
Wanderers Awheel 1n Malta 

British Stronghold Has Been a Steppingstone of Conquest Since 

Phoenicians Cruised the Mediterranean and St. Paul 

Was Shipwrecked There 

BY RICHARD VV ALTER 

Ham's warning was almost too late. 
"

L
OK out!" 

A glistening wall of blue Mediter­
ranean swept across the deck of our little 
Maltese banana trader and dashed up the 
companionway after my flying feet. 

Eighteen inches of trapped sea water swirled 
about in the crew's quarters. Clothes, bat­
tered books, and boxes washed over doorsteps 
into the passage, and with the next yaw scooted 
out to the foaming deck. Two shoes and an 
old hat sailed saucily from bunk to bunk. 

Mounting the companionway to the bridge, 
I joined Ham where he sat high in the star­
board, shrouds. It was drier up there. 

As I shinnied aloft, I could see comber after 
comber rush furiously at our struggling little 
craft, each one threatening to swamp us, but 
merely crashing across our starboard. bow and 
throwing another ton of seething water into 
our superstructure. Each time the boat seemed 
to gasp as she righted herself, like a girl who 
has received a pail of cold water full in her 
face. 

Seasick Canaries Add to the Din 

The San Georg was a strange vessel. Not 
over 70 feet in length, she plied between the 
Canary Islands and Malta, stopping at several 
north African ports on each incoming voyage. 
She was loaded ten feet above the gunwales 
with bananas, a cargo which placed her center 
of gravity dangerously high. 

To add to the confusion, each member of 
the crew had a number of canaries stowed 
below in makeshift cages, making the bowels 
of the San Georg sound like Central Park Zoo 
before feeding time. At every pitch and toss 
of the boat a broken bunch of bananas ca­
reened across the deck and bade us adieu, 
followed by a new chattering outburst from a 
hundred seasick canaries. 

The Maltese sailors love storms. Their 
faces betray their love for the sea. They 
are hardened to its fitful ways, for their lives, 
like those of any islanders, are wedded to the 
seaways. 

I gazed around our tossing mess table. 
These were the men who had welcomed two 
foreigners-and cyclists at that-into their 
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crew. These were descendants of Europe's 
first sailors, who left the shores of Phoenicia 
to settle the Mediterranean's tiny gems, the 
Maltese Islands. 

Across from me sat the captain, fat, 
jovial, kind, but unusual looking. His face 
bore Maltese characteristics common to every 
member of his crew. Dark, almost black hair 
covered his wide, squatty head. His com­
plexion was decidedly olive-hued. His eyes 
were dark and sparkling, his forehead low, his 
mouth friendly and expressive. The queer 
glint in those eyes, and in the eyes of every 
Maltese we met, was soon to provide for us the 
key to their charm. 

But this was no time for thoughts of charm. 
An increase in the gale's intensity jacked up 
new combers which roared across our deck as 
if they wore roller skates. Once again Ham 
and I hustled ourselves aloft, but not with our 
pre-breakfast hilarity. 

Each swell threw the San Georg propeller 
free of the water, where, racing with futility, 
it made the whole ship tremble. Any moment 
we expected to hear the ominous rumble of 
burned bearings. 

Suddenly my thoughts were arrested by 
two familiar objects washing across the deck 
below. Our bicycles! Our good steeds, vet­
erans of 6,000 miles of pedaling in Europe 
and Africa, had snapped their fastenings and 
were on their way to Davy Jones! The next 
swell poised them on the edge. One more 
would ring the curfew. Seething and foaming, 
it rushed toward us. 

Then we saw a shirtless figure moving care­
fully from post to post across the boat deck. 
Suddenly he lunged, caught our bicycles on 
the rise of the giant swell, and then himself 
was caught by a six-foot wall of sea water. 

Rescue of the Bicycles 

When the wash cleared away, our bicycles 
were still on deck. Beside them lay the 
Maltese mate. Amid persistent spray, we 
dragged him to cover and emptied his lungs. 
His first words were: "Your cycles-did I 
catch them?" 

