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Introduction

The first half of the 19th century and the beginning
of British rule in Malta was not a happy time for the
Maltese. The population suffered a plague epidemic
in 1813 that left the Maltese destitute and very poor.
(Clare, 1981:235-255). Beggars roamed the streets
of Malta and Gozo (Bonello, 2013) and many people
emigrated to the British possessions in North Africa
such as Tripoli, Tunis and Cairo. (Busuttil, 1965:
1-22). The suffering Maltese wanted some say in
the decisions that affected their lives and livelihood.
The British Government saw Malta as a Fortress
Colony and was not ready to compromise its hold
on the islands.

On the 1st April 1835, King William IV (Figure 1)
gave instructions on the installment of a constitution

Figure 1: King William IV (1765-1837).

for Malta' granting the establishment of a ‘Council
of Seven’ to assist the government in the running
of the archipelago.

This council was made up of the Governor and
his deputy, the Principal Government Secretary
and another official member and three nominated
members (two of whom were at all times to be
Maltese). The Bishop of Malta was offered a
nominated seat but he refused it. (Staines, 2015:
268). In the summer of the same year, Giorgio
Mitrovich (Figure 2) went to London to plead with
the British members of Parliament for more freedom
in the administration of the country and for the
liberalisation of the press.

Months of lobbying and insistence with the
government lawmakers in London by Mitrovich

Figure 2: Giorgio Mitrovich (1795-1885).

" Colonial Office Dispatch number 159/12 of 1 April 1835. National Archives, Rabat, Malta.
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(Mitrovich, 1836) persuaded the British to send
a fact-finding Royal Commission to Malta.” The
Commission was made up of the celebrated jurist
John Austin (Figure 3) accompanied by his wife
Sarah Austin (Figure 4) and the 30-year-old Mr
(later Sir) George Cornewall Lewis (Figure 5) who
had already served as a commissioner in Ireland
in an enquiry about poverty and education in that
country (Mangion, 2015).

The Commissioners arrived in Malta on board HMS
Vernon (Figure 6) on the 19 October 1836 (Malta
Government Gazette, 1836) at a time when Malta
was expecting the newly elected Governor Major
General Sir Henry Frederick Bouverie to arrive on
the islands to take up the post after Governor Sir
Frederick Cavendish Ponsomby (Figure 7) resigned
because of ill-health.

The Commission investigated the lack of press
freedom, the revenue from importation duty and the
serious social problems of the time; mainly poverty,

Figure 3: The Jurist John Austin (1790-1859).

Figure 4: Sarah Austin ne¢ Taylor (1793-1867). From a drawing by

Figure 5: Sir George Cornewall Lewis (1806-1863).
[Picture courtesy of https://www.cymmrodorion.org/cy/the-
counterfactual-case-for-sir-george-cornewall-lewis/].

* Remarks on the Third Report of the Irish Poor Inquiry Commissioners,” &c. (London, 1837, 8vo; also printed in vol. li. of the ‘Parliamentary

Papers’ for 1837, pp. 253-290).
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Figure 6: HMS Vernon designed by Sir William Symonds and
launched in Woolich on May Day 1832 brought the Royal
Commissioners to Malta on 19 October 1836.

Figure 7: Governor Frederick Cavendish Ponsomby (1783-1837).

high unemployment and the huge deficiency
in learning and education. The Commission
remained in Malta for two years during which
time the population had to face the devastating
effects of a cholera epidemic in summer 1837. The
Commissioners’ work was abruptly terminated for
unknown reasons (Ross, 1888: 123) and in their
subsequent report they recommended the removal
of print censorship and proposed and urged the
government to open more schools and heavily
invest in teaching and education.’ Sarah Austin, who
was a writer, did her utmost to get help to improve
education and culture appreciation. The people
regarded her as friend of the Maltese.

* Report of the Royal Commission into the Affairs of Malta, London 1839.

