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Up to the year ISHl, when the British Crown c1aimed and entirely obtained 
to herself the full sovereignty over these Islands, no Oath of Allegiance was 
administered to any Maltese person holding Civil Office. The Maltese people had 
been assured in tbe fullest manner of the free exeil'cise of their Rel~gion and of 
the maintenance of their Ecclesiastical Establishment. Their established Religion 
being the Roman Catholic, no Acts of ParEament imposing disabilities upon the 
persons professing this Religion were ever enforced. Consequently Roman 
Catholics in Malta had been eligible to all offices, except that of Governor. 

On July 15, 1813, however, King George III gave new instruction to Sir 
Thomas MaitIa-nd, the new Governor of Malta, among which he imposed the 
talking of the Oath prescrilbed in the Act 14 Geo ID cap. 83, sect. 7, entitled 
"An Act for mwkiug more effectual provision for the Goverrnment of the Pro
vince of Quebec in North Aunerioa'l), or more briefly the Quebec or Canada 
Oathl • 

Tbe form of the Oath WalS the foUowirug: 
"I A.B. do sincerely promise and swear that I will be faithful to bear true 

a-l~eg:ance to H.M. King George as lawful Sovereign of the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Ireland, and of these Islands, dependent on, and belonging 
to, the s-aid Kingdom, and that I will defend Him to the utmost of my power 
against all traitorous conspiracies and attempts whatsoever, which shall be made 
aga:nst his Person, Crown and Dignity; and that I will do my utmost endeavour 
to disclose and make known to His Majesty, His Heirs and Successors, all 
treasons and traitorous conspiracies and attempts, which I shall know to be 
against Him or any of them. And all this I do swear without any equivocation, 
mental evasion, or secret reservation, and renouncing aH pardons and dispen
sations from any Person or Power whatever to the contrary. So help me God". 

This form of Oath was approved by the General Constitution of the Superior 
Courts of Malta, puJblished on the 25th May, 18142. No one doubted as to its 
liceity. 

In the Instructions accompanying His Majesty's Commission to the Marquis 
of Hastings (1824-26), the Govel'llor was directed to twke the Oath of Allegiance, 
Supremacy and Abjuration and to sUJbscr1be the Declaration against Transub
stantiation, and further to administer the Oaths and the Declaration to persons 
entering Office, except Catholics, who were to take the Oath prescribed in the 
said. Act 14 Geo IllB. 

In March IS29, a Catholic Relief Bill was introduced in the House of 

I. C.O. - Despatches, Malta, 159/4, p. 186. 
2. RM.L. - Despatches 1848, p. 197 - O'Ferrall to Earl Grey: 13.I.1848. 
S. R.M.L. - Despatches 1829, p. 185 - Ponsonby to Murray: 18.VIII.1829. 
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Commons, and: the followini month passed into law. Under its provisions 
Catholics were admitted to Parliament and to the corporations, being only 
excluded from some of the higher offices. Pu!blic religious procession were for
bidden. Priests were forbidden to wear sacred vestments outside their churches, 
and bishops to assume the titles of their dioceses. Jesuits were to leave the 
Kingdom, and other Religious Orders were to be rendered incapable of receiving 
charita!ble beqru.eSJts. SrubsequentJ.y, a new foranula of Oath was proposed by Act 
Hl Geo. IV'. 

On J'Ulle 12, Sir George Murray, the SeClI'eItary of State, sent a despatch to 
Governor Sir Ponsonby, enclosmg copy of the Act of P.arlirument whidh had 
been previously passed and stating his opinion that the Act should be extended 
to the Colonies. To remove all doubt in so important a subject, the S. of S. 
directed the Governor to issue a Proclamation enact:ng that this St~tute 
extended to, and was in force in, the Island of Malta and Its Dependenciess. 

The Governor found it difficu1t to carry out Sillch Instruction and, recalling 
the promise made by Great Britain to the Ma.ltese regarding their Religion, 
suspended its execution 'UlltiI further Instructions were given him on this 
subject. He explained to the Secretary of State that the whole of that Act would 
'be inoperative in Malta, because the Maltese had always had the full royal 
sanction of their pulblic religious functions, through aU the Governors. AA W 
sections 20 and' 21 of the Act, thes'e were inaiplplica,ble to iMalta, since the 
Est!lJb:,ished Reli,gion mentioned in the Act was the 'Protestant Religion, 
and: the Religion established by Law in this Island wa:s the Roman CS>tb,..li ... • 
The Governor, with all due deference, suggested the repeal of some parts of thp 
Act, and asked that the Catholics, upon adrrruission to Office - not excepting 
that of Governor - would truke the Oaths which they had theretofor taken, and 
Protestants the Oaths' of Allegiance, Supremacy and Abjurartion7• 

A doubt as to the morality of this new formula of the Oath of Allegiance 
had been al!ready eIlltertained by the Catholics of the United Kingdom. The 
Vicars Apostolic of Fmg1and and the BiOSlhops of Ireland seemed to have been 
worried about a certain fo:mn of Oath which would have been presented them 
in case of the sanctioning of tlhe Catholic Relief Bill. M,,17I'. Poynter, contacted 
Mgr. Quarantotti, the Vice-Prefect of the Congregation De Propaganda Fide, 
who, in the 8Jbsence of the Pope from His See, had artbitrarily answered that 
such a formula was approv,able. 

