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The Phoenicia hotel in Valletta is known for its spectacular panoramic views of Malta’s magnificent Grand Harbour. The knights themselves often referred to this harbour as the most beautiful and best-protected port of all Europe.  It is without doubt a unique port. The colour of its waters gives the term Mediterranean-blue a whole new significance. No other port can boast of such sheltered natural creeks that reach out like tentacles from the main harbour into the land. The honey-coloured bastions and the fortresses built on the water’s edge have discouraged many a powerful enemy in the era when Malta was ruled by the Knights of St. John. 

The Grand Harbour of Valletta has always held centre stage in the island’s rich and chequered history. The Ottoman sultan, Suleiman the Magnificent, brought his fleet into the port to expel the Order and extend his domination of the Mediterranean. His Janissaries fought a bitter war against the knights and the Maltese in what became known as the Great Siege of 1565 but the Turks were forced to abandon their quest for Malta and returned home empty-handed.  

Centuries later, in 1798, Napoleon Bonaparte sailed into the Grand Harbour. He too wanted to get rid of the knights to take control of the island which had become the linchpin of the Mediterranean. The French general helped himself to Malta like a low-hanging fruit off a tree. He took control of the island in a matter of days without firing a shot. At the time, the Maltese were glad to see the backs of the tyrannical knights and welcomed the French as liberators.  General Bonaparte spent barely a week on the island before sailing on to conquer Egypt. However, unlike the Turks, he did not leave empty-handed. He took with him the treasures pillaged from Malta’s churches and palaces. The liberators of the Maltese people soon turned conquerors and the honeymoon with the local population was over in a few months. 

Two years after Napoleon’s visit, Horatio Nelson’s ships sailed into the Valletta harbour to liberate the Maltese from the French after a two-year standoff during which the French garrison was besieged inside the city. The Maltese blockaded the city entrances while the English patrolled the harbour entrances.   The French were literally starved into submission. That was when the Union Jack was flown over Malta for the first time heralding a new era under British rule. The Valletta harbour became a haven for British ships and remained so for the next 180 years. 

***
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One middle-aged American was admiring precisely that extraordinary view of the harbour from his room on the fourth-floor of the Phoenicia Hotel before heading down to the reception area to order a taxi. It was always quiet at that time of the morning. Most of the guests were already out on their sight-seeing tours or wandering around the city of the knights built by Grand Master La Valette.

It was Matt Bonanno’s first visit to Malta. He was on a summer holiday but he also had a personal mission to accomplish during his stay. As he came out of the lift, he strode briskly up to the reception desk in his baggy shorts, white socks and polo-shirt.  Proud native New Yorker that he was, he also wore a Yankees baseball cap to protect himself from Malta’s scorching summer sun. 

“Could you order me a cab?” he asked the receptionist in his unmistakable New York accent. 

“Most certainly, sir! Your name?” 

“Bonanno” 

“And where will you be going to, sir?”

“Fort Ricasoli! Any idea how long it will take?”

“Fort Ricasoli?” repeated the receptionist sounding surprised by the somewhat unusual destination. “It should take less than thirty minutes if you don’t run into traffic.”

She picked up the phone and called for a taxi. While she was busy calling, Matt read the name tag which was pinned to her well-ironed brown uniform. Her name was Ann Bonnici.

“Your taxi will be here in a few minutes, sir,” said the Maltese receptionist in impeccable English.

Built by the knights in 1670, Fort Ricasoli is situated at the mouth of the Grand Harbour overlooking Fort St. Elmo and the city of Valletta and since the port has no bridges, the only way to get there is by driving around the harbour along a series of creeks. 

Since she was not busy, the receptionist made polite conversation with the American guest while he waited for the taxi. Matt was delighted with the opportunity to chat with a local whom he found very pleasant and attractive. 

“Not many tourists tend to visit Fort Ricasoli, sir,” offered the receptionist with a polite smile. 

“Yeah, I thought as much. I walked down to the bottom of Valletta yesterday to visit Fort St. Elmo. Not many tourists there either. I can’t believe the state that fort is in.  I was expecting it to be a little bit better preserved given its rich history. I certainly wasn’t expecting to find a squalid and abandoned fort that nobody bothers to visit.” 

The receptionist smiled again and nodded almost apologetically. 

“How can you allow your historic legacy to be abandoned and left in such a state of neglect? Your ancestors must be turning in their graves. 

Matt shook his head in incomprehension and carried on with his diatribe. 

“You fought against the Turks in that fort, hundreds of years ago. The spirit of knighthood must still be lurking in there,” added the American.

