THE XPRUNARA
Joseph Muscat

The xprunara originated in Malta and was always designated as such', alth
a few were copied or bought and operated in Sicily, Livorno and North Af
As the Maltese word xprunara is part of the local vocabulary the Maltese re
ought to be preferred to the rendition of speronara.

If we are to search for the first references to a xprunara we have to go back
to the sixteenth century. In Malta at that period one would find the brigantine
from which most probably the xprunara evolved®. The open boat type brigantine
with a sperone at the bows, double ended, using sails and oars first appeared in
the Mediterranean in the thirteenth century and was very popular in the Muslim
world. The xprunara was influenced by the brigantine and in time it developed
the use of movable side washbo . The first written information about the
xprunara goes back to 1576" but more reliable sources refer to the years 1614,
1618 and 1663°. The first dated iconographical evidence of a xprunara is found
at Tal-Herba Sanctuary in an ex-voto painting dated 1740. After that date one
can trace the complete evolution of the xprunara up to the twentieth century
mostly in the great quantity of ex-vote paintings in many churches in Malta and

Gozo.

Influences on Maltese boat building

It is believed that the first men to cross over to Malta came from Sicil

Communications by sea continued for centuries influencing the whole social

1. P.A. Hennique, Les Caboteurs et Pecheurs de la Cote de Tunisie, Nice, 1989,49
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aspect of the Maltese Islands®. The Phoenicians, a great seafaring people, came
to Malta and their influence must have been great. Unfortunately, they never left
one design of their ships in Malta. Local boatbuilding must have been influenced
by their expertise but no one can qualify the extent of this influence’. The ship
graffiti at the Tarxien Temples do not offer any basis for a comparison of the
Maltese type of boat building with that of early ships®.

Sicilian influence can be traced on local boat building both in structure
affinities and linguistic terminology . The Arab domination of the Maltese Islands
lasted for centuries and North African influences must have affected the local
boat building trade. The same type of boat must have sailed in the central
Mediterranean between the countries of North Africa and Sicily right up to the
thirteenth century. One would have expected that the long Arab or Saracen
domination of Malta would have left clear signs of influences on local boats but
it is not easy to establish these similarities.

The arrival of the Knights of St.John, brought a degree of French
technological expertise especially from 1700 onwards that can be traced to present
day Maltese boats’. As a general rule these boats are built exactly to the same
pattern from family galvi or moulds and the experience was transmitted from
father to son. But the uniformity of the design is complemented by the diversity
of colour schemes and decorative elements which two features are to be found
on modern Maltese boats'.

The now obsolete xprunara was no exception to this line of development
and it followed strictly the Maltese way of boat building. The Tal-Latini boat
was the direct descendant of the xprunara and one can still see the last example
of such a boat in Gozo.

6. J. Muscat, Influences Affecting Maltese Ships and Boats, unpublished paper read at the
Conference “The Evolution of Wooden Ship Building in the Eastern Mediterranean, 18th - 19th
Centuries” held in Athens in November, 1992,

7. J. Muscat, The Dghajsa - In Memoriam in Mariner's Mirror, London, vol.77, no 4, 1991, 389.

8. J. Muscat, Maltese Ship Graffiti in Villain-Gandossi, C., Medigeval Ships and the Birth of
Technological Societies, vol 2, Malta, 1991, passim.

9. In the eighteenth century out of 300 Knights who resided in Malta 200 were French; their
influence is reflected in the Maltese language, too.

10. Muscar, The Dghajsa, 393 et seq.
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A Maltese boat invariably shows a high forestem, little or no sheer except at
the bows and stern where it rises smoothly to match the stems, moustaches at
the bows and the stern, side washboards in the case of boats sailing outside the
Grand Harbour as well as side catwalks or gangway deck and tambourets at the
bows and the stern. The xprunara, apart from such characteristics, showed a
beak or spur at the bows which was reminiscent of the long functional sperone
found on the first xprunari. Those boats were double ended open boats, without
a deck, an awning at the stern and sails and oars. The brightly coloured xprunara
was rated as a small vessel.

Registration of Xprunari

The registration of ships under the Order of St.John in Malta followed certain
rules of control which were comparatively loose by modern standards. There
was no direct checking on the tonnage of merchant ships although warships
were rated as in any other country. Loading was left entirely to the discretion of
the master with one condition. He had to certify when applicable, that certain
cargoes were loaded on deck since such cargoes were not usually covered by an
insurance policy''. As the xprunara was an open boat or sometimes half decked,
masters were at liberty to take on board what they deemed fit for each trip. It
must be pointed out that the greater ships, employed on the grain carrying trade
for the Universita, were actually checked by two capi mastri of the Arsenal,
certifying that the ship was fit for sailing and that the loading mark in the hold
had been respected”.

