
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Form 4 
 

 

 
 

MALTESE HISTORY  
 

Unit L 
 

Everyday Life and Living Standards 
 

 Public Health  

    
 



 

 1 



 

 2 

 
Unit L.1 – Population, Emigration and Living Standards 

 

 

 

1. Demographic growth 
The population was about 100,000 in 1800, it surpassed the 250,000 mark after World War II and rose 
to over 300,000 by 1960.  A quarter of the population lived in the harbour towns by 1921.  This 
increase in the population caused the fast growth of harbour suburbs and the rural villages. The British 
were in constant need of skilled labourers for the Dockyard.  From 1871 onwards, the younger 
generation migrated from the villages in search of employment with the Colonial Government.  
Employment with the British Services reached a peak in the inter-war period (1919-39) and started to 
decline after World War II.  In the 1950s and 1960s the British started a gradual rundown of military 
personnel in their overseas colonies, including Malta. Before the beginning of the first rundown in 
1957, the British Government still employed 27% of the Maltese work force. 
 

2. Maltese emigration 
The Maltese first became attracted to emigration in the early 19

th
 century.  The first organised attempt to 

establish a Maltese colony of migrants in Corfu took place in 1826.  Other successful colonies of Maltese 
migrants were established in North African and Mediterranean ports in Algiers, Tunis, Bona, Tripoli, 
Alexandria, Port Said, Cairo, Smyrna, Constantinople, Marseilles and Gibraltar.  By 1842 there were 20,000 
Maltese emigrants in Mediterranean countries (15% of the population).  But most of these returned to Malta 
sometime or another.  Emigration to Mediterranean areas declined rapidly after World War II.  This decline 
was mainly caused by the birth of Arab nationalism.  Arab nationalists fought for the independence of their 
countries from the European colonial powers.  Most of the Maltese migrants left these countries with the 
other Europeans slightly before or after independence.  After World War II the Maltese preferred to emigrate 
to English-speaking countries (UK, USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand).  In these countries there was a 
great demand for unskilled jobs.  The introduction of a system of general education in Malta in 1924 and 
1946 led to a better knowledge of the English language among the Maltese.  Post-war emigration to these 
countries reached an annual average peak of 5,000 between the years 1948-1966.  Mass emigration declined 
in the 1970s with the fast industrialisation of Malta and with the tightening of emigration laws by the host 
countries. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

    

 

  
1. Maltese emigrants in early 1900s 

 

  
2. Maltese emigrants in the 1950s 

      
 

3. Pre-war slum housing            4. Posh houses in Valletta,early 1900. 
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Unit L.1 – Population, Emigration and Living Standards 
 

 

3. The mixing of the Maltese with the British 
The Maltese maintained a cool relationship with the British, mixing very little at least until the 1930s.  The Sliema 
area was the first part of the island to adapt an anglicized style of sub-culture.  This attitude was fostered by the 
dominant position of the Church.  The islanders, notably the country folk, depended directly on the local priests.  
Religion was entrenched in the life of the people, a situation that persisted up to the 1930s.  Then the Second 
World War brought about a change in the mentality of the population.  The war bonded the British and the Maltese 
closer together because they had fought a common enemy.  The war brought villagers and town people closer 
together.  But it also undermined the traditional respect for authority.   The younger generation discarded old 
principles and a more general indifference towards the clergy. 
 

4. Standard of Living 

During the 1800-1850 period, the fast increase in the population led to a general decline in the standard of living of 
the working classes.  These years coincided with a long period of economic stagnation.  The misery of the Maltese 
was generally attributed by the Government to the lack of initiative and reckless birth-rate among the Maltese.  In 
the 1880s An English resident in Malta remarked that: Maltese incomes are so small that the attempt to keep up 
the appearance which the English think only decent becomes a ruinous expense.  The standard of living increased 
after the 1850s as a consequence of the Crimean War and to the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869.  It was only 
after World War II that it began to compare favourably with other South European Mediterranean regions.   
 
