
The Officina Della Posta and its Functionaries 
By Dr. Albert Ganado 

Attempts have been made in recent years to write the postal history of Malta. The 
results achieved so far may be termed substantial, especially when one considers the 
dearth of published material on the subject. Much, however, remains to be done and 
the study of the organisation of the Post Office is a case in point. 

With the advent of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem in 1530, correspondence 
between Malta and other countries, whether official or otherwise, increased in volume 
and importance with every decade that passed (1). By 1587, the carriage of letters in the 
various countries of origin and destination was costing the Order about 2500 scudi per 
annum (2). A century later, the cost had reached 12,117.10.8 scudi on a total 
yearly expenditure of 482,636.5.1, that is 2.5% of what the Order was spending a 
year (3). 

Earliest postal rates 

The high cost of running a postal service must have alarmed the Treasury and, in 
1694, private individuals were notified that they would have to pay for the carriage of 
their letters out of the country. Two speronaras were engaged per commodita del 
pubb!ico to carry the mail to Sicily, and rates based on the size, weight and 
destination of the letter were established as follows: 

Simple letter 
Double 
Per ounce 

Sicily 

s. 0.0. 5 
0.0.10 
0. 0.15 

Reggio-Rome 

0. 0. 12 
0. 1. 4 
0. 1. 16 

Those who chose to send letters abroad by ships other than the speronaras were 
not obliged to make any payment to the Treasury; they were free to make their own 
arrangements with any vessel. 

Letters destined to any place in Italy beyond Rome were to pay postage rates up to 
that city, whilst letters directed to Germany were to pay postage up to Venice, at the 
following rates: 

Rome Venice 

Half sheet s. 0. 1. 9 S.0.2.4 
One sheet 0. 1. 12 0. 3. 1 
One sheet and a half 0. 2. 19 0. 5. 3 
Per ounce 0. 5. 3 0. 8. 1 

Letters sent to Spain paid postage as far as Genoa at the same rates as 
Malta- Venice, whilst letters for France paid postage up to Rome (4). 



The Postal Service 

This order was not carried into effect at once. In 1707, the Venerandi 
Procuratori del Comun Tesoro decided that the finances of the Order did not 
allow of any further delay and that the Treasury must once and for all be 
relieved of the burden of footing the bill for the carriage of private letters. The 
matter was referred to Bali Marcantonio Zondadari (later Grand Master) and 
Commendatore Fra Mario Bichi for their consideration. Each one of them came 
up with different suggestions. 

On the 20th July 1708, the Procuratori submitted the following proposals 
to the Grand Council of the Order: 

1. A circular letter should be sent to all the Officers of the Order wherever 
they might be, ordering them not to receive any private letters not duly franked, 
and when letters were registered with them they were to be debited to the person 
who had commissioned them and not to their own accounts. 

2. In order to ensure immediate implementation of these orders, the 
Officers should immediately bring them to the notice of those from whom they 
usually received letters; later, these orders were to be communicated to the 
Assembly convened for the purpose. The Treasury would then reimburse its 
Officers solely for those letters written by them in their official capacity. 
Letters coming from beyond Rome were to be franked as far as Rome; those 
originating this side of Rome were to be franked up to the place of embarkation 
or from the place they were sent to the Convent. 

3. Two martingale were to be constructed without delay to operate a 
regular service every fortnight for the carriage to Rome of letters written in the 
Convent and to bring to Malta letters from abroad. In the meantime, two 
speronaras could be used for the purpose. On both journeys, they were to 
touch at Naples and Messina. However, when trade was reopened between 
Naples and Messina the mail could then be carried overland to Sicily for 
transmission to Malta by a speronara. 

4. Letters were to be paid for by everyone, without distinction. Those 
carried overland were to be paid for according to the cost involved, whilst those 
transmitted by sea were to pay according to the tariff proposed by the 
Commissioners. 

The Procuratori concluded that,as it was not possible to foresee all the 
problems that might arise, it was expedient that they should be empowered, 
subject to the Grand Master's approval, to regulate from time to time all 
matters that might require attention (including the expenses of the boats) as well 
as to give directions to the Officer supervising the distribution and carriage of 
letters. 