It was later stated by the Earl of ShrClW'slbury, the Premier in the Peerag-es 
of England and Ireland, the most generous promoter of the CathoEc revival, 
thalt the 4 Vicars Apostolic of Eh~land as well alS the Bishops of Ireland, on the 
241th of NoveanJber 1829, had come to a resolution that the Oath in the New Bill 
might be safely taken by all Catholics and: that it did not interfere with any 
rights of Members of Parliament. The Earl added that, since that resolution 
was signed, several of the Apostolic Vicars had visited the Court of Rome, but 
had received no reprimand, for their expression of that opinions. 

4. Catholic Encyclopedia - art. Catholic Emancipation. 
5. R.M.L. - Despatches 1829, p. 182 - Ponsonby to Murray: 18.VIII.1829. 
6. Ibid., pp. 184/5. 
7. Ibid., pp. 185{6. 
8. G.G., 9.V.1888, p. 184; 8O.V.1888, p. 220. 
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Thl,s not withstanding no one can deny that it was imprudent to propose the 
new Oath to the Maltese subjects, whose position was o~her than that of the 
English Catholics, because the Established Religion in Malta was the Roman 
Catholic, and how prudent was Sir Frederick Ponsonby to dissuade tlhe Secretary 
of S~ate from enforcing such an Oath form in Malta. 

In a confidential despatch <fated 1st October 1829, the S. of S. had directed 
the' (}overnor to propose certain returns with reference to the provisions of 
the menJtioned Act. These returns seem to have been sent and the views of Sir 
Frederick, as to the general a.pplicalb1lity of the Act and the undesirableness of 
enforcing the only operative part, were thus praotically admitted and acquiesced 
in. To the latter~s suggestion, that no inconveniences would be felt by consider
ing that the Act did not apply to Mal~a, no answer was directly returned, so 
far as could be ascertained from the records in the Chief Secretary's Office, as, 
13 years later was stated by the Governor O'Ferra1l9• 

The Question sremed to have stopped here. But it was again raised and 
more fiercely in the year 1835. On May l'st, a Proclamation was published in 
Malta announcing the formation of a Council of Government in Malta, for the 
purpose of advising and assisting in the administration of the Government of 
these Islands. The members of the Legislative Assembly were to be seven, 
besides the Head of Government, namely: four persons holding offices in Malta: 
- the Senior Ofbcer in Oommand of the Land-Forces, not being in the adminis
tration of the Govern'lleI1lt, the Chief Justice, the Bishop of Malta, and the 
Chief Secretary to the Government - and tlm-ee unofficial persons to be seleoted 
by the Goveruor10, 

But what concerns us mos~ in these Letters Patent is the Oath that was 
imposed Upon the Members of the Council of Government. It was composed on 
April 1, 1835, according to the Instructions given by William IV. The following 
is the formula: 

"I do sincerely promise and swear, that I will be fa:thful and bear true 
allegiance to H. M. King William IV and will defend him ~o the utmost of my 
power against all conspiracies and attempts whatever wh:ch will be ma<fe 
against his Person, Crown or Dignity, and I wiH do my utmost endeavour to 
disclose and make known to His Majesty, his Heirs and Successors, all treasons 
and tra:torous conspiracies which may be found agains~ Him or Them: and I 
do faithfully promise to maintain support and defend to the utmost of my 
power the succession of the Crown, which succession by an Act entitled "An 
Act for the further limitation of the Crown and better securing the Rights and 
LjJberties of the Sulbjeet", is and stand's limited to the Princess Sofia, Eleotress 
of Hanover,and the Heil'lS of her body being Protestants; hereby utterly 
renounc:ng and abjuring Mly obedience or allegiance unto any other Person 
claiming or pretending a right to the Crown of the Realm of Great Britain and 
Ireland; and I further declare that it is not' an article of my faith, and that' I 
do renounce, 'reject !and !abjure the opinian 'that princes excommunicated or 
deprived by the Pope, 'Dr any other authority of the See pi Rome, may be 
deposed or murdered by their subjects or by any person whatsoever. 1 do 