Their low standard of living was reflected in their food, their clothes, their houses, the quality of leisure and to the 
great number of beggars in the streets of Valletta.  Bread was the staple food for the lower classes.  Living 
conditions improved after World War I, and more rapidly after World War II with the introduction of social 
legislation, setting up of the GWU (in 1943) and the Labour Party which aimed at improving the standard of 
living of the working class.  Poor housing conditions were to a large extent the result of large families.  
Overcrowding and slumps were mainly found in the suburban areas.  To mention just one example, the 1891 
census calculated that an average of five persons in Floriana lived in a single room. 
 
5. Improvements in communications 
The British period coincided with a revolution in transport and communication that had a profound effect upon the 
life of all classes of Maltese.  Until the 1850s the main means of transport was the carriage (kaless).  In 1856 the 
horse-drawn omnibus functioned from Lija, Sliema, Mdina and Zebbug.  It stopped functioning in 1890 because 
of competition by the railway.  The private railway company started operating in 1883 from Valletta to Mdina.  A 
private tram company was set up in 1903. The tram and the railway closed down by 1931 because of competition 
by the scheduled buses.  In the 1930s new bus routes were set up to the remoter villages.  Private cars started 
becoming popular in the late 1920s in the harbour suburbs.  A scheduled private ferry service between Malta and 
Gozo got organised after World War I. 
 
In the 1920s roads and streets in the harbour towns and the major villages started being asphalted.  This made 
travel easier and helped to bring people closer together.  Street lighting in the harbour suburbs was introduced in 
1857, first by gas lamps, in the late 1890s by electric lamps.   A power-station at Valletta started functioning in 
1894 but electricity reached the villages in the 1920s.  The one at Marsa was opened in 1957. In 1910 a private 
telephone company was set up to provide the telephone service. But in 1957 there were only 5000 private 
telephone lines. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

    
 

   5. 19th century townspeople    6. British servicemen during their free time         7. Malta buses in the 1930s 
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Unit L.1 Population, Emigration and Living Standards 
 
 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    Source A. Valletta seen from Hamrun plateau in the early 1800s. 
 

    Source B. Urbanisation of the Harbour area in the 20
th
 century. 

 
 

1.  Give reasons why the harbour area became mostly one whole suburb in the 20th century. 
 

     ___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

     ___________________________________________________________________________   (2) 
 
2.  Identify four newly developed towns close to Marsamxett Harbour in the 19 th and 20th century. 
 

     ________________       ________________       ________________        ________________   (2) 
 
3.  Identify four newly developed towns close to Grand Harbour in the 19th and 20th century. 
 

     ________________       ________________       ________________        ________________   (2) 
 
4.  Write true or false in the blank column to these statements.   (5) 
 

A Malta’s population increased sharply in the 19th and 20th centuries.  

B From the 1870s thousands of villagers went to live in the harbour towns.  

C The employment of Maltese in the British Services is called a rundown.  

D Before World War I most Maltese emigrated to North African Arab countries.  

E Mass emigration from Malta declined with Independence in 1964.  

 
5.  What type of work are the Maltese emigrants in source 1 doing?  ________________________ (1) 
 

6.  Which of these were missing in most working class homes in the early 1900s? (3) 
 

     (tap water, backyard, kitchen, garage, dining room, electricity supply, bedroom, toilet, bathroom) 
 

7.  Two events that helped to improve living standards of the Maltese working class were: 
 

      (a) __________________________________   (b) __________________________________ (2) 
 
8.  The low standard of living of the working classes was reflected in four of the following: 
 

     (clothes, nationality, literacy, housing, wages, language, religion, health) (2) 
 
9.  What effect did the introduction of public transport have on the life of the Maltese? 
 

     ____________________________________________________________________________ (1) 
 

 (Total = 20 marks) 
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Unit L.2 – The Major Civil and Military Hospitals 
 

                  
    

       1. Civil Hospital in Floriana                         2. Bighi Naval Hospital                          3. St Luke’s General Hospital 

 
 

 The Main Hospitals under British Rule 
 

 
Santo Spirito Hospital (dated from the late 14th century)  In 1883 it came to form part of the Central 
Hospital at Floriana as a sanatorium.  In 1990s it was restored to house the National Archives. 

 
The Civil Hospital closed down when patients were taken to the Central Hospital of Floriana. 