“I hate to say this, sir, but Fort Ricasoli is going to be pretty much the same, I’m afraid,” interjected the receptionist.

“That’s the trouble with Europe. You have too much history and you just don’t know what to do with it. In America, if we had a 17th century fort built by knights, it would be considered a national treasure and we would preserve every inch of it, trust me.” 

“You seem to have a special interest in our forts, sir,” remarked the intrigued receptionist.

“Yeah!”  He paused and pondered how to answer.

“I’ve been doing some research. And I discovered that one of my ancestors came to Malta from Sicily in 1806 to enlist in the British army. His name was Leonardo Bonanno. I know that he was registered at Fort St. Elmo but his regiment was based at Fort Ricasoli. He was married to a Maltese woman by the name of Elisabetta Dimech, in Messina, in 1807.”

“Yes, Dimech is a Maltese name,” confirmed the receptionist.

“I have actually seen their marriage certificate in the archives of Messina. They had five children and one of their descendants emigrated to New York one hundred years later, which is why I am American. Otherwise I would be Sicilian.”

The receptionist was impressed with his genealogical knowledge and listened with genuine interest.

“That means I also have some Maltese blood in me,” added the American with a proud smile on his face. 

“I see. So you must have come to our little island to trace your ancestor’s footsteps then?” 

“Yeah kinda!” replied the New Yorker. “It’s like a personal little pilgrimage. You know, I just want to be where they were; see what they saw, that kind of thing.”

Matt was delighted by the receptionist’s interest so he carried on.

“You know, when I got married, I am divorced now, but when I got married my dad gave me this extraordinary antique piece of jewellery. It was a beautiful baroque filigree silver cross in a mahogany box. The box has some faded writing underneath. I can’t make out what it says; but I do know it has the word Valetta written on it. It was probably the name of the jeweller who made it. I handed it down to my son when he got married last year. My dad couldn’t tell me how many generations back it goes but I suspect it might date back to the time when my Sicilian ancestor was here. I should take it to an antiques expert one day.” 

A shiny black Mercedes, late sixties model and in mint condition, pulled up outside the hotel lobby. 

“You taxi is here, Mr. Bonanno” announced the young Maltese receptionist.

“Thanks. It was nice talking to you. You have a good day now,” replied the American. 

He picked his black backpack off the floor and headed out of the hotel. The taxi driver remained in his car with his elbow hanging out of the open window. Matt opened the door himself. He threw his backpack onto the backseat and jumped into the taxi. 

“Hi.  How are you?” he asked the Maltese taxi driver.

The taxi driver said nothing but waited to be given a destination.

“Fort Ricasoli please”

“Ricasoli,” repeated the taxi driver to make sure he had understood correctly. He started the engine and drove out into the heavy traffic of Floriana.  

With tattooed forearms, two gold chains round his neck and a fat gold ring on his middle finger, the taxi driver looked anything but pious. Nonetheless he kept a small picture of the crucified Christ specially mounted on the dashboard, with the words ‘Christ the Redeemer’ written below it. 

“You from England, sir?” he asked, showing a surprisingly good command of the English language.

“American,” answered Matt.

“I’ve never been to America. I’ve been to England,” he said proudly, “but not to America.”

They drove around the dockyard creeks, then through the densely populated and sprawling town of Vittoriosa. 

“This is my hometown,” said the driver proudly, pointing to his chest and looking at his passenger through the rear-view mirror. Matt wondered if he should congratulate him.

“Very nice,” he replied finally. “But tell me, does everybody speak English on this island.”

“Yes sir, everybody speaks English and Maltese and usually some Italian too.”

Indeed, the American tourist had not failed to notice that most street and shop signs were in English. 

“Some Maltese prefer to speak English even among themselves,” continued the taxi driver. “But not here in Vittoriosa, he said wagging his forefinger. “We speak Maltese over here,” insisted the driver as though he was making an important statement. 

Matt sensed there was some form of rivalry between the Maltese and the English speakers. Once they had driven out of Vittoriosa, Matt saw a group of workmen perched precariously on scaffolding that was mounted against the walls of an old chapel.  

“Ah! It’s good to see that churches get looked after at least,” remarked Matt.

“Yes sir, that is the chapel of San Salvatore,” replied the taxi driver. “It’s very old.”

It was an old chapel indeed. What the taxi driver did not know was that the chapel dated back to 1651 and that it was built by an Italian knight, Prior Fra Giovanni Bichi, who was buried in the chapel itself.

