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Introduction

Malta has one of the highest concentrations of military works anywhere in the world and it is the purpose of this book to attempt to address and explain why such a physically small part of the world should have been so coveted, for the presence of such extensive defences implies powerful enemies to defend against. Though this book is about the fortifications of Malta and not the political or military history of the island, it is obvious that to ignore the context within which such fortification took place would be to imply that it occurred in a vacuum. The rich, one might say unparalleled, military-archaeological heritage evident on the Maltese archipelago did not spring up unbidden.

It sprang from the geographical fact that the island of Malta possesses, in those harbours now known as Grand and Marsamxett, two of the finest anchorages in the world. It was the existence of these, combined with the location of the island, which made Malta a strategically vital point for more than four centuries. Vital because, at different times, it sat athwart the lines of communication of three mighty empires.

The first empire to feel the pressure on its communications was that of the Ottomans, and in order to slacken the pressure a mighty, though unsuccessful, campaign was launched. There was no guarantee that having failed once another, greater, attempt might be made and to deter this potential threat the island was equipped with a vast array of defensive works. This work will deal with what was constructed, what it was meant to achieve and the principles that drove it to be constructed in the manner that it was.

Malta became both a part of the British Empire and a vital link in its communication network. Technological and political changes rendered the older fortifications obsolete and the British fortified the island with updated structures and methods. Again what was constructed, where it was placed and what it was meant to achieve will be considered.

The third imperial power to focus attention on Malta was Italy; mare nostrum being little more than an aspiration whilst Malta sat athwart the sea routes to the Italians’ North African possessions. Once again technological advances changed the nature of fortification and these changes, and what they meant to the defenders and fortifiers of Malta, are explored.

Because of the geo-political factors mentioned above, it is possible to trace the history of fortification from the 16th to the 20th century on this one small island. There may be other places where so great a range can be studied in such a small area, but if so I do not know of them. In short, if one were to conceive of an exhibit to display the history of the science of European fortification, one would come up with something rather like Malta.


Chronology



	1522
	The Knights of St John are forced to evacuate Rhodes after the successful Ottoman siege



	Malta Under The Knights Hospitaller – 1530–1798



	1530
	The Knights arrive in Malta and Tripoli



	1541
	Annexation of Hungary by the Ottoman Empire



	1551
	Large-scale Ottoman raid carries off the population of Gozo. Tripoli taken



	1565
	The Great Siege. Decision taken to construct what became the city of Valletta.



	1570–71
	The Ottomans capture Cyprus



	1571
	Valletta becomes the Knights’ new capital. The battle of Lepanto destroys the Ottoman fleet



	1588
	The Spanish Armada, a key anti-Ottoman force, thwarted by Drake and destroyed by weather



	1609
	Beginning of the first phase of construction of coastal towers



	1618
	End of first phase of construction of coastal towers



	1635
	Construction of Floriana and Sta Magherita Lines begun



	1636
	Beginning of second phase of construction of coastal towers



	1657
	End of second phase of construction of coastal towers



	1658
	Beginning of third phase of construction of coastal towers



	1667
	End of third phase of construction of coastal towers



	1670
	Cottonera Lines commissioned. Decision taken to construct Fort Ricasoli. Candia (Crete) falls to the Ottoman Empire



	1715
	Construction of coastal batteries and redoubts begun



	1723
	Work begins on Fort Manoel. Inland and coastal entrenchments constructed



	1773
	Cessation of work on entrenchments



	1789
	The French Revolution



	1792
	Fort Tigne started. Cessation of construction of coastal batteries and redoubts



	1798
	The French under Napoleon Bonaparte invade and take Malta en route to Egypt. The Maltese population rises against their new masters and blockade them in Valletta



	British Imperial Malta – 1800–1939



	1800
	The French capitulate to the British. The United States of America launches a naval and military campaign against the North African corsairs



	1804
	US forces capture the North African city of Darna and sign a treaty with the corsairs



	1815
	Malta proclaimed a British Crown Colony



	1820–30
	The Knights’ coastal defences abandoned by the British as too weak



	1837
	The French introduce shell-firing guns into their inventory



	1849
	The construction of St Clement’s retrenchment begun



	1884
	Lascaris Battery, within Grand Harbour, constructed



	1859–60
	Rationalisation of ordnance undertaken



	1842
	Rifled Muzzle Loading (RML) artillery makes its debut



	1858
	The French Navy launches La Gloire, the first seagoing ironclad vessel.



	1859
	The British counter La Gloire with HMS Warrior, the first vessel built entirely of iron



	1860
	The Royal Commission into the defence of Britain recommends that extensive works of fortification be undertaken. New construction of fortifications to defend Malta recommended. Unified Italian Navy created



