Making Amends with History:
A Vindication of Maltese-Portuguese Relations'’
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Many people in Malta today - less so in Portugal - will know that two of the
most prominent and longest-reigning rulers of Malta were Portuguese. These
were the grand masters Antonio Manoel de Vilhena and Manoel Pinto de
Fonseca. The former ruled for 14 years from 1722 to 1736; the latter ruled
for 32, from 1741 1o 1773. There was a third Portugese grand master, Luis
Mendez de Vasconcelos, who was only in office for less than two years
in the 17" century (from 1622 to 1623). These Portuguese rulers of Malta
are remembered from their legacies in a collective memory which became
tangible, visible, renewable, even parochial, be that by means of a fort or a
rampart, a theatre, an auberge or a town identified with them, or indeed half-
named after them to this day.?

At least two localities today continue to be associated directly with these
two grand masters, Floriana with Vilhena and Hal Qormi as Casal Pinto. In
the case of the former, the name originates from its engineer, Pietro Paolo
Floriani, about whom in February this year we had a book published by the
Filarmonico-Drammatica of Macerata; but the recognition of and the debt to
Vilhena continues to live heartily through its philharmonic society and band
club, of which | happen to be an honorary president.* Mareover it is here,
at the Vilhena, that every year during the feast of St Publius, the highest
dignitaries of the land, the Head of State and the Archbishop, traditionally
convene and deliver national messages which are invariably reported by all
sections of the press and media

But the purpose for this historic encounter at the Upper Barracca today is
not to recall and to record Portugal-linked personalities and events which are
the better known, but, on the contrary, to highlight and to render homage to
others which are less well known. lronically, however, from a more sensitively
national, modern and post-colonial point of view, it is these latter that appear
to be the more significant and consequential

Were it not for the prompt Portugese succour to the Maltese insurgents in
September 1788, when the Insurrection was arguably at its most critical and
delicate stage, it is quite possible that the back of the courageous but badly
armed and hardly trained rebels would have been broken, with God knows
what consequences. The French garrison would have dug in and been further

reinforced, making its eviction from the walled cities and guite possibly from
the rest of the country far more hazardous and prolonged, even unlikely
before several more years would have passed. A strategically located and
highly fortified archipelago with excellent deep water harbours in the central

Mediterranean could have been lost to Britain and her allies, among which
Portugal was the most faithful, at a time of incessant, dramatic warfare lasting
nearly two decades, when it would have been invaluable to the then enemy,
France. Within a few months on the Insurrection, history might well have
been written the other way round: an earlier Maltese surrender to the French

rather than a later French surrender to the British.

The possession of Malta was coveted by other powers especially Russia,
whose czar Paul | had himself elected the Order's Grand Master on 7%
November 1798 and so crowned shortly afterwards.® In 1798 the Russian
squadron was in the Mediterranean and Nelson was in contact with its
commander as he was indeed with the Ottornan fleet. It was not until March
1801 that Paul I's successor, Alexander |, adopted a neutral stance until the
Treaty of Tilsit was signed on 8" July 1807, between France and Russia. The
first people Bonaparte threw out of Malta in June 1798, giving them 24 hours
to leave, were the Russians and the Portugese, sequestering their properties
together with any British ones.

A Roman Catholic kingdom and empire, Portugal had excellent relations with
the Order until its expulsion from Malta in the summer of 1798, as may be
seen from the congratulatory letter sent to Ferdinand von Hompesch upon
his recent accession by Dona Maria.® By the grace of God Queen of PoriL

jal
and of the Algarves, on this side and across the seas in Africa, Mistress of
he Guineas and of the Conguest, the Navigation and Commerce of Ethiopia,
Arabia, Persia and India, she had received his election “with much pleasure
and great satisfaction”