The Ordinance for the Freedom of the Press
conditional to libel legislation against slander was
published on 14th March 1839 but newspapers
and other publications were already being printed
unofficially since the middle of 1838. One of the
earliest newspapers was called ‘The Harlequin’
(L’Arlecchin in Maltese)' and was published by
James Richardson, a protestant missionary and a
backer of the British institutions in Malta. It was
printed at the Filippo Izzo printing press, one of
two printers’ established at the time. The first issue
of ‘The Harlequin’ appeared on 12th July 1838.
It was written mainly in the English language
but also carried script in Italian and Maltese. It
was a controversial newspaper, tabloid type, very
provocative and defended the British Government
when it dragged its feet to establish Maltese political
representation. It attacked the Catholic Church
vociferously insisting that it was keeping the people
backwards and ignorant. ‘The Harlequin’ was the
first Maltese newspaper to be found guilty of libel
and Mr Richardson ended up in prison when he
was found guilty of slandering the church.’ He was
released from prison after he paid a hefty fine.

In the Thursday 6th December 1838 issue of ‘The
Harlequin’ No. 42 (Figure 9) pages 167-168 there
is a letter from a correspondent from Gharb, Gozo
dated 30th November 1838.

The Letter

The letter (Figures 10 and 11) is written in phonetic
dialectal Maltese in Roman letters and in the first
person plural. As was the norm in those days, the
Maltese text was written and printed using no
established grammatical structure.’ It is assumed it
was printed as was sent by the author. The letter is
sarcastic and tongue in cheek and the author was
well aware what was going on in Malta although he
was living in the furthest location of the Archipelago.
My intention here is not to discuss the grammatical
and orthographical value of the Maltese script
written in the letter but to highlight a political point
of view from a seemingly disadvantaged person in
the early months of press freedom in Malta.

* Used to be called also 11-Kaulata’ which means a soup made up of a mixture of pork, a lot of multiple vegetables and a small amount of pasta.
It also means ‘making a mess’. In the context it is ‘kaulata ta Malti u Inglis’ or a messy mixture of Maltese and English.

* The other printer was Luigi Tonna.

° He was fined 6 months imprisonment or a fine of two hundred and fifty scudi.
" The Ghaqda Kittieba tal-Malti (established in 1920) presented an alphabet in 1921 and a book of grammar and spelling rules in 1924.
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Figure 9: The Frontispiece of The Harlequin no 42 of 6th December
1838.

The letter opens with a sarcastic apology: Axfrilna
ghax ma nafux niktbulek bit-Taljan u angas bl-Ingliz,
izda nisperaw li inti tithem bl-Ghawdxi (forgive
us that we don’t know how to write in Italian or
English, but we hope you understand Gozitan). Then
the correspondent asks what happened to the two
commissioners that came from London to Malta.
Nixtiequ ngharfu x’inhu li sar minn dawk iz-Zewg
Sinjuri Kummissarji li kienu gew minn Londra
lejn Malta. He knew that they had returned to the
United Kingdom and what he meant to say was to
enquire why they had left abruptly and what they
had achieved.

The author writes about the exaggerated welcome
feasts that occurred in Malta on the Commissioners’
arrival, pulling the leg of the Maltese as he writes
along. He builds up to a climax from the long
awaiting, to the flag waving and the singing
escalating to the shouting for joy. Kemm kontu ilkom
tistennewhom. Fl-ahhar gewkom. Kemm grejtu
bil-bnadar f’idejkom! Kemm hlejtu xemgha u Zjut!

Kemm ghannejtu! Kemm ghajjattu! (You had been
eagerly waiting for them for such a long time. They
arrived at long last. You have spent many a time
running around waving flags! You have wasted so
much oil and candle wax! You have sung so much!
You have shouted for joy!).

