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RUPERT GRECH’S BOOK is a lovely collection, based on stories his parents handed down of Malta during the period of World War II. Rupert has conveyed the stories with skill and charm. They make for a very engaging read and one learns about Malta in the process. Through tales about dolls, grapes, a “house without rent” and other stories, the reader feels immersed in Malta – its folklore, its history and culture.

Through these stories, told with enormous affection, we experience the backdrop of war and suffering but also the foreground of the human spirit, family life and the unexpected. Religion, social divisions, Empire Day, memorable individual characters, lampuki, prickly pears, Gozo, local music bands, Dun Ġorġ and tal-Mużew, ghosts and, of course, emigration, all feature in the tapestry that has been so finely woven by the author.

Like Rupert Grech, I was very fortunate to have parents who told stories from their past, in my Maltese father’s case, stories of Malta and the war. I highly recommend Rupert’s book to the Maltese in Malta and those who settled overseas – as well as the many visitors to Malta who wish to learn about its people, history and culture.

Barry York, PhD, OAM. (Author, “The Maltese in Australia”, AE Press, Melbourne, 1986) 
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MOST CHILDREN HAVE heard stories about their parents’ early lives.

The children of immigrants have heard stories from their parents set in far-off and exotic places; stories from back home or the old country. Little vignettes told and retold by mothers and fathers to their offspring about a mysterious time before the children were born or arrived in their new country. Sometimes, the stories became familiar, comfortable and predictable with multiple retellings. The tales may have been spiced up by complications like war, political upheaval, poverty or other major calamities.

The tales were bewitching to us children because they spoke of a time before our parents had become the adults we knew. The stories often became part of family folklore and described strange places, different values and unfamiliar customs while giving us a little peek into the past lives of our ancestors.

The tales were all the more intriguing as we tried to imagine how our parents felt during that shadowy past in another world, as though we had been magically transported back to those days ourselves. Sometimes, stories from our parents’ youth allowed us to see parallels in our own young lives. At other times, things were so different from our personal experience and clashed so greatly with our contemporary sensibilities that they sounded bizarre. The stories could be so engaging they strengthened the bond between parent and child by compelling us to empathise with our mother and father as children; we asked ourselves, how would I have felt? What would I have done?

These stories also gave us some insight into our parents’ psyches. Their stories help explain their personalities to some extent and shed light on some of their principles and ideologies. Those special chronicles that loomed so large in their consciousness as to warrant regular retelling to their children must have had a significant effect on their character. 

Those noteworthy experiences in our parents’ past must have been substantially formative. It is the effect of those experiences that has formed our parents’ paradigms. 

The tales may also explain some parental eccentricity or idiosyncrasy where no other explanation is obvious. Listening to the life stories of your parents can be a revelation. Just why is my mother so infatuated with dolls? The first short story in this collection may be an explanation.

The tales told to me by my immigrant parents were all of these things. They were all the more enthralling because set on the Mediterranean island nation of Malta during the Second World War, they were especially strange to a boy raised in the peaceful but comparatively bland far-western suburbs of Sydney, Australia.

A bonus I gained from listening to those stories was an increased sense of identity. This was important to an immigrant son who was aware, at times uncomfortably so, that his story was very different from that of those around him. 

Over many years, I had been thinking seriously about writing down the tales recounted to me by my parents. The story entitled Il-Pupa was the major catalyst to begin with. I found myself retelling what I believed was an extraordinary story to others, but did not receive the expected reaction. I sometimes became emotional when relating the tale, while my audience appeared unmoved. I concluded that I must not be telling the story very well. So, I committed to writing it down “properly” one day.

In the meantime, I remembered other stories my parents had told me about their childhood in Malta during WWII. I sought additional details of these tales from my mother over cups of tea, and I softened up my father with a glass of whisky to extract reminiscences from him. I took notes during our discussions and jotted down summaries when I returned home. Thus, the research process for this book was enjoyable and fulfilling in itself. During the writing and rewriting stages, I sometimes called my mother or father to clarify a salient point or to get a more detailed description. At other times, I emailed my cousins for information, and they asked my aunts and uncles for their interpretation of events and then relayed the information back to me. I also researched books on Malta and WWII, as well as using the modern resource of all knowledge, the internet, especially pertaining to Maltese history and facts about the Second World War. Some interesting websites and books are listed in the footnotes at the bottom of the pages of this book.  

