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We have seen from the rather limited records of 
obligatory military service, of taxation, and of notarial 
deeds relating to land transactions, that Qrendi must 
have been a village of some importance in earlier 
times. Population records, again limited, the status 
animarum of the Church, show that a few hundred 
people lived here - but nowhere do we know exactly 
what they were doing and how they lived. 

The first proper survey of Malta was undertaken 
for the Knights, in 1524, prior to their coming, but 
this has been lost. The next was written by a French 
Knight, Jean Quintin d'Autun (who had access to the 
first survey) and it was published in Lyons in 1536. 
D'Autun arrived in Malta three months prior to the 
entry of Grandmaster De L'Isle Adam in 1530. He 
was a great traveller and a prolific writer, particularly 
on the subject of Canon Law - after serving the Order 
in various capacities he later became Professor of 
Canon Law at the University of Paris. 

The Survey, or Description as it more properly is 
termed, deals with many matters and aspects other 
than Qrendi, but it gives us some idea of how people 
were living here in the early sixteenth century. Mdina 
is 'pleasant and well looked after', but Birgu is a 
different matter ' the houses are breached and falling 
into ruins, with walls crumbling and unfinished, on 
weak foundations; they are buildings without attics; 
the roofs, roughly made, are covered either with tiles 
or reeds; frightening indeed ...... apart from the city 
and some houses in the suburbs one would take all 
the rest for African huts. They have however a certain 
richer kind of earth, of the colour of milk, which is 
diluted with water instead of lime or chalk for the use 
of whitewashing the houses.' 

D' Autun had visited Syria and Palestine, and 
I have assumed that by 'African huts' he meant the 
sort of small stone rectangular buildings that were 
used in North Africa to house both beasts and men. 
Qrendi would have been a collection of single storey 
fiat roofed dwellings, probably after the fashion of 
the building opposite St. Catherine's Chapel - which 
some say is the oldest house in Qrendi. I like to think 
that the houses in the center had an encircling wall, as 
Dusina, writing in 1576, refers to 'the gate of Qrendi'. 
This would make sense as the villages, particularly on 
the western side, were suffering dreadfully from raids 

by Saracen pirates. Walking round the village one can 
see stretches of wall which could have been part of 
this 'fortification'. 

The water table was much higher, possibly by up 
to six feet, and there was a wied which ran down to 
the left of St. Matthew's Church, through a grove 
of carob trees (of which a few remain), and into the 
Maqluba, and thence underground to Wied Babu. It 
was an excessive amount of water flowing down in 
1343 (the Tempesta) which caused the collapse of 
the roof over the Maqluba. Autun says that 'the island 
is irrigated with springs and it has plantations of 
orchards which produce palm trees .... The orchards 
have also olives and vines (better as grapes than when 
turned into wine) and fig-trees, besides every other 
kind of fruit.' 

'The orchards produce roses of a most sweet smell 
- honey becomes excellent, both for this reason and 
because the bees produce it from thyme, violets and 
other flowers'. 

'Equally belonging to Malta is ordinary cotton, 
from which the inhabitants derive great profit'. We 
don't know when Malta turned to cotton instead of 
wheat as the major crop, but archaeology may give 
us the answer to this from a study of pollen remains. 
D'Autun praises its superior quality, but he says that 
Malta is very fortunate that Sicily 'fertile in all kinds 
of grain, lies nearby and is as good as a granary, where 
otherwise they would die of hunger'. D'Autun remarks 
that the people are superstitious, conscious of their 
country's sterility, and live a very frugal life. De 
Soldanis, writing in 1746 reports that by 1712 in Gozo 
virtually all game and wild animals had been killed off 
through hunting, and presumably that would also be 
the case in Malta - but in the earlier years there would 
have been plenty of rabbits, partridges, turtle doves 
and other creatures. Unfortunately the hunters did 
not kill off the mosquitos, which de Soldanis found 
particularly troublesome ! Incidentally he mentions a 
considerable export of produce from Gozo to Malta 
which included grapes, fruit and cereals, and in the 
year 1671 'oxen 213, calves 109, pigs 1169, rams 778, 
sheep 1111, lambs 1557, turkeys 3373, pigeons 1648, 
other fowls 14,919.' 

Coming back to d'Autun's description, we hear 
that he is 'surprised how this earth (in Malta) although 



warmer than ours (in France), is mixed with dung and 
manured by the farmers when everything gets dry 
quickly with the sun. Spring is the season for sowing, 
and that is not done unless the field has been watered 
the day before and tilled at once. 'Malta produces 
cumin too, a plant well known for medicine and 
seasoning, because it is spread over the bread's crust, 
giving it a delicious taste'. 

Malta's greatest advantage is that its soil is shallow; 
hence it does not give much work to the farmers, and 
it can be sown throughout the whole year - there are 
often two harvests each year- when barley is reaped, 
cotton soon follows, or else barley follows when 
cotton is reaped, so the land does not cease to produce 
its fruit.' D'Autun remarks on the Maltese weather, 
extremely hot, dusty and windy (as it is now!) But in 
mid-winter 'everything is flourishing, and the trees are 
in flower'. In the summer he says the nights are wet 
with dew - possibly a reflection on the rather more 
moist condition of the land in those days. 