	1869
	Italian Navy suffers a heavy defeat at the hands of the Austro-Hungarian fleet at the battle of Lissa



	1872
	Fort Sliema constructed



	1874
	Fort St Lucien constructed



	1875
	Forts Pembroke and St Leonardo begun. Work begins on defensive positions on the Great Fault



	1876
	Fort Delimara constructed



	1878
	Cambridge Battery and Fort Madalena begun



	1879
	Fort Tas Silg and Rinella Battery begun



	1880
	Fort Mosta begun



	1881
	St Paul’s Battery begun



	1882
	Zonqor Battery constructed



	1889
	Spinola, Del Grazie and Garden Batteries constructed



	1897
	Wolseley and Pembroke Batteries constructed. The Victoria Lines, named in honour of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee, commissioned



	1910
	Fort Benghisa begun



	1911–12
	Italy takes possession of Libya from the Ottoman Empire



	1914–18
	World War I. Malta a vital British base, but thanks to the Italian decision not to join with Germany and Austria-Hungary, not subject to direct attack from the Central Powers. The rise of air power during the war renders Malta open to potential attack from Italy



	1922
	The Fascists seize power in Italy. Mussolini considers modern Italy to be the inheritor of the Roman Empire and adopts expansionist rhetoric. The position of Malta seems somewhat incongruous with the notion of mare nostrum.



	1934
	Acoustical mirror, ‘Il Widna’, constructed in an attempt to counter the threat posed by Italian aircraft



	1935–36
	Italo–Abyssinian War. The Italians conquer Abyssinia with the aid of air-delivered mustard gas



	World War II and beyond – 1939–2003



	1939
	World War II erupts in mainland Europe. The first radar set to be deployed outside the UK is sent to Malta



	1940
	Defeat of France and removal of the French Fleet from the Mediterranean. Italy declares war and attacks Malta from the air. Air and naval forces from Malta interdict Axis supply lines to North Africa. The beginning of the Second Siege



	1942
	Operation Herkules, the Axis plan for the invasion of Malta, is planned, but never put into operation. Malta awarded the George Cross



	1943
	Italy invaded by Allied forces and capitulates. Italian Battle Fleet sent to Malta



	1945
	Germany surrenders to the United Nations



	1964
	Malta becomes independent within the British Commonwealth



	1974
	Malta leaves the Commonwealth and becomes a Republic



	2003
	Malta votes to join the European Union





Malta under the Knights Hospitaller – 1530–1798

‘St Elmo is the key to Malta,’ pronounced Jean Parisot de la Valette, Grand Master of the Knights of St John from 1557 to 1568, in the year 1565, the year of the Great Siege by the forces of the Ottoman Turks. Fort St Elmo lay at the tip of the peninsula of Mount Sciberras, upon which was later constructed the fortified city named after Valette, and his appraisal was both correct in the context he made it and also of value from the strategic perspective.

The Maltese archipelago, and more particularly the main island of Malta itself, occupies a vital strategic position in the Mediterranean Sea. It is so situated in the narrows between Europe to the north and Africa to the south so as to be the key position that can control communication between the western and eastern Mediterranean. This position is further enhanced by the two excellent harbours found on the east coast, Marsamxett and Grand Harbour; the latter amongst the finest natural harbours on the globe. Whoever possesses these harbours can decide who passes from one end of the Mediterranean to the other. Valette’s aphorism might almost be enlarged upon to argue that St Elmo was the key to strategic control of the central Mediterranean.

This requires qualification however, because St Elmo, though of vital importance in the defensive scheme, was not necessarily alone and of itself the key to Grand and Marsamxett harbours. A glance at the map of the harbour area immediately conveys the crucial importance of the fortifications located on the peninsulas of Senglea (Fort St Michael) and Birgu (Fort St Angelo), and the fortified walls to the south. Whoever held these positions could exercise control over Grand Harbour, whereas possession of St Elmo alone could only deny control rather than exercise it. Strategically then, the construction of all subsequent fortifications on Malta had as their fundamental purpose the protection of the vitally important harbour area, with perhaps two exceptions: the city of Mdina and the island of Gozo.
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The Maltese archipelago and Ottoman communications. The island of Malta possesses in those harbours now known as Grand and Marsamxett two of the finest anchorages in the world. These made Malta a strategically vital point for several centuries. This map illustrates how Ottoman Imperial communications could be interrupted by the Knights of St John based at Malta. It was in an effort to rid themselves of this menace and also to acquire the strategically vital archipelago that the Great Siege of 1565 was conducted.
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Before gunpowder artillery – tall, thin, ramparts with towers. (Author’s collection)
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Post gunpowder artillery – low thick ramparts, bastioned for enfilade fire. (Author’s collection)

The Hospitaller Knights of the Order of St John of Jerusalem arrived in Malta in 1530, ‘when the Emperor Charles V, enfeoffed them with the island of Malta, together with Tripolis, and the islands of Gozzo and Comino, under the condition that they should wage an incessant war against the pirates and infidels’, as Sir Bernard Burke put it in 1858. Between their arrival and the Great Siege of 1565, they constructed or improved the three principal harbour fortifications of St Elmo, St Michael and St Angelo, and fortified the bases of the Birgu and Senglea peninsulas. Edward Gibbon describes them thus:

the firmest bulwark of Jerusalem was founded on the knights of the Hospital of St. John, and of the temple of Solomon; on the strange association of a monastic and military life, which fanaticism might suggest, but which policy must approve. The flower of the nobility of Europe aspired to wear the cross … The austerity of the convent soon evaporated in the exercise of arms: the world was scandalised by the pride, avarice, and corruption of these Christian soldiers … But in their most dissolute period the knights of the hospital and the temple maintained their fearless and fanatic character: they neglected to live, but they were prepared to die, in the service of Christ; and the spirit of chivalry … has been transplanted by this institution from the holy sepulchre to the isle of Malta.