G vour most norable guelifies ir ch opdnion. | cannot t excallent choce, in

of the particular esteem and respect in which | hold this | hich yvou have beoome

e Master. ™

So far as Portugal was concerned, the wresting of Malta from the Order
by France had already been distressing. In now supporting the Maltese
insurgents against French rule, Portugal was thus being consistent with her
earlier ties. In this case, however, there was further pressure. News of the
Maitese Insurrection reached Sicily within a few days by means of fishermen
acting on instructions from a Zejtun commander, but soon afterwards the
Maltese leaders wrote to the King of the Two Sicilies, Ferdinand IV, and more
importantly to Admiral Horatio Nelson, asking for muskets, ammunition,
provisions and military assistance. On 13" September 1798, just eleven days
after the outhreak of the Maltese Insurrection in and arpund the old Citadel,
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writing at sea from the Vanguard, Admiral Horatio Nelson, on repairing to
Naples after the Battle of Aboukir, had implored Portugal's Marquis De Niza
urgently to intervene in Malta

and Vi ré

i and by Yo 2y 8 ot re far & short time it mught be the rmadine of dr

am the island

atd “find no difficulty in

By the time that two Maltese rebel emissaries who had left Malta for Sicily on
6" September, aceompanied by the local governor of Siracusa, had sailed out
some distance to see whether they would encounter the Portugese squadron,
the Portugese ships were already in Maltese waters. In his Giornale, Baron
Azzopardi vividly depicted the scene, which the Maltese just about regarded
as a miracle. The four ships-of-the-line and two frigates, which at daybreak on
Wednesday 19* September 1798, were seen approaching Malta on the misty
horizon, were De Nisa's squadron. The Maltese thought here was the British
fleet, but it wasn't; it was the Portuguese one. Not any less evocative is the

day by day account given by Felice Cutajar, Ball's secretary. His entry for 18"
September started thus

And in his entry for the following day, he even mentions a failed French attempt
to prevent the Maltese making contact with the newly-arrived Portuguese:

& aitre dug vels, cioe' un 3, B oonosciute aranc

ihita ¢+ Camg i Car

Censu Borg's sentry had the battleships and frigates spotted on the horizon
from the look-out of the belfry of the Birkirkara parish church. Borg rushed to
Rabat to alert Notary Manuel Vitale, a very central figure in the Insurrection
In the afternoon of that same day, Borg and Vitale together boarded de Nisa's
flagship, the Principe Real, which carried 90 guns and 948 men. There was
also a brigantine, and an English frigate, which later was |oined by another
Portuguese frigate. The Maltese leaders were given a warm welcome aboard
as De Nisa (usually spelt Nizza in the few period Maltese texts) listened to the
plight and needs of the insurgents. He gave them his solemn promise that
he would not leave Maltese waters before the arrival of the British ships. He
also gave them 500 muskets and gunpowder. In an act that would distinguish
the Portuguese support of the Insurrection, de Niza did not limit himseif to
blockading the harbours. He immediately sent an engineer, Don Antonio
Consalvo Saverio Pereira, with 20 artillerymen ashore to assist and advise
the Maltese on the best sighting and construction of trenches which they had
erected or were building, including the one at Cottonera. In the citadel, the
Portugese flag was immediately hoisted on the tower alongside the Maltese
and Neapolitan colours.'' More ammunition and supplies were made available
later on by a passing British squadron, which however sailed on to attend to
other business.

Most Maltese will have heard of Admiral Horatio Nelson, and probably taken
pictures of his column in Trafalgar Square, but few would know anything about
his Portuguese counter-part, the Marquis de Nisa, although the latter had a




short but fast and distinguished naval career, rudely interrupted by smallpox
at the age of 36. In the 1790s De Nisa had his Ocean squadron moved to
the Mediterranean and was involved in various operations including Tripoli,
Livorno and especially Naples, in addition to Malta. Since 1798 he was Vice-
Admiral in command of Portugal’s Mediterranean squadron and Inspector of
the Royal Marine Brigade. By this time Portugal had one of the most powerful
naval forces in Europe; in 1782 this already comprised 65 ocean-going ships,
including 14 carracks, 23 frigates, three corvettes, 17 brigantines, and 8 cargo
vessels, with 800 officers and 20,000 sergeants and other ranks, active not
just in the Mediterranean but all the way from Brazil to India