After the Napoleonic Wars, under British rule, Malta experienced a period
of great mercantile expansion. British standards replaced the old methods adopted
by shipbuilders and merchants under the Knights. Registration of ships became
more comprehensive and included the nomenclature of the ship, its name,
tonnage, number of decks and masts, dimensions of length beam and hold,
description of deck, bowsprit, stern, galleries and of the figurehead if applicable.
The registration included also the name of the master shipbuilder, the launching
date and details of the owner. The registration of xprunari included such
amendments indicating modifications affecting the capacity of the vessel such

11. Del Diritto Municipale di Malta, Malta 1784, 197-8; AGPV 44, 1 for a sample of Polizza di
Sigurta.

12. Del Diritto, 197
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as the lengthening of the hull and the transformation of the vessel from a simple
boat to a xprunara".

With the availability of such data for the period 1820-55 one has a wealth of
information about xprunari when compared to the rather meagre information
about these vessels as described in the records of the Order. Yet the pre-British
records abound with inventories, descriptions of cargoes carried by the xprunari
and the personal reasons given for the movements of passengers from one country
to another',

The wave of innovation under the British rule affected also the mentality of
some local masters of xprunari who chose to adopt profane names for their vessels
instead of names of saints. While all the xprunari operating under the Knights’
rule bore the name of a saint'® under British rule such names as Abbondanza,
Gioiosa, Sirena, Giannina, Giuseppina, Susanna, Speranza, Rondinella, Carmela,
Superba, Generosa and others were introduced; however some xprunari retained
the names of saints. The xprunara was generally allotted a feminine name although
there are a few instances when the name Salvatore was used'®.

The registration of ships during the period 1820-55 included fifty xprunari,
when such boats changed the ownership they were registered de novo. The
registration footnotes included such events as sales of part or the whole number
of shares of a boat, when declared unseaworthy or lost at sea or taken as a prize
of war. From time to time, registration certificates were to be shown when required
in other countries as a means of identification. The change of name of a xprunara
often created confusion in further registration and identification. The change of
name of a xprunara often created confusion in further registration and
identification. The case of the xprunara Pace vis-a-vis the Consul in Tripoli is
one such example."”

13. J. Muscat, Maltese Ship and Boatbuilding 18th and 19th Centuries in K. Damianidis, The
evolution of woaden shipbuildong in the Eastern Mediterranean during the I8th and 19th
cenuries First International Workshop, Athens, 1993, 76-77

14. NAR Lib is o series of booklets which contain interesting material as regards the movements of
passengers from one country to another; NAMCons contains hundreds of volumes which show
the inventories of local ships.

15, The study of ex-voro paintings showed that saint names were always used on the xprunari. It
has been observed that in the series of NARLib a double name of Il Santissimo Crocefisso
followed by another saint name has always been used.

16. NAR RSB passim

17. The study of the Register of Ships Built in Malta provided valuable information about the latest
methods of registering shipping in Malta under British rule; NAR RSB passim
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From a perusal of the Register of Ships built in Malta, one could establish
the principal master shipbuilders working in the French Creek area who
constructed the xprunari for the period 1820-55. It seems that the Piscopo family
specialised in building such vessels. Giocchino Albano and Francesco Orlando
both of Cospicua, Antonio Gauci from Vittoriosa and the brothers Antonio and
Agostino Piscopo built just one xprunara each. But Giuseppe Piscopo, Antonio
Piscopo both from Senglea and Benedetto Ellul from Cospicua, launched nine,
four and four xprunari respectively. Lorenzo Drago from Cospicua, Agostino
Piscopo from Senglea and Lorenzo Piscopo from Cospicua constructed four,
two and two respectively. The more renowned ship builders of the period such
as Salvatore and Lorenzo German and Gioacchino Bonnici from Senglea and
Giuseppe Camilleri from Cospicua, while concentrating on the construction of
brigs and barques never refused a commission to build xprunari. There was an
instance when four xprunari were being built concurrently in four different
slipways at the French Creek'®.