9. R.M.L. - Despatches 1848, pp. 205/6 - Q'Ferrall to Grey: 18.1.1848. 
10. G.G., 6.V.1885, Proclamation, p. 158. 
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declare that I do nDlt believe that the Pope of RO'I1W or any other foreign prince, 
prelate, 'person, .statJelor potentate, ,hath, or ought [to dlJav~ 'any' temporal ,or civil 
JUTisdiction, power, superiority or p11e~eminence, 'directly !or 'indirectly within 
the Realm of Great Brit,ain and Ireland; I do swear, that I will defend to the 
utmost of my power the settlement of property within the said Realm as 
estalblished by the laws and I do hereby dis'claim, disavow and salemnly abjuTe 
any intention to subvert the present Church iCstablishment,as setltled by law 
within the swid Realm, and I do solemnly swear, that I never, will exercise any 
privilege to which I am or may become ,entitled <to disturb or weaken the 
Protestant Religion or Protestant Government in the United Kingdom; and I 
do solemnly, in the presence of God, profess, testify and declare that I make 
this d'ecIaration and every part thereof in the plain and ordinary sense of the 
words of the Oath, without any evasion, equivocat:on or mental reservation 
whatsoever. So help me God". 

Archbishop Francesco Saverio Caruana had already complained and pro
tested for his being given the th:rd place in this Council of Government. The 
cOlIllpla'int had been communieruted to the Secretary of State by the Lt. Gover
nor. The former admitted the Bishop's claim and placed hcim next to His 
Majesty's Representativell• But when, on the 17th October, the Lt. Governor 
invited all the Memlbers of he Council to attend at the Palace of Valletta on 
Wednesday, 21 inst. at noon, for the purpose of t!lt1cing the Oaths prescribed, 
the ArchlbilShop ans,wered on the next day, tihat since tihe prescr%ed Oath was 
a purely religious Act and one theretofore never ta:ken by the Bishop of Malta, 
he had sent a copy of the form to His Holiness. to sound his views about the 
matter, and ha.(l since solicited him five times for a prompt ansrwer, by means 
of the Cardinal Sercetary of State and of the Agent at ROIIlle. In conclusion, 
owing to the silence of Rome, he aslked the Acting-Lt. Governor Card>e~ to 
dispense him from attending for the moment12. Following the Archbishop's 
message the Acting-Lt. Governor postponed the meeting from the 21st to the 
28th of the s·ame montih. 

The Archbishop's answer to a second invita~ion was that he would not 
attend eitiher on the 28th, unless he received an a'llswer from Rome13 • The 
Acting Lt, Governor answered dramatically. He said that it was his duty 
to inform the King of the obstacles tlhat prevented the carry~ng out of His 
Ma'jesty'.s Orders, and "withoUJt pausing for a moment to consider whether 
any previous authorization from Rome was necessary for the due execution of 
commands of the Sovereign", he expected to have from the Archbishop a full 
and d':'91:inct declaration, whether any, or what, part of the form of the Oath 
was repugnant to his corusciece14• . 

The Archlbishop was not slow in g-iving an adeauate reply. As it had been 
repugnant to the Catholic Bishops of England, in like manner it was repugnant 
---
11. G.G., 22.VI.IB35, Minute, p. 212. For financial motives the Governor of Malta had, 

at that time, the rank of a Lieu.tenant Governor. 
12. R.M.L. - Despatches 1835, pp. 497/9 - Hankey to Mgr. Caruana: 17.X.1835; Mgr. 

Caruana to Hankey: IB.X.l835. 
18. Ibid., pp. 500/1 - Hankey to Mgr. Caruana: 19.X.IB35; Mgr. Caruana to Hankey: 

22.X.IB35. 
14. Ibid., p. 502 - Hankey to Mgr. Caruana: 23.X.1835. 
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to his conscience, to take the said Oath, W1ithout premising those protests which 
the Holy See directed the said Bishops to make in taking their Oaths; his 
repllio<1Ilalilce was increased' by the addition of the word weaken which did not 
appea'f in the Oatlh propoSlerl to the Bishops of Engla'llc;;". And if Hi,s 
Majesty insisted that he should take the Oath, he would have extended to him 
the explanation given by the Holy See to the Biishops of England, and he would 
malke ,the 'protests which he had alread!y made known through his Vicar Generaps. 
The Archlbishop conclruded that he did make reference to Rome of the matter, 
because the Oath was purely religious Act, that he was a Bishop of the Roman 
Catholic Apostolic Church, and tlhat he never pretended to maike the drue 
execution of His Majesty's Orders dependeiJJ!t upon the authorization of the 
Holy See. He hoped however that tJhe Governme.nt would not hesitate to 
approve his conduct on Vhat ocea,sion16• 

This letter was submitted to the Acting-Lt. Governor, who found himself 
under the necessity of again putting off the Installation of the Council to some 
future day to be fixed later on. He informed the Archbishop that it was his 
intention to submit to the consideration of His Maj,esty's Government in 
Eng'land all that had passed, with the view of obtaining further Instructions on 
the suJbject, for his guidance17• 

