir O W/I hOll/e 
coulltry. ''''II 

Onee tbe si lk and in particu lar the cotton 

industry collapsed, pan ly because o f the takeover 

of Malta by Napoleon's forces, it failed to be 

resllsci tated a ftcr Malta got rid of the French 

invader in 1800. The arrival of the British did not 

change things radically. First, Spain itse lf became 

pat·t of Napoleon's empire. Secondly, Malta's 

cotton production was fa r eclipsed by the cotton 

that began to be imported from Spain, Egypt 

and later on the American continentQ
, As an 

alternati ve, the British encouraged the cultivation 

of the potato crop, which was slowly introduced 

to Malta. In the process, Spain lost her economic 

attractiveness fo r Ma[tese migrants. New horizons 

were sought first in Corfu," and later across all 

the North African coast before the beginning of 

the new massive migration movement towards 

the new world of A merica, Canada, and Australia. 

But this movement has to wait for the twentieth 

century to come into full force, reaching its peak 

in the decades immediately following the Second 

World War. 
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