 
The Central Hospital (formerly the Conservatorio), was a hospital for male and female patients.  In 1954 
patients were transferred to the new St Luke’s Hospital and the building became the Police GHQ.  Part of 
this hospital functioned as a Foundlings Hospital for it accepted abandoned babies until orphans started 
being kept at Inghieret until possible adoption. 

 
The Casetta for female patients was bombed in World War II and replaced by the Evans Science 
Laboratories.  Male patients of the Ospizio at Floriana were taken to Inghieret when this was opened in 
1892. In 1940 Inghieret became St Vincent de Paule Hospital and in the 1970s it was renamed again as 
Has-Serh. 
 
Villa Franconi at Attard was enlarged and turned into a Mental Hospital in 1861. 

 
The Lazaretto, built in 1643 was main hospital for contagious diseases.  Forts Ricasoli and Fort Manoel 
were also used as plague hospitals during epidemic diseases.  The Lazaretto was closed down in 1929. 
 
King George V Hospital was opened in the 1920s.  It was rebuilt after the war as Sir Paul Boffa Hospital 
for terminal diseases (cancer cases). 
 
St Luke’s Hospital started to be built when the Central Hospital of Floriana became too small.  All 
patients from the other hospitals where taken there in 1954.  In 1978 a new extension, named Karen 
Grech Hospital was opened for children and pregnant women.   

 
St Julian’s Hospital (18th century) was renamed Victoria Hospital in tribute to Queen Victoria’s 50th 
anniversary as queen but it was closed down after World War II.  Graig Hospital, opened in 1975 became 
the Gozo General Hospital in 1989. 

Mater Dei Hospital started to be built in the mid-1990s and opened in 2007.  It is a modern hospital with 
state of the art technology and built close to the University.  Patients from St Luke’s were transferred there 
and it became Malta’s main hospital ever since. 

 
The Holy Infirmary became the General Hospital as the main British military hospital between 
1821-1920.  In the late 19

th
 century the British started developing Mtarfa as its main military hospital 

centre.  The early Bruce Hospital was in 1920 renamed as the General Hospital for all British 
military personnel.  In 1920 all patients were taken to Mtarfa Military Hospital and the Holy Infirmary 
was turned into a Police Depot. 
 
In 1832 the Admiralty built Bighi Hospital at Kalkara as a naval hospital.  In 1920 all patients from 
the other naval hospitals were taken to the General Hospital at Mtarfa.  This last British Services 
hospital was closed down in the 1970s. 
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Unit L.3 Public Health, Hospitals, Sanitation and Water Supply 
 

 

1.  The most dangerous diseases at that time? 
The commonest diseases in 19th century  Malta were the plague, cholera, undulant fever, smallpox 

(gidri), tubercolosis, leprosy and trachoma.  The worst epidemics that hit Malta in the 19th century are 

shown in the table below.  The other diseases were infectious diseases that spread slowly and not in 

epidemic form.  The spreading of these latter type of diseases depended upon the living environment and 

close contact with infected persons.   

 
Early 19th century Malta was a place for recovery from 

consumption (tubercolosis), a deadly pulmonary illness.  By 1926 

cases of tuberculosis declined  considerably  because of a better 

diet, more education and better hygiene among the Maltese.  

Inoculation against smallpox became obligatory in 1855.  The 

death rate caused by cholera declined in the 1880s when the 

Government started extending the underground drainage and fresh 

water supply for the Grand Harbour area to the villages.  In 1905 

Temi Zammit, a Maltese doctor, discovered a germ in the goat’s 

milk that caused undulant fever.  In Malta there remained the 

custom to buy and drink fresh milk directly from the goat.  The 

illness died out when the Government set up the Malta Milk 

Undertaking (MMU) to pasteurise milk and prohibited the sale of 

door to door un-pasteurised milk.  Plague, leprosy or polio  

entered Malta by ships coming from the Levant.  In 1957 there 

were still 151 registered polio cases.  Trachoma or ophtalmia was 

caused by the dusty environment and by flies.  A public education 

campaign after World War II helped to eradicate this disease.   
 