In the meantime the two Catholic nominated Members. of the Council, 
Baron De Piro and Mr. Agostino Portelli, earnestly entreated the Acting-Lt. 
Governor to prorog'.le, stating that it would Ibe hard on them to 'be called on 
to take the Oath on the day when the Bishop refused ,to attend for the purpose: 
one of them added that if they were to do so, they would incur the public in
dignation. Subsequently, however, they s01emnly declared to the Acting-Lt. 
Governor that they would take the Oath whenever called on, without a word of 
o!'JIjection, whatever might be the result of the Bishop's application to Rome1R • 

As stated before, by means of two despatches dated 28 and 30 October 1835, 
Cardew exposed what happened and disclosed his fear that the occurrence would 
perplex in some degree His Majesty's Government at home. He enClosed a copy 
of the correspondence between him and the Archbishop. He manifested also his 
doubts whether he was right in postponing the Installation, or should have sworn 
in the other Memlbers of the Councip9. 

With regard' to the answer from Rome, the Acting-Lt. Governor stated that 
it was problematic, because the Papal Government was slow in answering direct 
appHcations of such a nature as the one in question: the Authorities in Rome 
would have been better pleased, had the Bishop taken the Oath than have made 
the said application, "foT' His Holiness, wrote the Lt. Governor, tacitly permitted 
many things, for the doing of which he would not grant his express warrant and 
sanction'~, and mentioned the case of the Ki'Thg's prayer after Ma-ss20 • 

He seemed also to put aside the Archbishop and added' that the latter was 
of an advanced age, apopletic, faiHng in health and with mental faculties 

15. Ibid., pp. 503/4 - Mgr. Caruana tu Hankey: 24.X.I835. 
16. Ibid., p. 504. 
17. Ibid •. , p. 505 - Hankey to Mgr. Caruana: 26.X.1835. 
18. Ibid.; p. 490 - Cardew to Glenelg: 3O.X.lSS5. 
19. Ibid., pp. 488/95. 
20. Ibid., pp. 491/2. 
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impaired, drawing unimportant distinction between the Oath of the Catholics in 
England and that of those in Malta. It also occurred to his mind that after the 
Bishop's application to Rome, His Majesty might not be disposed to admit him 
into the Council21 • 

He concluded the Despatch putting the following questions to the Secretary 
of State: 

(i) what was he to do, if the Papal Government withheld its sanction of 
the Oath, or remained silent? 

(ii) was it possilble to put aside the Bishop and place his Archdeacon 
instead of him in the Council ?22 

(iii)' if so, what seat was he to occupy? 
(itv) , could the Council be constituted and put in motion without the 

Bishop'.s participation? 
The Secretary of State approved of the course the Hon. Cardew had ad'opted 

in suspending the Installation and directed him to summon an the Members who 
had been nominated and to swear in those who might present themselves accord
ingly23. 

In accordance with these Instructions, the Acting-Lt. Governor issued a 
Minute fixing Tuesday, the 29th December. for tIJe cermonv, inviting an the 
Members, including the Bisihop, to aUend24 hoping that an answer from Rc''11~ 
would at no di-stant period remove the existing difficulties25 • 

The Archbishop once more excused 'himself on the grounds that he still 
ignored His Holiness's sentiments on the Oath. The other Members attended and 
tJ()I1{ tJhelf Oaths and their respective seats in the Counci126 • 

On the same day the Lt. Governor issued a Proclamation declaring the 
Instanation of Members of the Council with the exception of the Hon. and' Most 
R"'v. Archfbishop Dr. F.S. Car'uana, Bishon of this Island, who did not attC'nd27 • 

lBy then the Holy See expressed its views with regard to the liceity of the 
Oath, through a despatch to the Archbishop, dated 19th December, 1835, which 
reached its destination much later. In this despatch Card. Bernetti, the Secretary 
to the Papal State, apologized for the delay in answering the Bishop's three 
letters (of 21 May, 13 September, and 31 October), attributing it to the several 
delicate and urgent q'llestion-s which had to be considered bv tbe ConQT('·qation. 
In this letter the CaTdinal Secretary tried to persuade the Bishop to abstain from 
taking part in a Council where Ecclesiastical matters could be dealt with in a 
manner prejudicial to his and to the Catholic Faith's interests, since the majority 

21. Ibid., p. 492. 
22. If We are to believe what Cardew wrote to the Secretary of State, the Archdeacon 

Salvatore Lanzon, a person of ability and discretion, in his capacity of Vicar General, 
strongly ad.vised the Archbishop to take the Oath, as he found in it nothing objection
able, and frankly declared that he himself was ready to take it. He also urged the 
Bishop to take it on the ground of the silence observed at Rome in respect to his 
application. Bu.t it was all in vain. (Cardew to Glenelg: 30.X.I835, pp. 492v / 3). 