The black Mercedes finally came to a stretch of barren countryside from where the walls of Fort Ricasoli became clearly visible. As they approached the fort, the state of the road became progressively worse though the driver did his best to avoid the numerous potholes. On reaching their destination, the driver stopped his car and turned off the engine.

“Here we are sir, Fort Ricasoli”

The place was squalid and abandoned. Not the kind of place any tourist would visit. 

“I won’t be hanging around here for too long,” thought Matt. “Can you wait here for me? I’m just going to have a quick look around. I’ll be back in about ten minutes” he said to the driver.

The taxi driver kept the metre running and remained in his car with the door wide open to let the air in. He slouched in his seat and played with his cell phone while his passenger scouted around the fort.

The temperature was steadily approaching thirty degrees and there was very little shade to be found at that time of the day. Matt ambled along the fort’s outer walls until he came to the main entrance. He stopped to admire the imposing arched gateway.  Two thick and well-preserved columns, elegantly sculptured into a braid, towered majestically like colossal sentries on either side of the entrance. The wooden brown door was in a dilapidated state, held together by rusted metal strips. It had certainly seen better days. 

Parts of the wall were in a sad state of disrepair. Some sections had collapsed due to rainfall. Shrubs and other vegetation had been left to grow on the walls, on the embrasures and around the entrance. Matt looked up in admiration at the two imposing columns. He spotted a white marble plaque high above the doorway with the name ‘Fort Ricasoli’ inscribed in faded black letters. Beneath it was a second and bigger plaque with a Latin inscription. 

Matt took a few pictures of the entrance and while he was at it, he also took a few panoramic snapshots of Valletta across the harbour from where he just had just come. 

“My ancestor probably walked through this entrance two hundred years ago,” he thought to himself. “He may have stood on guard right here on this very spot between these two columns.”

He ran a hand over one of the columns. The battered door looked like it had not been opened for decades but he decided give it a try. He gave it a gentle push with his shoulder. The door protested with a grinding noise and much to Matt’s surprise, it opened up a few inches. He gave it another more determined push and the door opened just enough for a person to slip through. Matt Bonanno could not resist the urge to have a look inside Fort Ricasoli. He squeezed through. 
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In the year 1806, the barracks of Fort Ricasoli were designated as the home of the newly formed Froberg Regiment.  At the time Malta was still coming to grips with its new British rulers after several centuries of being ruled by knights and a disastrous short spell of French rule which lasted only two years.

The island had just become a new British protectorate. Nevertheless, its ties with Sicily remained as indispensable as they always had been. Most of its grain, as well as all sorts of provisions, continued to be imported from there. The political history of Malta had always been tightly linked to that of Sicily. It was the King of Sicily who had granted the sovereignty of Malta to the knights for a yearly payment of one falcon as rent. 

Commerce and trade between the two islands did not wane with the arrival of the new British rulers. Military and commercial boats of all shapes and sizes constantly sailed back and forth between the sixty-mile stretch that separates Malta from Sicily. The most common transport boats were small, flat and narrow sailboats called speronaras which were used to ferry passengers and provisions. In those days, nothing could get you to Sicily faster than a speronara, or xprunara, as the Maltese liked to call it.  Finding a speronara for Sicily was never a problem at Malta’s Grand Harbour. 

[image: image]

Maltese Speronara

Being smaller and lighter than most passenger vessels, these brightly-coloured boats were highly manoeuvrable and could sail even in the lightest of winds. You could not mistake the boats with their three masts and the long spur jutting out from the bow. 

The port of Syracuse, being on the southern tip of Sicily, was a favoured port for many Maltese and Sicilian speronaras.  It was from there that Enzo Bonanno sailed back and forth from Sicily to Malta almost on a weekly basis, ferrying passengers, provisions and even mail occasionally. Enzo, a middle-aged seasoned mariner, probably spent more time at sea than on land.  He was stoutly-built with a full head of white curly hair which contrasted starkly with his dark eyes and the weather-beaten brown tan of his face. 

Enzo was the padrone, or boat-master, of the Santa Lucia which he managed in partnership with six of his long-standing and loyal crew members. They were the ones who rigged the sails and rowed the boat whenever necessary. Enzo was a well-known and popular character both in Syracuse and in Malta. He was appreciated for his jokes and his always-jovial personality. He had been doing the crossing to Malta, as a padrone or as a crew member, for as long as he cared to remember. There was never any doubt as to who was in command on board his speronara but he always treated his crew generously and with respect.

While his crew prepared the boat for the crossing, Enzo usually touted around the port for potential last-minute passengers. Occasionally he would negotiate the transfer of a few passengers from other boats. Today he stayed by his boat waiting for the one passenger whom he referred to as his special passenger.  The privileged passenger was his only nephew, Leonardo Bonanno, whom he had not seen for a number of years. 