 

                                                                         

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   4. Lazzaretto Plague Hospital at Monaoel Island     
 

 
 

Epidemics in 19
th

 century Malta 

Date Epidemic Victims 

1813-1814 Plague 4,572 

1830 Smallpox 2,284 

1837 Cholera 4,252 

1850 Cholera 1,736 

1865 Cholera 1,500 

1871 Smallpox    700 

1887 Cholera    393 
 

Source 1 

 
 

2. Plague ex-voto painting. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

            3. A door-to-door milkman 
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Unit L.3 – Public Health, Sanitation and Water Supply 

 

 

             
 

                                           1. Tap water in the villages                         2. Valletta slump in 1900                                 

 
 

1.  Quarantine 

At first quarantine regulations remained the same as they had been under the Knights. In 1830 they 

became stricter. Vessels with an expired bill of health were kept at Ta’ Xbiex.  The other vessels were 

kept at Sa Maison.  The larger merchant ships anchored beneath Corradino Hill.  Vessels with cholera 

symptoms were kept at St Paul’s Bay. In 1929 the last quarantine regulations were abolished and the 

Lazaretto was closed down. 

 

2.  Burials in Crypts and Cemetries 

When the island was hit by a fever epidemic in 1799, the National Assembly issued licences to open 

cemeteries in the villages.  Ta’ Braxja Cemetery became a Protestant cemetery in the early 19th 

century.  In 1872 the Government inaugurated the Addolorata Cemetery at Paola.  Burials in Church 

crypts were forbidden by law in 1869. 
 

3.  Underground drainage system 

Until 1870 there was no drainage system beyond Floriana.  Drainage was thrown in Grand Harbour 

and in Marsamxett.  The Government extended the drainage system to the Cottonera between 1879-85. 

Drainage started to be disposed at Rinella.  The drainage system was extended to the villages from 

1897 onwards. The geographical features of the Island, and the Two World Wars delayed the 

completion of the project.   
 

4.  Fresh water supply 

In 1845 the Government built the Fawwara Aqueduct to supply the south of Malta with fresh water. 

Until 1882 the harbour cities received fresh water from the Wignacourt Aqueduct.  The villages still 

depended upon wells and cisterns.  In 1883 Osbert Chadwick made the Chadwick Lakes project and 

dug boreholes to pump underground fresh water.  By 1918 tap-water had reached the larger village 

squares.  Domestic water supply became affordable to the upper classes in the 1920s and to working 

class families in the 1950s.  Reverse osmosis plants were built in various localities to turn seawater 

into fresh drinking water. 
 

5.  Street cleaning and collection of domestic waste 

In 1818 the Government started a service of street cleansing and collecting rubbish in the harbour 

towns.  This task was performed by prison convicts.  A private company that employed street sweepers 

were mentioned for the first time in 1839.  In the villages rubbish was collected door by door by village 

boys in sacks and taken to farmers to be turned into manure.  In the remoter villages this method was 

still in use in the 1960s.  In 1936 the Government introduced the first scammel trucks to collect 

domestic waste. 
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Unit L.3  -  Public Health, Sanitation and Water Supply 

 
1.  Match column A with column B. (5) 
 

 Column A  Column B 

A Plague  A pulmonary disease 

B Smallpox   a dusty environment 

C Cholera   inoculation 

D Consumption (tuberculosis)   the Lazzaretto 

E Trachoma   pasteurisation of milk 

F Undulant fever   an underground sewage system 

 
 

2.  Fill in the blanks with the hospital that corresponds to these descriptions: 
 

(a) a plague hospital:                                 __________________________________________ 

(b) a hospital for the mentally ill:                __________________________________________ 

(c) an old people’s hospital:                       __________________________________________ 

(d) a naval hospital:                                    __________________________________________ 

(e) a military hospital:                                 __________________________________________ 

(f) a general hospital for all patients:         _________________________________________  (6) 

 
 
3.  Explain the meaning of the word quarantine.   
 
     ___________________________________________________________________________ (2) 
 
4.  How did the Maltese benefit by an underground sewage system?   
      
     ___________________________________________________________________________ (2) 
 
5.  Identify two projects undertaken by the British to improve the water supply in Malta. 

 
     (a) ________________________________       (b) __________________________________ (2) 
 
6.  How was domestic waste in the villages disposed of before 1960? 

 
     ___________________________________________________________________________ (1) 
 
7.  (a) Why did the British kept military and naval hospitals in Malta? 
 