The anti-climax follows abruptly with sarcasm:
Fl-ahhar inhnaqtu. Ahna qeghdin hawn gewwa
I-Gharb u f’dan I-ferh kollu ma konniex maghkom!
Ixxurtjati Maltin! (You got hoarse at the end
of all that shouting. And what a shame we are
here in Gharb and we could not join you in the
merrymaking. How lucky you Maltese are!)

‘We heard that when they (the Commissioners)
arrived, they rested for a few days: and then started
on their work regarding press freedom, grain, the
Popular Council and other issues relating to Malta
and Gozo. They spoke to lawyers, businessmen,
priests, the gentry and people from the villages. The
silversmiths, blacksmiths, carpenters, shoemakers
and other leaders of craftsmen and everyone was
giving his opinion. The Commissioners asked
questions, listened and with great patience took
notes.’

The letter writer continued that kienu qalulna li
I-Isqof’ u xi fiit ta’ madwaru ma kienux rieduha
l-istampa libera; izda qassisin ohra li ghandhom
fehma tajba zammew mal-poplu. (we were told that
the Bishop and some of the inner circle clergy did
not want a free press, but other priests sided with the
people). There is an indication here that the people
in general wanted the freedom of the press but the
church hierarchy tried to obstruct it.

The author’s irony continues: Fugq hwejjeg ohra
ma niftakrux sewwa kif kienu marru. (We don’t
remember well how the other matters turned out to
be). The letter writer cannot remember the outcome
of the other issues because they were not given
importance.

The Commission finished its task in July 1838 and
Commissioner Lewis left while John and Sarah
Austin stayed for a few more weeks and then
returned to England. Wara Zmien konna smajna li

* Mons Francesco Saverio Caruana (1759-1847) and Bishop of Malta (1831-1847).
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Figure 10: The first part of the letter from Gharb, Gozo on page 167 (lower part of column 2) in The Harlequin (no 42) 6th December 1838.
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Figure 11: The second and last part of the letter from Gharb in The Harlequin Number 42 of 6th December 1838.
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huma striehu: imbaghad wiehed minnhom siefer
(Lewis) u l-iehor qaghad ftit warajh u li dan kellu
mara thobbhom wisq lill-Maltin (Sarah Austin).
(Later, we had heard that they rested: one of them
went back home while the other stayed on longer
and the latter had a wife who was fond of the
Maltese.)

Sarah Austin empathised with the Maltese and
during her two-year stay in Malta did her best
to improve the education system and the general
situation of the indigenous population. She also
encouraged the arts. The author of the letter showed,
tongue in cheek, contempt towards her and gave the
impression that she was ‘aloose woman’. He wrote
that kienet thobb tizfen bosta, tingieb ma kulhadd u
helwa fi kliemha u fkollox iktar mill-ahhar kannoll
tal-kannamieli. Jalla kulhadd bhalha! (she loved
dancing, was liked by everyone and was very sweet
in her talk and actions).

In the mid-19th century world of this writer hailing
from a distant village in Gozo, the woman’s place
was at home or in the fields, not getting involved in
politics and prominence as this emancipated English
woman was doing. Fl'ahhar net din is-sinjura
siefret ukoll mas-sinjur taghha u bosta Maltin
bkewha. Kellhom ragun (In the end this lady left
Malta with her husband and many Maltese cried her
departure. They were right to do so). The sarcastic
vein of the writer and his contempt towards her
and the Maltese who were fond of her, may lead
one to believe that he was very likely being ironic,
although one cannot be completely sure about his
intentions.