'Malta is practically wholly rocky and rough, and 
even when anything is produced, the soil is scarcely 
more than two or three feet in depth. D'Autun remarks 
on the Maltese franka, used by masons and for lime, as 
easily worked, but dry and not proof against moisture 
and salt sea breezes. 'Most of the other places i.e. 
not fields, are uncultivated and wholly abandoned. 
The fields here and there are full of stones, but grass 
springs up from underneath, and because of this 
there is plenty of pasture for sheep. ' And these rocks 
mostly abound in wild thyme and broom'. 'There are 
many troglodytes (people living in caves) they dig 
caves and these are their houses.' 

Wood was scarce; 'everywhere can be seen nothing 
but dark herbs and thistles of an inferior kind. The 
inhabitants make use of certain kinds of thistle instead 
of wood, which, together with dried cows' dung is 
used for the baker's oven. Similarly the seed of cotton 
equally serves as a delicious fodder for cows, tasting 
like acorns. The people also feed on other thistles; 
not like those which we (the French) along with the 
Italians, now eat with so much relish (although they 
have a great abundance also of these) but these are 
much more sour. (D'Autun does not mean thistles 
literally but wild plants and salads). 

'The water is salty and sedimentary, and the 
sweeter springs on the island I think come mostly 
from wintry showers. Their source is not deep, 
for in summer they frequently dry up and always 
diminish. Drinking water comes from the rain (when 
there is any) which is preserved in cisterns and more 
frequently in ditches.' 

'The people have a Sicilian character, with a 
mixture of African; they are not strong enough for, 

or adapted to warfare. The women are not at all ugly, 
but live very much as if they were uncivilized; they 
do not mix with other people; they go out covered 
in a veil, as if to see a woman is here the same as 
to violate her.' He remarks on the very devoutly 
religious character of the Maltese, and their strong 
attachment to the Pauline traditions. 'The people once 
believed St. Paul was God'. The Christian religion 
is 'wonderfully practiced in the whole island, both 
publicly and privately', and he says there were many 
shrines. 

The Malta (and Gozo) which d'Autun knew four 
hundred and seventy years ago seems to me pretty 
much as one would have imagined it . There are people 
alive in Qrendi who can just remember a time when 
there were no buses, no telephone, radio, television, 
electricity, piped water, and public drainage. Most 
of their parents would have been illiterate. Not 
many houses in Qrendi now are home to livestock 
of various kinds, but this was regular not so long 
ago. Agriculture was carried on without tractors or 
powered implements, and quarry workers developed 
great muscles! Strip out the recent advances in 
technology and the Qrendi of a few years ago must 
have been not too unlike the Malta of 1536. 

Bishop Dusina records details of Qrendi when on 
his visitation forty years later; these are mentioned 
elsewhere - 83 households and 13 chapels or churches 
- some of which were derelict. 

In I 646 Commendatore Abela 'the Father of 
Maltese history', devotes little space to Qrendi, briefly 
stating that it with Hal Leu and Hal Manin) was a 
sottoposto of the Capitania of Zurrieq. This refers 
to the Tower, where a detachment of the Knights' 
cavalry was stationed, ready to defend the area against 
pirate or Saracen incursions. Soon after, of course the 
Grand Masters built a ring of forts round Malta - one 
of which is at Wied iz-Zurrieq, and another Torri 
Hamrija is between Hagar Qim and Mnajdra on the 
coast. Abela does however devote considerable space 
to the Maqluba and its legend. He devotes more space 
to Hal Kbir, which he describes as a 'casal grande' -
but Hal Kbir was decimated later in the century by the 
plague, and never recovered, being now the lightly 
populated areas round Tal-Providenza. 

So, what have we concluded about Qrendi life 
in the post-Arab period? It was a rural area, with 
Qrendin toiling from dawn to dusk, making use of 
the daylight to wrest an uncertain and frugal living 
from the small fields - praying regularly to be 
protected from hazards and ill fortune - and rapacious 
taxes and rents, disease and in jury, and the ever 
present possibility of being carried off to slavery by 
Saracen raiders, generally struggling to keep their 



families going. Child mortality was high - the first 
records, which come from 19th century, give a male 
expectancy of life as 25, and females at 26. Women 
must have been perpetually pregnant from as soon as 
they were capable of childbearing. Births, marriages 
and deaths were therefore perhaps three times as 
often occurring as now. Older people suffered from 
rheumatism and other problems, and had to be cared 
for at home. Painkillers and medicines were primitive, 
if at all available. 

There was a constant shortage of money; the 
Sicilian government was in a perpetual state of 
preparing for war, defensive or offensive, or actually 
in hostilities; the inhabitants had to perform military 
services and help with government projects, whether 
building defences or roads, or working the Curias 

fields; rents were high - cns1s demanded extra 
taxation - in fact the government took all it could. 
The Church also required its share, and with so many 
services needed, and masses said to implore the help 
of ones patron saint, and the building, furnishing and 
upkeep of chapels and shrines everywhere; persons 
practicing Islamic or Jewish religions were subject to 
a heavy poll tax. We cannot conceive what it must 
have been like, but then they could not have any idea 
of future developments. Their horizons were limited, 
but I like to think that they must have had the many 
satisfactions that life on the land provides, and in any 
case they looked to the Virgin Mary, Her Blessed 
Son, and the Saints to help and comfort them, and too 
they believed that Heaven awaited them in the last, 
where their earthly travails would be over. 
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