Leonardo was on his way down to Syracuse from his hometown of Messina on the east coast of Sicily. He was about to embark on a voyage to Malta for the first time to join the Royal Corsican Rangers in the pay of the British Army. Leonardo was a good-looking, fit and energetic young man, just turned 23. He was not quite as outspoken as his gregarious uncle, but he always smiled readily and made friends easily. He was of average height but his broad shoulders and developed biceps were a clear indication that he had done his fair share of rowing in the past. 

Leonardo was no stranger to the sea having grown up among the boating and fishing communities of Messina. He had spent most of the previous year serving his country alongside the British. He formed part of the Sicilian Volunteers that patrolled the strait between Sicily and the Italian mainland to stop the French from advancing further south from Calabria. 

That day, Enzo waited impatiently on the quayside for his nephew’s arrival. Soon he began to worry like a mother does for her child. 

“What if something happened to him during his journey? What if he can’t find where the boat is berthed?” wondered the boat master. 

He scrutinized the quayside in case Leonardo had already arrived at the port and was having trouble finding his boat.

Leonardo had no trouble finding his uncle’s boat. When he arrived at the port and was still ten yards away from the boat he immediately recognised his uncle.  He dropped his small suitcase and with arms wide open he strode up to him in long slow steps.

“Zio Enzo!” he cried.

“Leo! - My little Leonardo!" cried Enzo, unable to hide his emotion. He opened his arms wide and met his nephew’s embrace. 

“Let me look at you,” said Enzo. “I can’t believe it!” 

They hugged and patted each other on the back with big happy smiles while the crew of the Santa Lucia looked on.

“Come on board” invited Enzo, as he picked up his nephew’s suitcase. “You’ve never been on my Santa Lucia, have you?” 

Enzo turned to his crew. 

“Gentlemen, this is my nephew Leo that I’ve spoken to you about,” he announced proudly.

They all smiled politely and gave Leo a quick respectful bow. Leo responded likewise. 

“I have five more passengers that should be arriving shortly then we will be on our way to Malta” said Enzo rubbing his hands together.

“I cannot wait to see the island. I’ve heard so much about it ever since I was a little boy,” said Leo.

“Indeed my good Leo, you will see. Valletta is a magnificent little city; a city of class, full of life.  I have many good friends over there.”

Enzo’s expression became solemn all of a sudden.

“You know Leo; in these difficult times we need men like you to stay here to defend our country against the French, may God help us!”  

“I know uncle, I know, but I will be joining the finest army in the world and when I return I will join the Sicilian Volunteers; only this time it will be as an officer.”

Enzo’s face lit up again. He gave a hearty laugh and patted Leo on the shoulder. 

“That’s my boy. You are a Bonanno and let no one ever forget that. Now let’s get these sails ready. Did you bring the wine and bread on board?” he asked one of the crewmen. 

Enzo liked his red wine and was known to refuse to set sail if he did not have an adequate supply for the voyage. 

The Santa Lucia sailed out of the port of Syracuse and in no time became an insignificant speck lost between the blue waters of the Mediterranean and the clear skies of a bright spring day. Leo chatted eagerly with his uncle about family, about Malta, and about his military ambitions. He befriended the crewmen and offered to help them with their tasks which they adamantly refused. 

With the help of a light north-westerly wind, Enzo’s speronara sailed smooth and steady in exceptionally calm waters as it headed south towards the island of Malta. Leo managed to get some sleep on the open deck while the other paying passengers slept under the lateen canopy at the stern. 
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There is  nothing more spectacular than entering the harbour of Valletta in the early hours of a spring morning. You sail in between Fort Ricasoli to the left and Fort St. Elmo to the right, both flying the Union Jack. You are immediately awed by the splendour and the extent of the fortifications which protect the cities on either side of the port. They are referred to as cities but in reality, Cospicua, Senglea and Vittoriosa, on the east side of the harbour, are no bigger than a small town. 

Valletta, the capital city and its suburb Floriana, dominate the harbour from the west side, from Fort St. Elmo down to the harbour’s innermost creeks at Marsa.  Should an enemy ship be lucky enough to survive the battery fire from the two forts they would immediately be faced with more fire from a third fort, Fort St. Angelo, situated in the heart of the harbour. It was from this fort that Grand Master La Valette and the Knights of Malta resisted the Turks during the Great Siege. The siege ultimately prompted La Valette to build a new and better-fortified city which still bears his name. 