23. R.M.L. - Despatches 1835, p. 493. 
24. Ibid., p. 616 - Cardew to Glenelg: 3o.XII.I835; G.G., 16.V.1835, p. 197. 
25. G.G., 16.V.1835, p. 198. 
26. Ibid. 
27. R.M.L. - Despatches 1835, p. 622 - Proclamation 29.Xn.I835. 
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of the Members were of the Anglican Sect. In such case, even if he duly made 
h:s, protests against these decisions, these would be known only by the Members, 
and the faithful under his care would be greatly scandauzed; where!lJS, if he 
kept himself outsid'e the Council and protested against any eventual decision 
prejudic:al taken therein, his disapproval would be known by everybody and 
would be more efficient. As regards the Oath formula, the Papal instructions 
were that it could not be approved, nor had it bee en approved by the See, in 
spite of what had been said by Mgr. Quarantotti, the Vice-Prefect of the 
Congregation "De Propaganda Fide" on the }6th of February 1814 to Mgr. 
Poynter in the albsence of His Holiness from his See28 • 

The Bishop sent his Vicar General to explain the contents of Card. Bernetti's 
communique to the Offi'cer Adaninistering the Government; and the next day 
he applied by letter to be allowed to resign his seat in the Council29 • 

The Act~ng Lt.-Governor informed the S. of S. in London, who announced, 
later, that His Majesty was ~aciously pleased to accept the Bishop's resign
ation, adding his regret that the same motives which had influenced the Bishop's 
decision :n that instance would apply with equal force to every other ecclesiastic 
in tlhe Island who mig.ht belonlg to the Rom\~h Church30 • 

Lord Glene1g d'isclosed his surprise for this behaviour of the Bishop, "whose 
elevat:on to the Episcopal See was due to England and on whom the British 
Government thought they could entirely count"81. 

By Letters Patent of the 28th October 1838, the Bishop was substituted in 
the CouncM by the Auditor General32 • 

The Oath Question, however, did not stop here. 
The Bishop's refusa1 to take the Oath prescr:bed by William IV had a 

remarkable resonance in the British Parliament. On the 27th of March 1838, the 
Bishop of Exelter called the attention of the H(JiUse of Lord,s to the facts wh~dh 
had occurred in Malta. He moved that an add'ress should be presented to Her 
Majesty the Queen (Victoria) praying that She would be pleased to cause to be 
laid on the talble a copy of any deslpatch from the Governor or Acting' Lieutenant 
Governor to His late Majesty's Secretary of State for the Colonial Department, 
respecting the appointment of the Bishop of Malta to be a Member of the Council 
of Government of this Island, his refusal to take the Oath requested by the Law, 
as well as his resignation from the said office, together w:th any other document 
received from the said Bislhop on the occasion o.f his refusal and resignation. The 
motion was a£(reed toSS, 

On the 6th of April, the Earl of Shrewsbury gave notice that in consequence 
of having seen the said papers, he felt it his duty to bring the subject again 
und'er their Lordships' considerat:on after the Easter recess, "when he should 
be able to prove that the said Oath remained as stringent as it was before the 

28. A.A. - Corrispondenza 1833/5, pp. 542/3 - Card. Bernetti to Mgr. Caruana: 
19.XII.I835. 

29. G G., 16.V.1838, p. 198 - Cardew to GIeneIg: 27.n.1886. 
80. Ibid. - Glenelg to Cardew: 12.IV.1886. 
In. Ibid. 
?\!. G G., 26,VP'.lS38, Proclamation p. 587. 
38. G.G., 30.V,1838, pp. 201/2. 
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opiniO'n O'f the Pope Qf Rome had been communicated to' the Bishop of Malta, 
and that the PQpe's opinion did nO't convey a condemna'tion of that Oath"M. 

In pursuance to this prQmise the Earl did bring the matter in the same 
House on the 8th O'f May, and he assured the House that the Oath was still in 
the same position as it was in 1829. Nay, he added that the Oath Formula had 
been approved by the 4 Vicars ApostO'lic. Qf England and by the BishQPfl Qf 
Ireland, that several O'f the latter had - since their reso1utiO'n of approval -
visited' the CQurt of Rome, but had received no reprimand. 

He a,lso read a passage from a letter he had received from Dr. P.,A. Baines 
Tit. Bishop of SiJga and Vicar Apostolic for the West of England, to the effect 
that the Court of Rome did not condemn the formula of the Oath, but, evasively, 
it only declared it nO't approvab1e. 

The Earl read also a second passage from a letter by Dr. Murray (very 
likely Daniel Murray, Archbishop of Dublin (1768-1854), stating that he (Dr. 
Murray) had no knowledge of any commun:cation with Rome about this matter, 
nay the Catholic pre1ates of Ireland had deemed themselves competent to judge 
about the morality of this Oath without a reference to' any Qther quarter, and 
confessing that he (Dr. Murray) had at all times disapproved of that 
Oath as unnecessary, insulting and calculated to excite conscientious scruples 
in timorous minds, when not ,suifficierutly a'cquainted with the animus of Parlia
ment in proPQsing it. But while he did not approve it, he never condemned it 
a's unlawfu}85 

The Earl of Shrewslbury finally moved for further despatches. But these 
being Qf a private nature, he was persuaded by Lord Me1bourne too withdraw 
the motion, which the E1arl as,se.n.ted to in a brief reply86. 