In the current context it is enough to know that Gibbon’s description, though he appears to have conflated the Hospitaller and Templar orders, requires little in the way of augmentation, except to point out two further particular skills that the Knights had acquired by the time of their arrival in Malta: those of fortification and seamanship. The first can be ascertained by perusing the defences constructed by them on the island of Rhodes and elsewhere in the Dodecanese, but principally the city of Rhodes itself, whilst evidence for the second can be found in accounts of their activities as ‘Christian corsairs’. Their stay on the island of Rhodes had lasted a little over two centuries until they had been defeated at the second siege in 1522. Charles V of Spain made the grant of Malta as a new home for the Order, though it came together with the fortress of Tripolis (Tripoli) on the North African mainland. This isolated outpost was forced to capitulate to the Ottomans in 1551, but the retention of Malta by the Knights meant that communications with it, and other Ottoman interests in North Africa, were constantly threatened by the ‘organised piracy’ by which they lived.

The Knights under siege

The 16th-century Ottoman State was cast in an imperial and expansionist mode and one of its principal historians, Halil Inalcik, has argued that between 1526 and 1596 there was no question of international politics with which it was not involved. In other words it was a world power at a period when those territories that bound the Mediterranean formed a significant portion of the world. During the early period of the rule of Sultan Süleyman I, who ruled from 1520 to 1566 and whose appellations included ‘the Magnificent’ and ‘the Lawgiver’, great advances in Ottoman power were made. These included the conquest of Rhodes, the capture of Buda in 1529 (though the same year also saw defeat at Vienna) and the annexation of Hungary in 1541. These successes, however, were the high points of Ottoman expansion and despite the conquest of Cyprus in 1570/71 – the last great military success – the years 1565 and 1566 marked the beginning of a halt in Ottoman advances and the start of a decline, albeit a very slow one, in the fortunes of the empire.

The year 1565 was of course when Süleyman’s command that ‘this nest of vipers’ that Malta had become under the Knights be ‘smoked out’ was put into practice. History records that the resultant Great Siege was unsuccessful, despite the apparent weakness of the Knights’ position. They were greatly outnumbered and only had three sets of poorly sited and constructed fortifications in the harbour area, the main focus of the Ottoman attack. However, fortifications are force multipliers – they allow smaller numbers to defy greater numbers with a superior prospect of success than if fighting on open ground. Sieges have almost always been costly in every sense of the word. According to ‘the oldest military treatise in the world’, written around two millennia before 1565, the ‘worst policy of all is to besiege walled cities’. The skilful leader, Sun Tzu the author of this treatise tells us, captures his enemy’s cities without laying siege to them. Unfortunately for practical exponents of the art of war, he is silent on how this may be achieved, merely noting that it should be. The Knights were unable to construct more than three sets of fortifications in the vital harbour area, but they were determined that ‘skill’ alone would not suffice the Ottoman army that attacked them in 1565 – they would have to ‘lay siege’ in order to capture them. (A detailed account of the Great Siege can be found in Campaign 50: Malta 1565 by Tim Pickles, published by Osprey.)

It has been stated by several authors that the Knights in 1530 were not at first enamoured of their new home as it compared poorly to Rhodes. Whatever the truth of this, the fact is that having survived the Ottoman siege despite the eventual fall of St Elmo, they undertook a hugely expensive and concerted effort to make the harbour area as impregnable as possible; having fought valiantly for their territory they now desired to keep it at all costs.

Survival

Malta was not some uninhabited wilderness in 1530 and the arrival of the Knights, according to the Maltese historian Sir Themistocles Zammit, writing in 1926, was not universally welcomed by the indigenous population. However, there appears to have been little attempt, at least initially, by the Knights to overly interfere with the existing social order; the seagoing propensities of the new overlords meant that their attention was mainly centred on the harbour area. Indeed, the commission that had surveyed the island as a possible home for the Knights had little good to say about it in general, with the exception of the harbour area:

On the western coast, there are neither smaller nor larger bays, and the beach is extremely rocky. On the eastern coast, however, there are numerous promontories, smaller as well as larger













New construction, reconstruction, and the decline of the Ottoman threat

















Entrenchment and overstretch









The outer ring






















Design and development of the Hospitaller fortifications















The bastioned trace













The fall of the Knights
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