     ___________________________________________________________________________ (1)  
 
     (b) Why were these hospitals situated close to the Grand Harbour? 
 
     ___________________________________________________________________________ (1) 

 

 (Total = 20 marks) 
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Unit L.1 to L3 - Living Standards in 19th and 20th Century Malta 

 
Read carefully the following sources and then answer the questions. 

 

 

A substantial cause of death, both amongst infants and adults, was insanitary living conditions.  In the 
towns there existed almost no water drainage…In rural areas households achieved their sewerage by 
means of a space under the house, wherein they dropped – usually through an open hole near the main 
door – all domestic refuse and sewer matter; perhaps twice a year this space was emptied and its 
contents sold to local farmers as manure.  Neither in town or in country was ventilation usual; ordinary 
homes boasted few windows…Apart form the educated, the people themselves were dirty in habit, 
displaying marked reluctance to wash.  In these conditions it is not surprising that sanitary diseases 
should claim many victims…. 
 

Source A. Charles A. Price, Malta and the Maltese, 1954, p. 30-31. 
 

 

 

The misery of the Maltese was generally attributed to their lack of initiative and reckless birthrate.  
Governor Hastings…blamed the Maltese for their lack of ‘enterprise’, while G.P. Badgeer, an early 19

th
 

century writer, refers to their ‘entire want of spirit of enterprise’.  The French consul in Malta in 1840 
concurred that the Maltese were more inclined to imitate others than to start things by themselves.  
However…the Royal Commission [of 1836] blamed the Government for the poor state of affairs: ‘The 
islanders were in most miserable condition.  Due to official policy, the educated among them were a 
handful; the nobles were starving, the rest of the population were even worse!’ 

 

Source B.  Carmel Cassar, Malta’s British Colonial Experience, 1988, p.99. 
 

 
1.  Use sources A and B to identify four factors that contributed to bad sanitation among the Maltese  
     lower classes in the 19th and early 20th century. 

(a) ________________________________________________________________________ 

     (b)  ________________________________________________________________________ 

     (c)  ________________________________________________________________________ 

     (d)  ________________________________________________________________________ (4) 
 

2.  What opinion did these people have on the Maltese of the time? 

     (a) Governor Hastings in 1826:   _________________________________________________ (1) 

     (b) The French Consul in 1840:  _________________________________________________ (1) 

     (c) The Royal Commission of 1836:  ______________________________________________ 

           ________________________________________________________________________ (2) 
 

3.  Source A is a PRIMARY/SECONDARY source.      State why. (1) 

     ___________________________________________________________________________ (1) 
 

4.  Parts of source B are enclosed between quotation marks.  Explain why is this so? 

     ___________________________________________________________________________ (2) 

5.  Identify four changes that took place in the 19th and 20th century which led to improvements in 

     the poor living conditions described in sources A and B. 
 

(a)  ________________________________________________________________________ 

     (b)  ________________________________________________________________________ 

     (c)  ________________________________________________________________________ 

     (d)  ________________________________________________________________________ `(8) 
 

 (Total 20 marks) 
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Unit L.4 - Living Standards in Malta, 1800 to date – Essay Questions 

 
Read carefully the following essay titles and answer any ONE in about 200 to 300 words.       
Essays carry 20 marks each. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
PAPER 2A 

 
1.  Between 1823 and 1844 the Maltese began to emigrate in an unorganised attempt to  
     improve their lives.  Mostly they settled along the southern and eastern areas of the  
     Mediterranean. 
     (a)  What economic advantages, if any, were there for these Maltese migrants? (10) 
     (b)  What were the social and political problems they had to face? (10) (SEC 1996)  
            

 
PAPER 2B 

 

1. (a) Was there the need for emigration in Malta between 1800 and 1869? (10) 
     (b) Which countries were the most popular with the Maltese migrants and for what reasons? (10) 
          (SEC 1996)  
 
 
 