In a despatch numbered 312, dated 20th November 'ui38, the Governor was 
instructed to extend :the ohligation to take the same Oath from the Members of 
CO'uncil too all persons of the Roman Catho1:c Faith hQ1ding offices or places of 
trust or profit under the Government in the Island37 • This was made known 
and imposed in Malta. by a Procla.mation dated 3rd Janua.ry, 1839. 

The controversy as to the liceity of the Oath formula now, assumed a 
public charaoter in t!he Island, Among those whO' supported the liceity, tlle most 
outstanding pel'son was Sa.lvatore OumJbo, a Doctor of Divinity and Professor of 
Theology ip the University. Dr. Cumbo published a Di.3couTse w~th the aim of 
persuading the pulblic that the form of the new Oath contained nothj,ng against 
the Catholic doctrine, or O'bjectionable, because, he wrote, art. III W8!S not meant 
to stOoP the preachin.g of the Catholic Faith in the United Kingdom. As a mat
ter of fact, the Bishops and the Rectors of Chmches did preach freely, ·and al
though they obtained f,rom the State the perrrnission to open their Chmches and 
they tOdk the Oath of Allegiance mentioned, they were never convicted of any 
perjury, 110t eVflll when they preached against the Protestant Faith. What this 
artic:e prdhilbited was, therefore, the uSe of foul means, violence, political discord 
through difference cf Religion, riots and de.privation of the Protestant ChurcheS 

34. Ibid. 
35. Ibid. 
36. Ibid. 
37. R.M,L, - Despatches 1847/8, p. 196 - O'Ferrall to Grey: 12.1,1848. 
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of the g<lOds they enjoyed. Not even the University of Paris, he wrote, did con
demn this Oath. Nay, the Ho~y See, he added did neltlher condemn it, nor 
approve itss. 

This last allegation was not exact, because on the 15 J.anuary the Bishop 
informed the Holy See of this new imposition, and Card. Lambruschini the Papal 
S. of S. was instructed by the Ho1y Father to answer that, according to what 
had 'been already stated in his previous letter, the fonmula wa's neither approv
able nor ever approved by the Holy See, and tha~ the Holy Father was extremely 
grieVed that some eccles.iastics had already sworn in this formula, and that 
moreover a Professor of the University had defended and supported its lice~ty 
in jjhe public pres1s39, 

Following this controversy, some representations were made to Lord 
Nmmaniby, the Colonial Secreta;ry of State, that dissatisfaction had been excited 
amongst the ROJllaTI Catholic population at Malta, owing to the new Pro
olarrnation40 • 

The Colonial Secretary asked the Governor to draw a report upon th.:.s sub
ject, and sta,te: (1) what had taken place, (2) what were the fmmer Laws with 
regard to the Oath of Allegiance, and.' (3) whether it was advisable to continue 
to adhere to the new form of Oath or to revert to the previous Law or practiceu . 

The Governor Bouverie, forecasting that the thing would reach the Secretary 
of State, had aready addressed to him some information anent this matter on 
the 16th of May. He, now, repeated and corraborated what he had already 
stated in his former despatch, namely, that previous to 1813 no Oath of 
Allegiance was taken by the Maltese to the British Crown, that fo11owing the 
Instructions given him, Sir Thomas Maitland and his successors imposed the 
Oath known as the Canada or Que!bec Oath for the Roman Catholics; that this 
went on up to the pU!blicaJtion of the Proclamation of 1839. With regard to 
popular feelings he declaToo that no dissatisfaction or excitement prevailed or 
had prevailed in Malta 'Upon the irmJpos.iJtion, Consequently. he did not feel 
justified to recommend any alteration in the Law of 1829, because he deemed 
that the Oath prescribed therein was not of a nature that could not conscientious
ly be talken by Her Majesty's Roonan Catl,olic Subjects in Malta. The Governor 
posed rather as a Theolnqj·an than a's a General! He attributed the clamours 
against the Oath ~o the Bishop, from whom rep"esentations were to be expected 
after his dec1ine to take the same Oath himself years before. Nay, he added 
that the ClerlN in M.alta viewed it differently from their Pastor, and enclosed 
three copies of Dr. Cumbo~s pamphlet42• 

On the same day, in a separwte and confidential desrpatch, Bouverie 
acquainted the Secretary of State that some weeks before he had been confident
ially informed "from a quarter in which he placed reliance", that the Bishop 
had been carrying on a correSipondence with Rome on the S'U!bject,and that five 

88. Cumbo Dr. Salvo - Discor.so sul Giuramento, Malta 1889. 
89. A.A. - Corrispondenza 1888/40, pp. 841/2, Card. Lambruschini to Mgr. Caruana: 