The Portuguese would constitute a backbone of the naval blockade and at one
time had as many as 400 troops ashore alongside the Maltese insurgents.
They stood in when t

he British navy was otherwise engaged at the most
crucial moments, first in the Autumn of 1798, from September to November,
as the Insurrection started, and then again in the summer and winter of 1799,
from August to December, as it was ending. Until the transfer of twao British
regments from Messina under the command of Brigadier Thomas Graham,
which comprised 800 men, towards the end of 1799, it was the Portuguese
who mostly had non-Maltese fighting men ashore. At least two officers are
known 10 have distinguished themselves in particular

One was the already mentioned engineer Pereira, always energetic, committed
and alert. Another was Xavier Mattheus, often praised by Sir Alexander Ball
for his courage and promptness in leading the Zejtun and Zurrieq volunteers
against the French in the latter half of 1799. A few letters of advice or
instruction, including Intelligence, have survived. One was addressed by
Peraira to Canon F. §. Caruana of Zebbug, who commanded the St Joseph
Camp, dated 22 October 1798. This was about the need 1o reinforce the
gates at Kordin and Zabbar as a great number of Frenchmen had been posted
at Cospicua and the Cottonera. In another entreaty dated 13" December 1798
from Hal Tarxien, Pereira deplored the urgently needed but all too slowly
executed upgrades being undertaken near the Vittoriosa battery

The French garrison comprised some 4,000 troops, but there were barely

half that number among the Maltese who were battle worthy; most were

peasants, former militia men or emboldened young volunteers.'® Some of the
Portuguese fighting alongside the Maltese on land laid down their lives. | do
not have a roll call of honour because we lack all the details, but we do have
some. For example, we know of one Portuguese called Emanuele Francisco
who died in action at the age of 25 on 22™ January 1798, but we do not have
his surname. He lies buried at the Tarxien parish church and listed in its Liber
Mortuorum. Another Portuguese who died by enemy action and is similarly
buried and registered at Tarxien is Don Consalvo Brago, who lost his life at the
age of 28 on Kordin Heights on 8" October 1798. Another Pereira, Giocchino
Pereira, died on 25" October 1799. He is listed in the Liber Mortuorum of
the Zejtun parish church. The parish archives at Hal Qormi mention another
Portugese, Joannes de Sylva, who died there on 7" September 1799.
There are certainly others who would deserve the ultimate recognition as
unknown soldiers fallen in battle. The Maltese lost many more men of course,
thousands more, in a dramatic series of events, including a failed attermpt to
take Valletta. The British blockaded, supported and supplied, but those of
them who actually died fighting on the ground were few indeed. Naples sent
some men and helped in other ways but it was itself threatened by France
and was in no position to intervene at all decisively.

In spite of pressure from Lisbon to return to base in the Autumn of 1799,
Admiral De Niza kept the promise he had made to Vitale and Borg aboard
his flagship on of 13" September 1798. He would not abandon Maita until
the British arrived. He finally sailed for home on 13" December 1799,
fifteen months later, just as the English troops from Messina were being
disembarked. There was only a six week interruption of the naval blockade, in
the early summer of 1799, at a time of alert when a combined Franco-Spanish
attack was feared, a lull which allowed the French garrison to be replenished
and reinforced."” But for the rest, the Portuguese no less than the British,
separately or jointly, and to a lesser extent the Neapolitans, were the ones
who helped out. Such assistance or land and at sea may well have prevented
a Maltese surrender and a possible rout or massacre, especially at the start
of the Insurrection when the largely unequipped Maltese, however brave,
resourceful and successful, were most vulnerable to French sorties. That was
when Nelson's fleet was on the mend in Naples, although Nelson did visit
Malta soon and he kept up the pressure throughout. Malta was, he wrote,
“in my thoughts waking and sleeping.”'® De Niza was the most effective and
trustworthy ally he could rely on in the Mediterranean. He richly deserved the
letter of thanks handed to him befoere his departure in December 1798 by the
Maltese 'congresso nazionale’. And so did he too the mention of appreciation
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from Queen Carolina of Naples. Nor was Nelson sparing in his praise of De
Nisa. In a letter of thanks to him written in Palermo on 24" October 1799, he
told him that his conduct in the blockade of Malta “has garnered the esteem
and affection of Governor Ball, the British officers and troops, and of all the
Maltese.” Adding: “You can add the name of Nelson to those of your most
fervent admirers, as an officer and friend.”"®

this Forru;

hour of need, ™

Mr President, Mr Ambassador, Ladies and Gentlemen, this evening Portugal
and Malta - and History - tangibly record and chisel out such past valour and
comradeship. On so decorously evocative a day as this, the 2™ of September
2008, we finally make lasting, demonstrable amends for so long and silent a
shame.