Throughout its history, Malta had always been coveted by the powers of Europe due to its strategic position in the middle of the Mediterranean and due to the unmatched protection offered by its natural harbours.  

By the sixth year of British rule, Malta had gradually become the busiest spot in the whole of the Mediterranean for political, naval, military, and commercial affairs. It was the centre of operations, where British fleets and armies were assembled and expeditions were prepared; after Malta they were sent to the coasts of Egypt, to Greece, to protect Sicily, or to threaten the French king of Naples in his own palace. 

During the height of such operations, the island’s population of 100,000 could rise by as much as twenty percent with the coming and going of British soldiers and civilians. It took time for the Maltese to adjust to such a massive foreign presence on such a small island. 

The language of government was changed from Italian to English but the Maltese found it very hard to speak or understand a new language that was so radically different from theirs. The Maltese upper-classes, especially in Valletta, continued to speak Italian and in the villages they continued to speak their native Maltese language. The Maltese culture and way of life also continued to be very closely modelled on those of Italy. 
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As the Santa Lucia sailed lazily into the harbour, Leo was so taken aback he completely forgot about the tiring journey and his aching neck from having slept in a bad position. Enzo very proudly and enthusiastically pointed out the forts, the bastions and the churches to his nephew as though he had built them all himself.

On arriving in Malta every vessel had to first approach the Piccolo Barriera which was the name given to the health office. This was where it obtained the necessary health certificate to be allowed entry into the harbour. A quarantine officer questioned all the passengers and crew under oath. He asked about the point of origin and the circumstances of the voyage before issuing the health certificate. If a certificate was not issued, the vessel concerned was routed to the lazaretto in the quarantine harbour on the west side of Valletta.  Without the certificate, both crew and passengers had to remain in quarantine for a fixed number of days or weeks as determined by the health officer. 

Enzo, being a regular with the health authorities, went swiftly through the procedures and obtained the certificate for entry. He manoeuvred his speronara into the busiest part of the main harbour known as the Marina. The crew and passengers were happy to finally disembark onto terra firma. 

Leo was accustomed to hearing the church bells of Messina but in Valletta the bells seemed that much louder, more erratic and more frequent. The Marina quayside was a hive of activity. Carts with big wooden spoked wheels were being loaded or unloaded. Some were drawn by mules or donkeys; others were drawn by barefoot men wearing long red caps that hung loosely to one side.  The Maltese boatmen sat idly by their boats and chatted loudly among themselves waiting for the next ship to sail into the harbour.  Before a ship dropped anchor, the boatmen would row out to the boat and offer to bring its passengers to the quay for a negotiated fee. Occasionally they would row out to sell snacks and basic necessities; all at a premium price of course. Leo listened carefully to their conversations to see if he could understand a word of Maltese. He could not. 

A small group of British soldiers was waiting to be transported across the harbour to their base at Fort St. Angelo. But Leo’s rendezvous was at the barracks of Fort St. Elmo on the Valletta side and by now, he already knew which direction he had to take. He gave Enzo a last farewell hug.  

“Now you be careful and you look after yourself, you hear?” advised Enzo holding back tears. Enzo was married and had two daughters of his own, but Leo was as precious to him as the son he never had. He was perfectly aware of the dangers and risks of young soldiers at war. The remotest possibility that he might never see his nephew alive again was too much for him to bear.

“Don’t worry uncle. I’ll be fine,” reassured Leo. He shook hands with each crew member and gave each one a friendly pat on the shoulder. Leo gave one last glance to Enzo and disappeared up the steps of a narrow crowded alleyway which led straight into the heart of Valletta. 

***
[image: ]


When the British had expelled the French, they were welcomed by the Maltese as their new liberators. The Maltese were happy to have their religious independence restored and to see the economy recovering steadily after the two tragic years of famine and misery caused by the French blockade. 

The British always paid a better price for vegetables, fruit and poultry and the Maltese farmers and tradesmen were more than happy to supply their newfound customers. Wine shops proliferated in Valletta to meet the demands of Malta’s newcomers.  The number of prostitutes also increased dramatically and rarely could a soldier walk through the city without being solicited. Versatile creatures that they were, the prostitutes immediately understood the importance of learning a few indispensable English phrases to draw customers. They were among the first Maltese to be heard speaking English in the streets of Valletta. 

The Maltese and the British very rarely mixed socially other than at some lavish ball thrown for senior officers where Maltese dignitaries would also be invited. That was not to say there were never any clashes between the two. Drunkenness among soldiers was one of the biggest concerns which often led to
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