The Harlequin correspondent then touches on
the achievements (or the lack of them) of the
commission. L-ewwel ma kienet mitluba kienet
l-istampa libera u dina giet moghtija nofsha. (First
of all, the Maltese asked for press freedom, and this
was given by half). The author here points out that
the freedom of the press was shackled with severe
libel amendments. Then, in pseudo self-deprecation
and cynicism he continued, AAna ma konniex nafu
X’inhu li tfisser, u liema gid jista jigi minnha.: izda
mbaghad xi erbgha minn nies ta’ rashom kbira
fissrulna x’inhi din l-istampa u ahna frahna bla

tarf. (We did not understand what this means, and
what benefits this is going to give us: but then few
important people explained to us what this was all
about and this gave us endless happiness). Through
these lines the writer is showing endless irony and
sarcasm rather then endless happiness. In Maltese
rashom kbira does not just mean important people
but persons who project themselves as being
important and the frafina bla tarf is very cynical.
This is a prelude for what he wanted to vent in
the next few lines. In spite of the press freedom
achievement, he laments that nothing happened
to reduce poverty and to improve his lot. Their
situation may have even deteriorated. At this point,
the author becomes serious; Issa fuq il-gamh x ser
nghidu. (Din il-haga ma nafux mnejn hi gejja). Il-
qgamh baqa’ kif kien, le mhux kif kien anzi ghola u
qalulna jekk jibga f’idejn min hu issa, nkunu tajjeb.
(How about the grain price? There was no price
change, and if anything it is more expensive. We
were told that if grain imports remain in the same
hands, we will be fine.) The day-to-day matters
that touched our writer either remained the same or
got worse. Qasba Zejt ghadna nixtruha kif konna;
siegh faham ukoll, hwejjeg ohra bhal ma kienu u
ftit aghar. (the oil price is unchanged, the same with
coal and other goods are either the same price or a
little worse). Mela I-istampa libera biss! (Having
press freedom is not enough) he complains, Kulhadd
ihoss il-bzonnijiet tieghu, ahna kieku kellna bZzonn
ta’ hwejjeg ohra wkoll. (Everyone feels his own
needs; we require other things too).

At the end of the letter, the author returns to his
ironic tone and asks forgiveness from the editor
ghax forsi ma kellniex nidhlu fi hwejjeg bhal
dawn (maybe we should not have discussed these
matters). However, in the same breath he tells the
Harlequin editor that he wrote those few lines just
in case he (the editor) gets to know something that
might benefit the Gozitans and to inform them
accordingly if it pleases him.

He closes his letter by writing that the Gozitans
dejjem inhobbuhom lil-Inglizi u dejjem nistennew
minnhom (always loved the English and always
expect ‘favours’ from them).” He is sure he will
never get anything from the government because

* The same word also means ‘waiting to get’. The author uses a pun on this word itenna (nistenna). In the first part of the statement he is expect-
ing something from the English Administration (nistennew) and later on he is waiting and waiting for them to help him with his needs (itenna

or nistenna).
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ittenna u ittenna u ttenna, fl-ahhar immutu u
mmorru jew I-Infern, jew il-Purgatorju jew il-Genna
(wait, wait and wait and in the end we die and go
to Hell, Purgatory or Heaven). This Gozitan was
not deluded.

The letter writer is sarcastic till the end and signs
off; Sefturi tieghek, I-Ghawdxin (Your Servants,
the Gozitans).

Conclusion

This is a stinging protest letter by a common man
hailing from the furthest locality in Gozo. Freedom
of the press did not put bread on his table. The
festivities, the music, the discussions and the
speeches did not help the needs of the common
Maltese and Gozitans according to this writer. This
letter is one of the earliest political statements by a
common person on the islands through the newly
born free press. Maybe the author of the letter did
not realise that it was the freedom of the press that he
believed unimportant that gave him the opportunity
to announce his protest to the authorities.

The dialect used in the letter is definitely Gozitan."
It is similar although not completely alike to today’s
Gharb dialect but one would expect some changes
in the dialect in 180 years and therefore it is likely
that the letter writer was from Gharb. He stated as
such and there is no reason to doubt this.

Also, it is surprising that a letter criticizing the
Colonial Government found its way into a pro-
government newspaper. One would expect that
Richardson knew the content although it was written
in Maltese. He might have thought that this letter
may partly address the perception of bias in favour
of the government and its impact would be limited
because it was written in the vernacular. He might
also have found the style entertaining, and suited
his newspaper.
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