The Grand Master in Council appointed a Commission to study these 
proposals and to report back (5). 

The Commissioners' Report 

The Commissioners directed their attention mostly to letters coming from 
abroad. It seems that this was the most thorny problem the Treasury had to face. 
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to letters sent from Malta to the Provincie, new regulations should be 
introduced for mail carried in the opposite direction. 

The Commissioners acknowledged that, in those Provinces where the 
Order had no representative, its members could not possibly pre-pay postage 
fees on their letters. Consequently, when these letters reached the 'Convent', the 
Treasury officials, before releasing them for distribution, were obliged to pay 
rates due and register the charge nella sopracarta for the purpose of obtaining 
reimbursment. The franked letters, on the other hand, were to be sent to the 
addressee without any further charge. 

Letters sent to Malta via Italy werer to be directed to Reggio whence they 
would be picked up by a speronara sailing direct from Malta without touching 
at other ports if time did not permit. On the way back, the mail from Sicily 
would be collected. In order to defray the expenses of the boats, all simple 
letters between Malta and Sicily would pay 5 grani and, between Malta and 
Reggio, 12 grani, other letters paying in proportion (6). this service would be 
open to all, but no one would be forced to make use of it. 

Bulky parcels addressed to the Convent, as, for example, records of the 
proof of nobility, would not be sent by the regular Post (or stafetta), but other 
less costly opportunities would be sought for their transmission, unless the 
sender marked them "Urgent". 

The Commissioners then turned their attention to letters reaching the 
Provinces from Malta. The Order's Ministers in the Provinces were to accept, 
pay for and transmit to their destination only those letters that were sent under 
the Seal of the Convent; they were not allowed to handle other letters. 
However, if any individual wished to send letters abroad in the same parcels 
containing letters from the Convent, he could do so provided they were franked 
in accordance with the tariff. 

In regard to those letters circulating within the Provinces, the Order's 
Ministers were not to debit the cost to the accounts of the Treasury, but the 
expense was to be collected from the interested party. These Ministers would be 
in duty bound to report to the Treasury those who failed to withdraw their 
letters, or, having withdrawn them, failed to pay for them. The Treasury would 
then apply the appropriate remedies. 

The Commissioners then considered the postal route Malta - Palermo. 
They submitted that, whenever it was not allowed to send the speronara to 
Reggio, it would be necessary to continue to receive letters via Palermo, from 
which feluccas were used on regular service to carry letters destined for Rome 
and Naples. They pointed out, however, that the letters which at the time were 
brought by the said feluccas paid Scudi 0.4.7. per ounce according to the Tariff 
sent to the Treasury by the Ricevitore at Palermo. Consequently, the carriage 
of letters via Palermo came to double the cost of carriage via Reggio. The 
Messina route would once again be plied when trade was re-opened between the 
Kingdoms of Naples and Sicily when it was desired to receive letters more 
frequently and regularly. 

Finally, the Commissioners·recommended the appointment by the Grand 
Master of an individual of integrity and ability to manage the postal service (7) 

whom adequate renumeration was to be paid in proportion to the work involved. 
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Commissioners' R~port and they ordered its immediate implementation (8). 

Postal Functionaries 

Thus were the foundations laid for what eventually became the Department 
of Posts. In its embryonic state, it flourished under the aegis of the 
Treasury, and postal business under the Knights seems to have been carried out 
in the building housing the Treasury (9). 

The Knight in charge of the postal service came to be known as 
Cammissaria de/la Pasta, and in the discharge of his duties, he was helped by 
Maltese employees working at the Treasury on other assignments. Gradually, 
there were some who became whole-time employees at the Post Office. One of 
these was a Conventual Chaplain, Fra Enrico Savona (IOJ,First Clerk at the Post 
Office, but, when he retired in 1771, three clerks who had other duties to attend 
to were appointed to do work at the post office, namely, Stanislao Lauron (11), 

Giuseppe Psayla Chapelle (12) and Emmanuele Farrugia. (13) 

It appears that the total of the salaries to be paid to them for postal work 
was to be equivalent to that obtaining in the old establishment of the Post 
Office and it was to be distributed among them by the Commissioner of Posts in 
relation to the greater or lesser work which he would assign to each, without any 
consideration to their respective seniority in the taking up of their appointment 
as clerks at the Post Office (14). 