That concluded the oration. Afterwards, and as a consequence of it, | was
alerted and given access to two further pertinent documents. These show
that the Portugese commitment to the Maltese cause in the Insurrection was
still more significant and revealing

the MUHS

The first document consists of the Marques de Nisa Diarles during the
Mediterranean campaigns - the entire texts. While not solely or specifically
about Malta, these permit greater contextualization of the goings-on, insights
on de Nisa, and put into sharper relief the Portugese engagements in Malta
under his command, which are included in it and to which | had already made
some reference from other less comprehensive sources

A second document, which until now had remained largely unknown and
unstudied, is still more important.® This is a detailed report, which originally
had also included a plan of battle, written by and based on the live testimony of
Lieutenant-Captain Antonio Gliz. Pereira from the Royal Erigade of the Navy.
who on de Nisa's instructions landed in Malta to plan and direct operations in
17898 and in 1798, reporting back to him accordingly.*

The Pereira report and testimony is historically significant for two main
reasons. First, it is a strategy, a plan of campaign, showing how best the
French could be made to capitulate, organizing the defences and attack
posts, warning the inexperienced Maltese leaders against resorting to certain
tactics which in desperation they came to favour, such as valiantly but vainly
attempting to scale the walls, which risked being self-defeating and ending, in
the rapporteur's words, “in sorrow not in glory". Second, it gives us valuable
information as to the situation on the ground, the numbers of troops on both
sides, the actual ordesirable composition of the Maltese batallions, the location
and indeed the construction of batteries, what ammunition was avallable and/
or needed, data about French sorties both real and potential, the delivery
of Neapolitan reinforcements, even a hint as to intermmecine disagreements
among the Maltese themselves as to how to deal or proceed

In so far as strategy was concerned, much of this is inevitably in the nature
of planning, what should orwould be and if not what fall back positions were
to be resorted to. What he calls the 'stone walls’, meaning rubble walls (hitan
tas-sejjieh) he regarded as de facto trenches, the use of which the besiegers
were 1o exploit, even as parapets when firing against sorties. The distribution
of men had to be better ordered. In the absence of muskets, an order had to
be placed for pikes, at least eight feet long and with an iron head. Artillery was
insufficient: it had to be supplanted and better positioned. At night signals
would be by means of air rockets (foguetes do ar), in day-time by flags or
streamers aloft (a cavalo). Security was of the essence, hence much stricter
recourse to passwords, sentries and patrols were required, outlined and
timed in detail;




'As soon as the inferior officer who coma out of the station presents himself to his officer the latter  will
order ‘'Present Arms" am] say ‘Let the officer come forward!". When the latter is eery close, they will lay
hold ot their swords one against the olhet arid, their aets close to each other's month, the office of the

guard will receive the first password and give the answer...."

Before between 10,000 and12,000 inhabitants hadbeen expelled from
Valletta, Pereira had thought itbest tobombard the city - "the fortified town
of Valletta isone ofthe strongest inEurope" - believing that such an assault
would provoke the inhabitants into mutiny ashad happened atthe Castleof
Nice, atKaiserwerth, Mons, Venlo and Menin. But that was now no longer
the case. Because ofthe circumstances, 'the only way offorcing the enemy
to surrender isthrough lack offood supplies" for which the siege would have
to bewell organized and ablockade conducted atsea toprevent the entryof
all provisions. The report mentions various field-works for defence and siege
which had to be orwere undertaken. For topographical and logistical reasons,
he did not think Valletta should beattacked from itsFloriana side butfrom
the Cottonera. Hehad alist ofrequired war munitions tothe King of Naples
and atoned down version ofthese arrived some time later from Naples on
two frigates. They comprised 2 12" mortars, 28 "howitzers, 400 hombs, 600
grenades, 1200 fuses, 200 powder barrels of60 rotolos each, 2,000 infantry
muskets and 100,000 musket cartridges. H erefers toBall By"the blockade
commander", Pereira means Ball, but there was also aCommander Manoel
Vital engaged with the Maltese ground forces.