After building up inspiration for about a year (or was that procrastination?), I sat down one morning during Christmas holidays and began writing. I became obsessed. I stopped only to eat or sleep and to go for occasional long walks to clear my mind. The first draft of seven stories was written within six days. I spent my spare time during the next year reviewing, editing and rewriting the first draft. Six years later, I revised the stories a final time and added five new ones. 

This book relates the stories my parents told me about growing up in Malta during the Second World War.  

Rupert Grech
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THE PRETTY LITTLE GIRL was often seen sitting on the footpath below the window of a substantial two-storey townhouse in Fleur De Lys, a slightly more affluent neighbourhood than the crowded town of ​Ħamrun,​[2] where she lived. Clotilde was always sitting there quietly, cross-legged with her back leaning against the limestone wall of the house, between four and five on Tuesday afternoons. She was pleased the piano was in the sitting room at the front of the residence and on the ground floor, directly facing the window to the narrow street outside. Her more affluent school friend left the window open so Clotilde could overhear her weekly piano lesson. Clotilde loved to listen to the sound of the piano and desperately wished her father could afford piano lessons for her. 

Clotilde Marija Laudina Bugeja​[3] was almost 9 years old and unusual in that she was fair-skinned, had expressive blue eyes and was crowned with a massive dome of frizzy, auburn-coloured hair. People had hypothesised that somewhere in the past, there must have been a remnant of aristocratic DNA in her family genes for her to possess such flaxen features. There must have been a fair ancestor somewhere along the line, and fair ancestors in Maltese history were almost always from the nobility.

Perhaps her features originated from one of the noble families of Spanish descent who ruled from the ancient capital, Mdina, during the fifteenth century. Or maybe her family lineage included a member of the conquering army of Count Roger the Norman, ancestors of the Vikings who ended Arab rule of Malta in 1091 A.D., or that of his son, King Roger, who expelled the Muslims around thirty years later.

Clotilde’s fair-haired inheritance may have originated from Byzantine times, when Malta was an outpost of that extensive empire or perhaps from the earlier Roman Empire itself. Maybe her rare colouring was the result of a nocturnal dalliance by one of the crusading Knights of Saint John, sons of the finest and wealthiest families of Europe who were based in Malta for over 250 years and who became the celebrated heroes of Christendom after defeating the advancing Ottoman Turks at the Great Siege of 1565. The Knights, or Kavallieri as the Maltese called them, were sworn to celibacy but had a habit of exiting their resident auberges through secret passageways at night in search of nefarious activities. The Knights would seek the sexual favours of local women who were the descendants of Phoenicians and described by the ancients as having skin like milk and honey. Their raison d'être, to protect Christian interests from the Muslim threat, had long become an anachronism during the final decades of their rule, which was characterised by decadence, idleness and moral decay. 

If not from a noble, Norman, Roman, Byzantine, or even Knight of St. John, then perhaps Clotilde’s fair skin and blue eyes came from British infusion. Malta officially became a British colony a few years after Nelson, with the assistance of a Maltese uprising, booted out Napoleon’s military forces in 1800 after their brief but unpopular two-year occupation. British officials and public servants governed Malta for over 164 years. Malta was Britain’s naval base in the Mediterranean for over 130 years.​[4] 

But whatever the link with privilege or wealth in the past, in all practical sense, any financial advantage had vanished from Clotilde’s family without a trace. The family was struggling during the terrible conditions in Malta during WWII. 

Clotilde’s unusual appearance, her smiling eyes and joyful nature, and the fact that she was the frailest of eleven children made her cherished around the neighbourhood and the favourite of her father, Dionisio.