On the 29th November 1777, the Pracuratari of the Common Treasury 
decreed some changes in the Ufficina del/a Pasta. In his half-yearly balance 
sheet the Commissioner was to include only the cost of the letters. The expenses 
of the boats carrying despatches (Barche del Dispaccia), whether ordinary or 
extraordinary, the ricagnizioni particalari requested by the Segreteria d'Italia, 
and the salaries of the letter-carriers of the Post Office were to be paid for by 
the Canservataria (15). 

The hours of work of the First Clerk at the Post Office were to be those 
kept at the Treasury and he was free on all holidays and days of obligation; it 
appears that the same conditions governed the other two clerks destinati per 
ajutanti. An exception was made on the occasion of the arrival or departure of 
the Dispaccia, when their presence was essential (16). 

Francesco Piscopo was appointed First Clerk, and five years later he was 
awarded a gift of 50 scudi in consideration of his good services in this capacity. 
By 1787, he was earning 120 scudi yearly. He was then eighty years old and he 
requested to be allowed to retire without losing anything of his salary and 
emoluments. At the same time, he undertook to continue helping the Post 
Office staff during those hours consonant with his old age. His request was 
granted on the 24th October 1787. Three years later, his pension was increased 
to 1 io scudi ( 17). 

One of the "Adjutants" at the Post Office in 1777 was Domenico 
Montanaro. 

Montanaro was born on the 25th June 1759. By a decree of Grand Master 
Pinto dated 17th September 1770, he became a Cappellana d'Ubbidienza (18). 

For this purpose, the usual Pracessa was held. Witnesses were produced to 
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his studies, that his character was beyond reproach and that he was an obedient 
son. He had never exercised any vile art - Hte vile, o officio sordido, e 
meccanico. His ancestors had no relationship (mescolanza) with the Turks or 
other Infidels. His talents augured well for the future and it was expected that he 
would be able to support himself without becoming a burden to the Order. At 
the age of 16 (or 17), he was employed at the Treasury as Adjutant to the Clerk 
of the Registers bf Secular Debtors and as Clerk at the Post Office (Jl)). 

On the retirement of Francesco Piscopo, on the 27th October 1787. 
he was chosen to replace him as First Clerk (Prima Scrivano del/a Pasta). It has 
been written that, some time after 1790, he was created a Donat of the Order 
and, as a result, he was able to hold office as Commissioner of the Post Office, 
a post formerly held by a Knight of the Order. (20) This is not borne out by 
records of that period, which clearly show that, until the Order left Malta in 
1798, the office of Commissario del/a Pasta was invariably held by one of its 
Knights. Indeed, the situation of Commissioner of the Post Office was 
considered of such importance that the first rich Commandery that became 
vacant was usually bestowed on the Knight who had held the office for at least 
three years. (21) 

The Commissario della Posta 

It has not yet been established when the title "Commissario del/a Pasta" 
first came into use. Between 1735-1738, Fra Nicolo Frisari (1680-1742) was 
passing to the Treasury if Drirto del/a posla, that is, the revenue collected from 
the Post Office,(22) and it is therefore reasonable to assume that at 
the time, he was the Knight in charge of posts. In 1747 it was Fra Ludovico 
Bacci (1679-1751) and, between 1773-1774, Fra Francesco Mazzei (1721-1791) 
who were collecting the revenue. In at least one entry, Mazzei is refereed to as 
CommissariodellaPosta(23). 

From the records examined, it has been possible to compile a list of the 
holders of the office during the last two decades of the Order's rule: 

1779 ( possibly before ) - 31.8.1785 Fra Simone Monfort (1729-1785) 

1.9.1785-30.5.1787 Corn. Giuseppe Rogadeo (1722-1791) 

1.6.1787-31.10.1795 Corn. Ugolino Tommaso Cambi (1734- ?) 

1.11.1795-31.1.1797 Fra Charles Humbert de Mont d'Or (1734-?) 