The storm's crescendo had passed when we 
hove into sight of the Maltese Islands. It was 
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Photograph from Richard W"a.!11:r 

Two American Cyclists Rest Their Steeds on the Isle of Malta 

The author (right) and his companion, Edward Hamilton, stopped at the British Crown colony 
in the Mediterranean during a 42,000-mile tour of the world. They pedaled 9,000 miles, covering most of 
the  remaining distance on shipboard. 

the view which greeted the eyes of the Apostle 
Paul, whose experience at sea was more dis­
astrous than ours. Two thousand years ago 
he was shipwrecked upon these very shores. 

Tales of Ulysses and Cyclops 

Ulysses, too, according to the Maltese, hap­
pened upon these three islets. And with their 
rocks and caves, they may have afforded ex­
cellent stamping grounds for the mythical 
one-eyed Cyclops. 

Weary and bloodshot from a two-day sleep­
less vigil, our eyes were greeted with a pleasant 
calm as we passed between the sheltering arms 
of the Grand Harbour of Valletta. It was an 
impressive moment. The blue water of the 
Mediterranean wound fingerlike into the heart 
of brown, 16th-century Maltese battlements 
(pages 255, 260, 261, 262). 

Scattered here and there, like bits of drift­
wood, were many small boats, both sail and 
steam, anchored in midstream. 

Had it not been for the sleek British men-of- 
war bristling in an inlet to our left, the whole 
scene would have made an excellent medieval 
woodcut. 

Skippers of fishing yawls hailed us oood- 
naturedly as we passed, and our captain re- 
sponded with a wave and a comical toot for 
- each one. Dghaisas darted from town to town  
in the various reaches of the harbor. These 
were colorful gondolalike boats propelled by 
short but sturdy Maltese who stood out aoainst  
the water's surface with their black hats and 
scarlet sashes. 

Absent-mindedly, I wished that we might 
take a long ride in one of the graceful craft.  
Instantly the captain waved to a gondolier. 

"Pietro! Take these two chaps on a com-
plete circuit, will you-as a favor to me?" 

The boatman grinned in assent, and rowed 
us far up to the head of the inlet, or l\Iarsa, 
as the natives call it. Settings of pirate tales 
unfolded before us. Wine merchants rolled
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Shops and Public Buildings Flank Strada Reale, Valletta's Main Street 

To the Royal Opera House, with its tall Corinthian columns (right), come traveling opera companies each 
season (page 269). The Maltese also attend English musical plays and concerts here. Large British payrolls 
to soldiers, sailors, and workers in the vast naval yards bring prosperity to Malta's stores. 
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Photograph by Pasi from Three Lioas 

Shallow Balconies Encased m Wood and Glass Jut Out from Maltese Walls 

Nearly every building is made from island limestone, which assumes with age pleasing shades of reddish 
yellow and brown. Walls are thick, floors often paved with stone, and ceilings high. Such a combinati 
keeps the interiors cool, even in the hottest weather (page 2 71). 

as the most strategic point in the Mediter­
ranean.* 

The ancient Phoenicians were the first colo­
nizers, using the island as a base for western 
explorations. They were supplanted in the 
sixth century B. C. by the Carthaginians, who 
in turn were conquered by the Romans. 

Rome gave way to the Byzantine Greeks, 
who then let it pass into the hands of the Sara­
cens. Next came Normans, then Spaniards, 
and for almost 300 years the Knights of St. 
John held sway, defending their shores against 
Turkish and Arab invasions. 

This order, which is more commonly known 
as the Knights of Malta, is among the most 
colorful groups of actors on the stage of his­
tory. Though of varied descent-Norman, 
Italian, and Spanish-they maintained in 

* See, in the NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC MAGAZINE, "The
Maltese Islands," by Sir Harry Luke, November, 
1935, and "Malta: The Halting Place of Nations," 
by William Arthur Griffiths, May, 1920. 

Malta one of the most trouble-free 
govern­ing organizations in history. 
Remnants o· the culture which they 
preserved from the earlier Mediterranean 
civilization, with the armor and coats of arms 
of the Knights them­selves, are now on 
display in the Palace o= the Grand Masters 
in the capital, Valletta. 