The Register of Ships built in Malta provides technical information for the
study of Maltese ships. The xprunara was built by master shipbuilders and
perhaps also by non-professionals following traditional methods which had
proved their worth over the centuries. No plans of a xprunara or other Maltese
boat exist; indeed they were not required, All builders applied the rules which
govern the design of the middle section of a boat. Such a practice continues to
the present day. The owner of the xprunara dictates the length of his boat in the
Maltese measure, the xiber, and the builder translates the length into feet and
inches. A boatbuilder at Marsaxlokk is still in possession of an old type of
conversion wooden ruler showing the xiber on one side and the equivalents in
feet and inches on the other'”. Once the length is agreed between the owner and
the builder, other dimensions would be calculated following the family trade
“secrets”™ governing the galvu or moulds, While all xprunari were built to the
same pattern the length between the perpendiculars determined the size and hold
capacity. A twenty six foot xprunara registered a three ton burthen?' while a
fifty foot one a forty five ton burthen®.

I8. Muscat, Maltese Ship, 76-77
19. Information kindly provided by Mr Joseph Maniscalco of Marsaxlokk.

20. J. Muscat, The Arsenal 1530 - 1798 in L. Bugeja, Birgu A Maltese Maritime City, vol.1, Malta
1993,274

21. NAR RSB 84
. NAR RSB 20
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Inventories

Whenever the xprunara was hired to undertake a journey transporting
merchandise an inventory by a public notary was compiled for insurance
purposes. In some cases the estimated value of the xprunara was assessed by
Michele Scolaro who was a capo mastro employed in the galley Arsenal of the
Order at Birgu®, The one masted xprunara named Il Santissimo Crocifisso e la
Madonna del Rosario belonging to master Santo Vella was valued at one hundred
and ninety scudi on 4 March 1740* while another one masted xprunara, Il
Santissimo Crocifisso e I’ Anime del Purgatorio was estimated at a value of one
hundred scudi on 5 November 1739%,

The study of such inventories provides further information about such vessels
which were equipped with regular navigational instruments, cooking utensils
and the necessary carpenters’ and caulkers’ tools for minor repairs. The
navigational instruments included a compass or one or two hour glasses and a
small lamp, all kept in a small wooden cupboard known as chiesola or gisiola. A
great lantern was hoisted on the mast at night but the xprunara also carried two
lanterns. When caught on a deserted beach there was provision for the preparation
of meals and therefore the xprunara was provided with great or small copper
pots, frying pans and gridirons®.

Notwithstanding the restricted space available on the vessel it managed to
carry barrels of drinking water and wine, water wooden jugs and wooden shovels
for bailing when necessary. The frequent beaching of a xprunara necessitated
the carrying of a number of wooden keel blocks, wooden and iron stakes, a great
wooden mallet and various lengths and types of strong ropes and strops. A small,
movable wooden capstan?” which was operated by two levers while fixed strongly
on land to pull the xprunara on the beach was also carried.

23. Muscat, The Arsenal, 291;
24, NAMCons 4 March 1740
25. NAMCons 5 November 1739

26. The study of numerous inventories for xprunari contained in the NAMCons series constitutes
the basis for a thorough knowledge about the evolution of the ship.

27. W. Schellinks, Journey to the South 1664 - 1665, Rome 1983, pl.48b shows a picture of a
wooden portable capstan; see also NAMCons 21 Inventario della Barca speronara nominata Il
§5mo Crocifisso padroneggiata da Pn. Francesco Camilleri where it mentions amongst other
items piit un argano.
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The stern awning was always rigged in place for the benefit of paying
passengers but there were sometimes two other tents. One was rigged on an
antenna when the xprunara was caught in bad weather and the other was rigged
on land for the night or other circumstances for the benefit of the passengers
when the xprunara was forced to land on a deserted beach. Besides the tents, the
inventories also include two or three items of waterproof clothing incerata.

A two masted xprunara was provided with two anchor cables, one five
hundred and fifty feet and other four hundred feet long and carried also a reserve
antenna, oars and tillers. Space was to be provided for a sail or two when they
were not in use. Both spritsails, one great and one small, with a jib, were rigged
up only in fine weather, otherwise two would have to be stowed away when the
boat faced a slight sea. A two masted lateen rigged xprunara would normally
sail under two sails; a third emergency sail and a jib were carried. Remembering
that passengers quite often had to take on board their personal luggage together
with a supply of food for the duration of the journey, the hold capacity of a
xprunara was quite limited®®,

Sail Evolution

The sail evolution on the xprunara merits attention as the boat's history spans
over three hundred years. Maltese masters strove to obtain better speeds under
different weather conditions. It must be emphasised that the xprunara sailed all

28. Examination of inventories from 1701 to 1737 in NAMCons proved to be extremely interesting.
The following is an inventory for the xprunara whose master was Bartolomeo Agius:
Il buco
Un albero e due laste
due vele et un pollacone
tre tende
otto remi un timone
cingue parati
un argano con suoi fornimenti
due ragli e due galochi ¢ due mazzi
un capo con suo ferro
un capo per tirare ¢t una maglietta
una bragha un caldarone

barrili buglioli sassoli e wtti li fornimenti della spironara.
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through the year and its crew were always ready to adapt themselves to the ever
changing conditions of the elements and the exigencies of the market when for
economic reasons, speed was the main asset™.