1.2.1797-31.7.1797 Corn. Michelangelo Arezzo (1738-?) 

1.8.1797-June 1798 Corn. Carlo Candida (1762-1845) (24) 

On the 31st October 1786, it appears that there were four Maltese 
employees at the Post Office, namely: 

First Clerk - Francesco Piscopo 

Clerk- Domenico Montanaro 

Messenger (Portiere)- Giovanni Carlo Biancardi (25) 

Letter-carrier (Portalettere)- Paolo Zammit 

As from the 1st November 1786, Giuseppe Azzupardi replaced Zammit (26). 

Over four months after Montanaro became First Clerk, Lorenzo Pisani served as 
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Farrugia wasappointedClerkonthe 23rdNovember 1791 129). 

There were no further changes until the French occupation, and the 
establishment was therefore as follows: 

First Clerk - Domenico Montanaro. Salary 180 scudi per 

annum, increased to scudi 216 as from the 1st 

January 1793 

Clerk - Emmanule Farrugia. Scudi 60 per annum. 

Assistant Clerk- Raimondo Mallia. Scudi 30 per annum. 

Messenger - Gio. Carlo Biancardi. Scudi 12 per annum. 

Letter-carrier - Giuseppe Azzupardi Scudi 60 per annum. 

The French invasion brought to an end a long chapter in the history of the 
Maltese Islands. The articles of capitulation were signed on the 12th June, 
1798. A number of decrees followed one another in quick succession, showing 
Napoleon's determination to change overnight the pattern of life that had 
remained fossilised for centuries. However, there was no innovation in the 
postal services. A decree of the the 18th June 1798 laid down: 

Article 1- Les imp6tos seront provisoirement main tenus. Le Commissa ire du 
Gouvernementetlacommissionadministrativeenassurerontlaperception. 

Article 13- La Poste aux fettres sera organisee d couvir par la tax des lettres 
la depense qu 'elle occasione. (30) 

Montanaro and Farrugia seem to have retained their employment under 
the French government at least up to June 1799 (31). During the first six months 
of 1799, the French were masters of the seas surrounding the island, and 
communications were kept open. Early in July, the blockade of the French in 
Valletta and the Three Cities was again taken up and it became ever more 
stringent as the months wore on. It is quite likely that, in this. situation, the 
services of postal clerks were no longer required. 

If, on the one hand, the blockade isolated the French troops from the 
Continent, on the other hand, it opened up to the sea-routes for the Maltese 
insurgents, who had chosen Captain Alexander Ball as their leader to conduct 
the siege against the oppressor. 

On the 7th October 1799, from his headquarters at San Antonio, at Balzan, 
Ball issued a Notice stating that he had decided to set up a regular postal service 
as commerce had suffered considerably through its absence. The inhabitants 
were therefore advised that there would henceforth be a regular service for the 
delivery of mail, at the usual charges, according to the laws in force under the 
Knights. For this purpose, a few rooms at the Palace of San Antonio had been 
set apart as a Post Office. Furthermore, with effect from november, mail would 
be conveyed by boat to Sicily every Thursday in the early afternoon (32). 
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Revival of the Post Office 

When General Vaubois raised the white flag in Sep , the 
civil administration moved back to Valletta. The two-year siege left in its wake a 
period of political uncertainty and confusion in the civil government. Ball was 
soon recalled to rejoin the Navy and Major General Henry Pigot, the Officer 
Commanding the Troops, took over the administration until Charles Cameron 
arrived in June 1801 as Malta's first Civil Commissioner. On the 20th July 1802, 
Ball succeeded Cameron. 

It appears that during the first few months of British rule no Post Office 
existed. Domenico Montanaro had severed his connection with the office of 
posts, possibly because he had been in the employment of the French invaders. 
However, he was certainly back at his job as Scrivano della Pasta in June 1801 
at a salary of 20 scudi per month, which was raised to 30 scudi as from the 1st 
August. With effect from the 28th May 1802, Cameron increased his salary to 
40 scudi. 

Throughout this period, Montanaro was the only clerk in charge of posts. 
Mail from the Continent was sent to Malta by Vice-Consul Giovanni Battista 
Raimondi, and Montanaro was entrusted by the Treasury to pay his bills. 