The reign of the Knights was shattered 
when Napoleon thundered through on his "iYay_ 
to Egypt in 1 798. And he soon lost to Admiral 
Nelson, who brought this naval prize under 
the British flag. 

At the time of our visit many rumors were 
rife. Among them was one that the Italian:: 
were setting µp artillery to shoot sixty miles 
so they might bombard Malta from Sicily, 58 
miles away. Naval assault would be ctiffi-   
cult-but what of attack by air? 

Strong Secret Defenses Guard Malta 

At Malta, as at Gibraltar and Singapore. 
Britain has concentrated strong defenses.  A



Photograph by Burton Holmes from Ewing Galloway 

Ghostly Sentinels of Armor Line a Corridor of the Grand Palace 

Government offices now occupy the first floor of the huge edifice, built by the early Knights of Malta. 
The second floor is filled with a vast collection of armor, weapons, and paintings of distinguished Grand 
Masters of this Crusader order. The Knights came to the island in 1530. Fifty years later they built the 
capital, Valletta, with its majestic buildings. The order continued to flourish for two centuries, but finally 
succumbed to the power of Napoleon. 
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Photograph by F. \V. Stone from Europe:a. 

Goats Give Valletta Her Most Serious Traffic Problem 

Automobiles and horses are few, but flocks like these crowd the streets all day long. The three Maltese 
Islands are so small that there is not sufficient pasturage for cattle. Goats, not cows, are the principal source 
of milk. British soldiers and sailors drink canned milk to avoid contracting Malta fever (page 2 70). 
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Photograph by Burton Holmes from Ewing Galloway 

Underground Streets and Tunnels Honeycomb Malta 

Many subterranean passageways, including ancient catacombs, now are a part of the island's fortifica­
tions and defense system (page 258). Supplies are kept in many tunnels; others are bomb shelters. Beneath 
Valletta some of the underground areas serve as homes for the poor. Prehistoric man built temples and 
chambers in these vaults. In a pit beside one sacrificial altar lie thousands of human skeletons. Years ago one 
could walk underground from one end of Malta to the other. The Government closed the entrances to these 
tunnels after school children and their teachers became lost in the labyrinth while on a study tour and never 
returned (page 2 72). 
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AP Photograph from Pix 

Old and New Styles Blend in Valletta's Narrow Streets 

The younger generation is abandoning the cumbersome Maltese hooded cape called the faldetta for 
European dress (page 269). 

The landscape appears barren of trees, the 
only ones on the island being grown in moist 
valleys. 

Our getteral impression was one of rolling 
brown hills covered with rocky fields, each 
bounded by a rock wall. Indeed, some call 
Malta "the Mediterranean's rock pile." But 
that is a harsh overstatement. 

The farmers have fought rocks for cen­
turies, constantly refining and enriching their 
soil until it produces bumper crops of clover, 
wheat, barley, cotton, potatoes, onions, and 
citrus fruits. 

The only difficulty lies in the fact that there 
is insufficient land to grow enough for the 
people. The eleven thousand farmers are for 
the most part tenants, renting their land for 
so much an acre. By careful irrigation and 
scrupulous terracing of every square foot of 
soil, they manage to cram three successive 
crops into one year. 

Excellent water is piped from natural 
springs and artesian wells. :Most of Malta's 

21 inches of rainfall soaks into the lower 
water-bearing strata, thus keeping the wells 
amply supplied. Drainage facilities are good, 
and health standards are high. 

Only one serious menace to health remains. 
This is a disease known as "Malta fever," 
caused by the bacteria Brucella melitensis in 
goats' milk (pages 264, 265). 

The Maltese, because of the scarcity of 
pasture lands, have always kept goats instead 
of cows. A few of the latter have been intro­
duced, but it was a common sight still for us 
to see large herds of goats being led from 
house to house. 

As the goats mingle in the streets, the dis­
ease is spread among them and, in turn, the 
milk becomes generally infected. The only 
control available here at present is either the 
individual boiling of all milk, or the extermi­
nation of all goats. 

Some years ago Gibraltar nipped an epi­
demic in the bud by the latter method; but 
Malta can scarcely risk the equally seriou 
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As we rode about the island, we asked one of 
the girls in our party to talk to us more about 
her religion. 