The early xprunara like its forerunner, the brigantine, must have sailed under
one lateen sail with a jib at the bows. As early as the end of the fifteenth century
the simple rig of a spritsail made its appearance on boats. The spritsail, or tarkija™,
immediately attracted the attention of Maltese crews. A xprunara was manned
by a relatively small crew when one considered the distances covered. The sprit
rig required very few men to handle it and was the ideal sail arrangement for the
xprunara. But greater versions of the vessel introduced a second mast which
necessitated the installation of the lateen rig on both masts with a jib or pollakkun.

The sprit and lateen rig on xprunari continued concurrently up to the second

half of the nineteenth century when the greater boats with a length of sixty feet
introduced the third mast at the stern. Such a xprunara with lateen sails on three
masts and a jib was an indication that Maltese masters were competing with the
greater and faster brigs and barks.

In the 1850s there was an attempt to add a small lateen sail at the stern
rigged on a mast situated in front of or behind the awning of the passengers with
a sprit rig on the main mast. The sprit rig on one mast included the larger sail for
normal sailing with a jib, the smaller sail for rough weather. Both sails with the
jib rigged as a topsail was the normal rig when the xprunara ran before the
wind, The chequered white and blue, small spritsail was quite popular with local
masters of xprunari.

By the end of the nineteenth century there were individual attempts to
introduce a schooner rig on the xprunara when it faded out completely into
obsolescence® .

29. For more information about the Maltese sail cloth see Muscat, Arsenal, 297 et seq.

30. One can see a model of a ferilla under the sprit or tarkija rig in the Maritime Museum Birgu.

31. The study of the evolution of the sail arrangement on the xprunara was possible after examining
a great number of Maltese ex-voro paintings which otherwise was not possible to trace except
for few pages by Hennique where he explained the boat in the 1880s.
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Roles of the Xprunara

The xprunara was primarily a passenger carrying vessel designed for speed and
the accomodation of a few people under cover without any means of defence
except its swiftness. Round the Grand Harbour one could always find a xprunara
ready to go over to Sicily against payment. Such boats were built in great numbers
as there was a constant communication between Malta and Sicily. One could
always hire the services of those boats either from Malta or Italy. As the xprunari
were in great demand all through the year the charges were reasonable. A trip
from Naples to Malta in 1777 was effected for just two hundred livres de France®
according to the itinerary of the route and the number of crew on the boat. The
xprunara undertook much longer routes in the Mediterranean than those to Sicily
when required and even ventured out of the Straits of Gibraltar®.

Normally two passengers were enough incentive for a master of a xprunara
to put to sea. But when required the boat could accomodate a party of passengers
and greater numbers on short crossings, say from Malta to Gozo. Religious people
made frequent use of the xprunara as most of the religious orders in Malta
depended on their respective Mother Houses in Sicily or Italy*. Even the Bishop
of Malta residing in Reggio had his own xprunara®. Another bishop travelling
on a fartana was put down in a xprunara some distance from St.Elmo and later
entered the Grand Harbour®. This perhaps explains why the internal lining of
the awning of the cabin at the stern is shown in red in one ex-vote painting
depicting a xprunara. The dignitaries of the church and other nobles were treated
with some distinction. When a Ricevitore, a high ranking officer of the Order of
St.John, had 1o call at Augusta to pay for the supplies of biscuits consumed on
the ships of the Order, his xprunara was for security reasons escorted by the
galley squadron?’,

32. Borch, Le Comte De, Lertres sur la Sicile et sur L'Isle de Malthe, Turin 1782, 6
33, L. Boisgelin, Ancient and Modern Malta, London 1805, vol.1, 114

34. NAR Lib 30 April 1746 and 18 October 1746 show religious and secular priests using the
Aprunara for crossing over to Sicily or Italy but there were other Maltese ships like the tartana
in NAR Lib 15 October 1746 which amongst other passengers it carried five ecclesiastics.
Various ex-voro paintings show religious people travelling on the xprunari.

35. NLM 250, 1934
36. NLM 280, 196
37. NLM 280, 103