Dionisio heard about his daughter’s visits to Fleur De Lys on Tuesday afternoons. He desperately wished he could afford to pay for piano lessons for her.

No one called the little girl Clotilde anymore. Her pretty and petite looks led family and affectionate locals alike to call her Pupa, the Maltese word for doll. Perhaps her nickname contributed to her passion for the toys she shared her name with, or maybe it was just the usual desires of a young girl growing up in 1940s Malta. Pupa spent hours making miniature clothes from scraps of cloth left over from her mother’s sewing, and she meticulously dressed the small, crude, wooden figure one of her older brothers had made for her as a birthday present. The little wooden present from her brother was the closest thing to a real doll she ever had to play with.

Pupa was learning to sew at a young age and had a natural aptitude and interest in dressmaking. Her mother, Lucia, told neighbours that her little girl would soon leave school and help with the family’s sewing, along with other chores around the house. Her eldest brothers would help provide for Pupa and give her a little pocket money in return for doing their laundry, clothing alterations and repairs until she was married and left home or her brothers set up their own homes. Until she married and moved away, Pupa would share the small, first-floor apartment near the piazza with her parents and her siblings who remained unmarried. 

The Bugeja family home was a three-room flat inside a narrow three-storey building identical to the adjacent buildings it was attached to. The small flat had a section along one wall with a sink and two metres of benchtop with a row of cupboards underneath that acted as a kitchen. A small washroom and toilet measuring two metres by two metres was off to the side of the kitchen area, accessed through a hung curtain. The remainder of the front of the flat was the dining/living room, which was around ten square metres in size. Walking through the dining/living area, you came to the main bedroom of about eight square metres, where Lucia, Dionisio, and the six girls slept. The bedroom had a small open balcony above the street. A much smaller bedroom for a few of the boys was, in reality, a small enclosed extension built above the stairwell. The remaining boys slept on the floor of the living room.

The household’s washing was dried on a clothesline on the roof and a small balcony at the back of the apartment, accessed through a doorway at the end of the kitchen. The roof was shared with two other families who lived in their building. 

The furniture in the flat was basic. An old dining table and chairs were used for meals cooked on a portable, kerosene-fuelled, one-burner cooker or at the local bakery for Sunday lunch. There was a small wooden icebox that was restocked with a block of ice each day from the door-to-door vendor for the payment of a penny or two. A timber sideboard that stored the crockery was against a wall in the dining room. A double bed was in each bedroom, under which thin, straw-filled mattresses were stored for those who slept on the floor. The main bedroom had a small dressing table, a chest of drawers and a wardrobe, while the smaller bedroom only had a wardrobe with drawers at its base. There was no need for a lot of storage space as there was not much clothing other than what they wore each day and one best change of clothes for Sunday mass. 

The only thing of any value in the apartment and something the entire family admired was a small ceramic figurine of a shepherd boy in a green glaze that sat on the sideboard. It was not particularly valuable, but any decorative or artistic item was considered something of a luxury by the family. And heaven help any of the children if they ever so much as touched it. Only the matriarch, Lucia, was allowed to dust the small statue and the sideboard it sat on to keep it away from clumsy little hands. The closest Pupa came to the figurine was to absentmindedly stare at it while the family recited the rosary each night. During those evening prayers, she often imagined stories about the figurine as a shepherd boy in real life.

Pupa was a little girl who loved school. She had lots of friends, was always cheerful in class and clever at lessons. Her teachers were enamoured of Pupa because of her naive innocence and desire to please.

There was only one unhappy incident during those years at Hamrun Elementary. Some older, mean girls who were jealous of her prettiness and popularity chanted “Bugeja, Bugeja, Il-baqra ġejja”​[5] until she cried. But the teachers soon put a stop to the harassment, and the mean girls got into a lot of trouble for bullying the favourite. 

Pupa looked forward to walking to school each morning because she passed Giuliano’s shop on St. Joseph’s High Street and could linger for a few minutes in front of the store window. There, she gazed at the most beautiful object she had
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