It is true that, in the two petitions submitted to Government by Montanaro 
for an increase in salary, he used a different designation when referring to his 
employment. In the first one, he described himself as Scrivano della Pasta, 
whereas he stated in the second one (decreed on 28 May 1802) that he was 
Direttore delle Poste (33). This may be quite misleading, and other writers have 
been induced to think that Montanaro was the first Postmaster General under 
British rule (34). Research undertaken by the writer disproves this assertion. 

In the books of account kept at the Treasury, Montanaro is invariably 
referred to as Scrivano della Pasta, both before and after the petition in which 
he described himself as Direttore delle Poste (35). One should keep in mind that 
the official title of the head of the Post Office was known in those days as 
Commissario del/a Pasta (36). By calling himself director of posts (which, in any 
case, is different from director of the post office), Montanaro mererly intended 
to stress the importance of his position to earn the increase in salary. He was, 
after all, the only clerk engaged on postal work and he was the person responsible 
to the Treasury for the proper functioning of the postal service. 

However, important changes were in the offing and they were to bring 
about the revival of the Post Office. 

In those days, the financial year ended on the 24th July. Shortly after Ball 
became the Head of Government in 1802, the next financial year was due to start. 
Ball, who already realised in 1799 the importance of a regular postal service, 
must have decided that this was the right opportunity to set up a Post Office on 
a proper footing and he recreated the situation of Commissario del/a Pasta 
which Fra Carlo Candida had left vacant in 1798. Although Italian was the 
official language of the island, Ball thought it best to entrust this office to 
someone well-acquainted with the English language (37). 
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First Postmaster under the British rule. 

It is likely that Montanaro did not possess this qualification, for the choice 
fell on Giovanni Antonio Micallef, a prolific writer, well-versed in several 
languages, who had connections and acquaintances both in Rome and Sicily. (38) 

Micallef was born in Valletta on the 30th August 1777 (39) and, at the age of 
eightyears,hewasenrolled as a Chaplain of the Order by his father, Vincenzo, 
who wished to secure for his son the advantages afforded by the Knights to their 
Conventualists. Later, he became a Donato. 

Vincenzo Micallef was rather wealthy, he held the position of Computista 
del Tesoro under the Order and was Consul for the Kingdom oftheTwoSicilies. 
When his son gave up the ecclesiastical habit, Vincenzo sent him to Palermo on 
family business in May 1801. Gio. Antonio spent three months in Sicily before 
proceeding to Rome (40). 

Gio. Antonio was quite well off in those days and he accepted in an 
honorary capacity the appointment offered him by Ball. His fortunes changed, 
and, in 1828, in "a state of extreme distress", he petitioned Government for 
compensation for the services he had gratuitously rendered as Commissario 
delta Pasta "with zeal and integrity and to the perfect satisfaction of the 
Government" .• He had already made a similar request the previous year (41). 

In his Memorials, Micallef failed to mention the date of his appointment. 
He had no exact record of it, and referred at times to the year 1801, at other 
times to 1802. The approximate date can be established from the Treasury 
Registers extant. In the Libra di Casa delta Tesoreria, until the end of the 
financial year 1801-1802, all debit entries concernng postal business were 
registered in the name of Montanaro, Scrivano del/a Pasta. On the 6th 
September 1802, the expenses incurred in Sicily for letters sent to Malta were, 
for the first time, paid (forward transmission to Vice-Consul Raimondi) to Gio. 
Antonio Micaltef come Commissario delt'Officio delta Pasta. The last payment 
made through Montanaro is dated 1st September, which probably covered the 
accounts till the end of August. 

On the credit side of the accounts (Jntroiti) between the 3rd August 1801 
and the 24th July 1802, the entries were registered thus: at first, Introito del/a 
Pasta, then Dalla Pasta, and, later, Dalla Pasta delle lettere. The first entry that 
occurs in the next financial year was registered Dalt'Ojjicio delta Pasta delle 
Lettere, dated 1st September 1802. 