12.II.1889. 
40. R M.L. - Despatches 1889, p. 268 - Normanby to Bouverie: 26.IV.1839. 
41. Ib;d. 
42. Ib:d., pp. 269/271 - Bouverie to Nonmanby: 18.VI.1889. 
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weeks before he had received a letter from Cardinal Lambrus<!hini, which had 
been kept secret, recommending him to get up a Petit:on to Her Majesty agaiitst 
the Oath, and stating that if it were numerous1y signed, the Cardinal would be 
able to secure for it the favourable consideration of Her Majesty's Ministers. 
"The Bishop", he said, ''had so far, taken no open steps to agitate the Petition, 
and the Governor hoped he would show more prudence and honesty than to 
follow the Cardinal's advice". He finally stressed the point that the question 
d!d in no way engage the pulilic mind, whether clerical or 1ay, and that he 
would leave it in a state of inaction a-nd indifference, unless some undue means 
were resorted to by Rome, through the Bishop, which he would duly dis
countenance43 • 

Less than a month later the Governor informed the Secretary of State that 
the draft of the Pet:'tion from Rome had reached the Bishop, accompanied' by 
a letter from Mgr. Capaccini, the Pro-Secretary of Papal State. But the Bishop, 
as far as the Governor was aware, did not take any steps to get this Petition 
signed4-~. 

A lull followed from the year 1889 to 1847, interrupted only by the following 
event. In the year 1845, the Hon. John O'Connell, a member of the Eng1ish 
Parl:ament, pUiblished on a double issue of the Tablet (26th July and 9th August) 
some documents anent the Maltese religious grievances, which he had already 
read in the Conciliation HaU at Dublin. Among the several acts and enactments 
of the British Government in Malta, prejud:cial to our Religion, he mentioned 
the Proclamation imposing the new Oath, which he dubbed and proved to be 
stupid4.5. 

On the 17th November, 1847, B:shop F.S. Caruana died, and he was 
succeeded by Mgr. Puhlio M. SaIllt, his Coadjutor, who a,ppointed Can. VinceIlZ{) 
Chape1le and the Archpriest Giuseppe Galea to be his Vicar General and Pro
VicaT for Notabile and its district. He also confirmed Canon Tommaso Vera 
as Pro-Vicar for GOZ046. 

According to the Proclamation of April 10, 1828, these Ecclesiastical 
Functionaries had' to take the Oaths of Aneg.~ance and Office in the presence 
of the Head of Government, before entering in their respective duties. 

Colonel Mildmay Fane, the Officer administering the Government after 
Stuart's retirement, accord:.ngly informed the new Bishop of his Functionaries' 
obligation of taking these Oaths. Three days later Canons Chapelle and Galea, 
in an interview, declared to him that they were prevented by conscientious 
motives from taking the Oath of Alleg.:ance in the lorm prescribed by Act' 14 
Geo IV. cap. 7. Col. Fane promised that he would immediately communicate 
the circumstance to the Secretary of State and ask instructions for his guidance 
in this matter4.7• 

The Bishop, duly informed' by his Functionaries of what occurred, addressed 

48. Ibid., pp. 274/5 . 
. 44. Ibid., p. 324 - Bouverie to Normanby: 9.YIl.1839. 
45. O'Connell John - Documents (Ital. transl.) Malta, lS96, p. 17. 
46. R.M.L. - Despatches 1847/S, pp. 155/7 - Fane to Grey: 25.XI; 4.XII.1847. 
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a letter to the Administering Governor, acquainting him that he was enmely 
of their opinion and added that neither himself, nor his predecessor had ever 
taken that Oath, which, according to Card. Bernetti's communication of the 
19th December 1835, had never been, nor ever could be approved by the Holy 
See. He pointed out that the said formu1a was conceived for the Catholics of 
England. He finally requested him to ask Her Majesty's Ministers to propose a 
formula reconcilable with the principles of the Catholic ReEgion an<t tending, 
therefore, to tranquillize the consciences of the Maltese 5uJbjects48 • 

Fane transmitted a copy of this letter, together with a translation thereof 
to Lord Grey (the letter was wr,itten in Italian), remarking that in no time the 
Ministers of the Council of Government, Her Majesty's Judges and the Professors 
of the University and many others, had refused to take the prescribed Oath. 
The only exception, he wrote, was that of Archbishop Caruana when he declined 
to take that Oath on the occasion of his being named one of the Official Members 
of tjhe CounciJ49. 

In the month of December of that same year the Hon. Richard More 
0'Ferra11 was appointed Governor of these Islands. On New Year's Day, Canons 
Chapelle and Galea informed him by a letter that they were ready to take the 
Oath of Allegiance, provided it contained no expressions which might disturb 
their consciences as Catholics and Ecclesiastics, or purport a sense of little 
reVerence to the Holy See. They remarked that the consequence of their not 
taking the Oath was ,impeding the despatch of their business of a' judiciary 
nature to the prejudice of the puJblic serviceS°. 