Tessa shook her dark curls, and her eyes 
fairly snapped. 

"Our faith is the greatest thing in our lives. 
It was founded by the Apostle Paul when he 
was shipwrecked on this island and has re­
mained unchanged for nineteen centuries. One 
of the many great services our Church did was 
to isolate victims of the great plague of 166 7. 
Had it not been for the Church, everyone on 
the islands would have died." 

As we cycled on, Ham and I were struck 
more and more by the broad scope of knowl­
edge of Maltese youth. 

It amazed us to discover how much they 
knew about the world. Their newspapers 
contain many educational items. And the de­
sire of these young Maltese, ably demon­
strated by their intense interest in us, seems 
to be to learn more and more of life about 
them. 

Hundreds of Maltese youths visited Italy 
either to study or to travel. A few got to 
England. Many sail the ships of interoceanic 
trade, returning with vivid accounts of all 
they have seen and heard. But most striking 
of all is their knowledge of every inch of their 
own islands, principally of their little-known 
wonders of the world. 

A Prehistoric Periscope 

The strangest of these, the Hypogeum near 
Hal Saflini, is a remarkable megalithic tem­
ple where prehistoric man worshiped his 
deities and buried his dead. Long shafts de­
scend 30 feet below the earth's surface, where, 
carved from solid sandstone, lie dozens of odd 
rooms, including an altar, a long hallway, and 
a treasure vault. 

The entire structure is said to have been 
illuminated indirectly with polished stone 
mirrors arranged periscopically in the shafts 
above. Some archeologists tend to discount 
this theory, as such early sanctuaries were 
supposed to be dim and mysterious for re­
ligious reasons. It is doubtful whether one 
person in a thousand would think of such an 
arrangement even now! 

One of the chambers opens to the outside 
through a long shaft into which snakes and 
wild animals fell to their death. It is still 
littered with bones and tusks unfamiliar to 
our age. Near this gruesome butcher shop 
lies the megalith's reservoir, a deep, tapering 
rain catcher. In another chamber is a hollow 

in the wall into which the high priest must 
have spoken. 

When Ham spoke into it, I could hear his 
words in any room in the temple. The whole 
structure seemed to vibrate with the sounds. 

Most uncanny of all was the fact that 
whereas low tones could be heard everywhere 
distinctly, high-pitched notes did not carry 
farther than the chamber itself. When Ham 
shrieked a falsetto version of "0 Sole Mio" 
into the hollow, not a sound of it reached 
my ears! 

More than once we soundly cursed the 
remiss methods of megalithic people. Their 
smoothly hewn halls and doorways were not 
over four and a half feet high, forcing us to 
"pleat" our six-foot statures to a more prac­
tical height. 

Tragedy in Malta's Tunneled Maze 

·while we cycled homeward, our friends
told us that the island was honevcombed 
with a network of underground passages, 
many of them catacombs. 

Years ago one could walk underground from 
one end of Malta to the other, but all en­
trances were closed by the Government be­
cause of a tragedy. 

On a sight-seeing trip, comparable to a 
nature-study tour in our own schools, a num­
ber of elementary school children and their 
teachers descended into the tunneled maze 
and did not return. 

For weeks mothers declared that they had 
heard wailing and screaming from �nder­
ground. But numerous excavations and 
searching parties brought no trace of the 
lost souls. After three weeks they were 
finally given up for dead. 

Sections of this underground network have 
been used to protect military and naval sup­
plies. Indeed, many of the fortifications 
themselves are merely caps atop a maze of 
tunnels ( page 2 6 7) . 

Thus is Malta fortified. Her thrifty, re­
ligious, and intelligent people love peace. 
Yet, with war in Europe, they now are in the 
center of Mediterranean strife. 

Among the first activities of Italy after 
Mussolini's declaration of war on June 10 was 
the bombing of the island. 

The establishment in 193 7 of a new air 
base, in addition to the tremendously strategic 
naval position she occupies, makes Malta 
guardian of the central Mediterranean-a 
possession to be prized, perhaps again to be 
fought for. 