In another book entitled Jntroiti delta Tesoreria, under the heading Pasta 
delle Lettre, the entry dated 1st September 1802 reads: Dallo Sc.no (Scrivano) 
Montanara, whereas the next entry, dated 1st October 1802 (covering the 
revenue for September) reads: Dalt'Officio delta Pasta (42). 

These records show that the Post Office, with Gio. Antonio Micallef at its 
head, was re-established at this period. The indications are that this occured on 
the 1st September 1802. 

A short while before, Vincenzo Mamo, another ex-Conventualist, 
addressed a petition to the Civil Commissioner requesting employment 
nelt'afficina delta Pasta, in which, he stated, there was only one clerk (an 
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15th July 1802, Cameron acceded to the request and Mamo's salary was fixed at 
15 scudi per month (43). It seems that this decree was not immediately 
implemented since Mamo drew his first monthly salary on the 1st October 
1802, that is, with effect from the 1st September 1802 (44). 

Therefore, on the 1st September 1802 the Post Office staff was as follows: 

Commissario della Posta- Gio. Antonio Micallef 
Scrivano (Senior) - Domenico Montanaro 
Scnvano (Junior) - Vincenzo Mamo 

Micallef resigned on the 12th April 1804, but no immediate decision was 
taken to fill the vacancy. Eventually, the post was abolished and it was only in 
late 1804 or early 1805 that Montanaro att::tined a higher status: he became 
Direttore del/a Pasta. (45) At this time the Post Office seems to have been 
autonomous department, but it underwent several changes until it became a 
General Post Office. Therein lies another tale! 
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22. NLM, AOM 700, f.70 et seq. For the succeeding decades, the payments made by the 
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,{..7, ra.tlUl:;!a.-wa.;, 2:;1V1;11 a. :!!a.la.Iy Vl UV ;)I...UUl !'1;1 a.HllUlll ~Vl 111;) VVV!l\. a.l Ull;; .1.-U:!Il \JlH\..1; \J.'CL1V.l' 

AOM 1000, f.54) 

30. Scicluna Hannibal P., Documents relating to the French occupation of Malta in 
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33. The original manuscript petitions with the relative decrees are in the possession of the 
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39. St. Dominic Priory, Valletta, Baptismal Registers, Vol.XI. p.34. Mifsud Bonnici, R., 

Divjunarju Bijo-Bibljografiku Navjonali, Malta, 1960, p.340 gives 1781 as the year of 
Micallef's birth. 

40. Vassajlo, G. A., op. cit. On 27 June 1802, Micallef married Rosa Ricau (St. Dominic 
Priory, Valletta, Matrimoni 1801-1807, p.4. 

41. PAV, Despatch 30 June 1829 SOS to G (quoted above) and its Enclosures. See also SOS to 
G 14 November 1829, G to SOS 20 August 1829. Eventually, as an ex-chaplain of the Order, 
he was granted a pension of £40 per annum on the 1st January 1834 (NLM, Duplicate 
Despatches, G to SOS, 7 April 1834 and PAV, Letter. book 13, p.288; See also Colonial 
Pensions. Return of the Amount paid for Pensions ..... from the Colonial Revenues of 
Malta, Ceylon etc., Parliamentary Paper 596,5 August 1840, p.5. Micallef died on the 2nd 
October 1841. 

42. Supra (35). 

43. The original document is in the possession of the writer. It has been published in N.A. 
Cutajar's article quoted above. Vincenzo Mamo was born on the 3rd February 1789. His 
salary was raised to 20 scudi on the ist January 1806. A year later, he was transferred to 
the Public Secretary's Office. He was Acting Superintendent of the Island Post Office from 
March 1816 to the 18th March 1817,and from the 5th April to the 1st November 1830. 

44. NLM, Ms. 5 (Tesoreria), f.109. 

45. Diario, Lunaria e Calendario delle /sole di Malta e Gozo per I'Anno 1805. Malta, (1805), 
p.39. Montanaro's name was inserted in the Supplement added in the last two pages after 
the almanack had already been printed. In the Almanacco delle !sole di Malta e Gozo for 
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ABBREVIATIONS USED: 

AOM- Archive of the Order of Malta. 
NLM - National Library of Malta. 
PA V - Palace Archive, Valletta. 
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