Writing to Ball from Tarxien on 28 January 1799, Pereira explainedthe
unfolding situation as follows:

‘Commander Manoel Vital has been speaking to me every day of an assault which the Maltese are
planning on Cottonera Inexperience  has heated the brains of tbeso oeopte to such a point thet in spite
of my apposing their scheme with arguments  which have seemed to me persuasive, they petseyere
and will not be persuaded Vie wells ot Valletta ate not of such a kind that will admit assault without
first making a brerrcb and demot/slitng  the defences In consequence, | (relieve that the result of such a

venture will be sorrow rather than glory.

A scaling ot the walls with ladders was planned three times, the third time being on Iff February 1299.
when goo men assembled at Corradino. but it was not earned but Pereira also opposed fortifying Fort
Manoel Because Mil was roo exposed in lelahon to Valletta. By contrast, he had mortar batteries erected
elsewhere  mainly but nolonty to the south "J had the beacon ilampol of St Joseph entrenched'. Pereira
reported to de Nisa. ‘and two traverses built on the highway thai from thai station leads to Valletta, so
as to prevent the enemy from using it The etaction ot a S-mottar battery before Hathat was finished and,
at the same lime, all the avenues on that side blocked with traverses Meanwhile | ordered the Ouiktmg
ofrhe great traverse of Mssta. with an accompanying ditch. Unfortunately ~ the ‘accompanying plan' is not
available, but we have offensive and defensive preparations taking shape simuhanaoosfy. Valletta  could

not be attacked directly-

The attack must be made at Cnttonere Once me besetgars are established there, they must attack For St
Matgaret and Wnrjnosa and fokiw by the capture ol Senglea. dominating thus the harbour on which Valletta

wholly depends. Should St Argelo Castle not sunendet then an attack should be made on Fad Ricasolr

From an intercepted dispatch addressed byGeneral Vaubois tothe Directoire
in Paris, itwas known that the French garrison counted nomore than 4,000
troops. On the strength ofthis, Pereira calculated how many men couldbe
committed to asortie and what should be the numbers, positions and linesof
the Maltese men inwait for them. We get a detailed breakdown ofthe field
situation in1798 according toadistribution determined byPereira, although
the stations had already increased their arms by500 and their men by 600.
Here ishis table:-

Title Aimed Men Unarmed Man Total
Zajtun 700 2.100 2, BOO
Zabbsr 200 700 1,600
Tan-len 250 400 650
Corredirto 700 600 1,300
Surma" 300 400 700
StJ059Dh 760 2.t00 2.850
Haitar" 500 300 S0D
Telal d in 6,600 Li

This meant that the number of armed men were not so far apart. Victory was
possible. Plans had tobedevised accordingly.

Very revealing isthe description ofone ofthe failed French sorties:

‘On the 2fot November  1Z9S the French made a sortie numbering over 500 men. at the place between
Cottonera and Corradino. m order toartack the Corradino stabon which had given them so much cause for
anxiety, as could be told clearly from the continuous fire they directed onto that place both from Valletta
and from Cottonera. destroying a large wall which gave cover to the workmen, making it necessary
to rebuild it three times, tor as many rimes as it was brought down. When the attack began, the Borg
battery*  removed the screen thet covered it and began to direct a lively fire against the enemy, facing
them to withdrew immediately in disorder killing a tew and maiming agrear many, as was later confirmed

by the account ot a number of deserters.”

These highly evocative period accounts bring closer tohome what the 2""
September Insurrection truly entailed and represented. The first and only
armed popular insurrection in Maltese history, it mobilized a heroic effort
against aforeign rule which had grossly transgressed its supposedly liberating
mission. However, they also bring tolight the proximity and advice ofD e
Nisa's Portuguese strategists and planners tothe military preparations and
operations onthe ground, atsocrucial and difficult atime. Inthe end, as
foreseen byPereira from the outset, itwas starvation that led to surrender.
Scaling the walls would have almost certainly produced a massacre.