O'Ferrall, as a Catholic, could understand much better the proviso made by 
the two Canons. He made it, therefore, his duty, to· study personally the ques
tion. He went over the documents in the Chief Secretary's office. Owing to the 
delicacy of the matter, he did not even consult the Crown Advocate, but directly 
reported the whole matter to Lord Grey, the Secretary of State, repeating the 
l;istory of the Oath Question, not failing, however, to add SQIlle remartks of 
his own. 

He started with the statement that it was a matter of regret that the Canada 
Oath was no more considered as sufficient to bind the cons'cience of the Ma1tese. 
He added that the new formula had been, since the year 1829, considered' of 
doulbtfuJ a;pplicalbility to the Colonies: it was stiI1 doubtful wlhether this formuLa 
had been 1egaIIy imposed upon the Roman Catholic subjects in Malta, since- it 
ha<t been imposed by Bouverie in 1839, without the assent of the Council of 
Government, which was required by the Constitution of 1835, and consequently, 
not being a case of the most immediate and pressing urgency, it could not have 
the force of Law for the Island. He stressed again the particular situation of 
Malta, where the RO'lllan Catholic Church had been guaranteed by Great 
Britain, and the Maltese had never been subject to the Penal Laws. Therefore, 
he argued, the Act for the Relief of Catholics of 1829, which imposed the new 
fora:nula- of Oath, was not aprpliCaible to Malta. Besides, he oIbserved, if the 

48. Ibid., pp. 163/4 - Mgr. Sant to Fane: 4.XII.1847. 
49. Ibid.., pp. 161/2 - Fane to Grey: 13.XII.I847. 
50. .Ibid., p. 211 sqq. - Chapelle and Galea to O'Ferrall: 1.1.1848; O'Ferrall to Grey: 
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Relief Act were to apply to these Islands, it should apply in all its parts, aitd 
this would' entail the imposition of section 26 (which inflicted penalties on Roman 
CathoEc Ecc1esiastics exercising any of the rites of the Roman Catholic Religion, 
or wearing the habits of their Order, save within their usual places of Worship 
or private houses) and of section 28 (which made provis:on for the gradual 
suppression of the Jesuits and other Religious Orders of the Church of Rome). 
This imposit£on, he remarked, would not only be an act of impolicy, but could 
also be directly contrary to the so1emn engagements entered into with the 
Maltese by Great Britain. 

He added, moreover, that the very terms of the Oath referred to seemed 
essentially to contradict the suppos~tion that it was intended to be taken by 
Maltese Catholics. As a matter of fact the Act mentioned "the present Church 
Establishment as settled by Law within this realm" (i.e. Protestantism in the 
Un£ted Kingdom), while the estab1ished Church in Malta was the Roman 
Catholic; and, further, it imposed that the Oath should be taken in fixed places, 
namely, in Westminster or Dublin, or before determined Judges in Ireland or 
Scotland: it would be absurd to say that all the Ma1tese subjects seeking office 
with the Government were obliged' to travel to the United Kingdom for the 
pUJ.'lpose of taking the Oath. 

His last remark was that Ponsonby's suggestion to enforce section 26 
(regarding processions) could not be enforced compatibly with the observance 
of good faith on the part of. Great Britain. He finally conc'luded that upon a full 
cons:deration of the matter, he was strongly inclined to believe that it was 
illegal to tender the latter Oath to the Maltese, and the former form (of Quebec) 
was the only Oath of AHegiance which could be legally required to take. 

As a conclusion to his despatch, O'Ferrall dared to suggest a new formula, 
if the Secretary of State deemed it sufficient to attain all the objects contem
plated by the Oath prescr:bed' by Act 10 Geo IV. The new formula was the 
following: "I, N.N., do sincere1y promise and swear that I will be faithful and 
bear true allegiance to Hex Majesty Queen Victoria. So help me God "'51. 
(O"Ferrall to Grey: 18.1. 1848, D. 1;847/8, prp. 195/207). 

While this communl:cation was passing between the Governor and the British 
Government, a certain Dr. Michael Micallef, who wished to exercise the pro
fession of lawyer, entertained some relig:ous doubts as to his taking the oath 
prescribed. He wrote to the Governor to this effect. 

On the 18th of June 1848 the Chief Secretary answered Dr. Micallef stating 
that "the Oath of Allegiance, commonly so called, had siUlbstit'1.lted the one 
presCl'ltbed by the Notification of 1889, and that directions had been already 
given for the administration of the said Oath of Allegiance in future52 • 

51. Ibid., pp. 195/207 - O'FerralI to Grey: 15.1.1848. 
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The Oath form suggested by O'FerraH had been accepted by the British 
Government for the people of Malta, and later on it was introduced, as it read, 
in the Codice di Organizzazione e PTocedura Civile art. 9. 

Thus another thorny question in the relations between :the Church in Malta 
and the Brr.tish Government came to a happy end:. 
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