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Introduction

Forming a sparkling chain in the heart of the Mediterranean, the Maltese
islands—Malta, Gozo, and Comino—have long drawn travelers with their ancient ruins,
vibrant culture, and sun-baked architecture. Yet, for the diver, the true treasures of
this archipelago lie beneath the waves. Here, a world of crystal-clear water, dramatic
submerged landscapes, and a unique fusion of marine heritage unfolds—a living
tapestry woven from limestone geology, shipwreck histories, and biodiversity that
rivals the best in Europe.

‘The Diver's Malta and Gozo' has been carefully crafted for both explorers embarking
on their first underwater adventure in Maltese waters and seasoned divers seeking to
unlock new depths. Across these pages you will find a practical manual and dive atlas,
meticulously detailing the region’s most celebrated and secret sites, alongside clear
advice on planning and executing memorable dives. Whether you are drawn to the
sunbeams filtering through the Blue Hole of Gozo, the haunting silhouettes of historic
wartime wrecks, or the maze of tunnels and caves that lace the coastal limestone, this
guide provides the knowledge and confidence to explore with safety and respect.

Diving in Malta and Gozo is a year-round pursuit, thanks to the islands’ favorable
climate, sheltered locations, and stable sea conditions. The range of diving here is
exceptional: beginners can hone their skills in calm, shallow bays abundant with life,
while advanced and technical divers tackle deep wrecks, challenging swim-throughs,
and cave systems requiring expertise and careful preparation. Freedivers, too, will
discover unparalleled opportunities, from sheltered coves for breath-hold training to
the exhilarating verticality of underwater cliffs.

As global awareness grows regarding the fragility of marine habitats, Maltese dive
centers and local authorities are steadfast in their commitment to conservation. This
book not only introduces you to the ecological marvels of Malta’'s underwater world,
but also outlines the best practices for engaging with the marine environment
responsibly. Attention is given to the archipelago’s pioneering marine protected areas,
conservation rules, and the positive impact that sustainable diving can have on future
generations of both humans and marine life.

On a practical level, this guide curates the most current and relevant information for
visiting divers, from navigating the islands’ efficient transport links to choosing a dive
operator, securing the right equipment, and planning for the Mediterranean’s seasonal
quirks. Each chapter delivers site-by-site breakdowns, technical recommendations,
maps, and photographic opportunities, empowering you to make the most of every
descent—no matter your certification or background.
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Above all, 'The Diver's Malta and Gozo' aims to inspire respectful curiosity, memorable
exploration, and stewardship of the exceptional underwater wilderness waiting just
beyond the surf. Whether your goal is to penetrate the holds of a sunken freighter,
glide in silence along a reef edge alive with barracuda, or simply float in the liquid

sapphire of a cavern, Malta and Gozo offer adventure in abundance. Your journey
begins here.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Maltese Archipelago: Geography
and History

Nestled in the central Mediterranean, roughly 93 kilometers (58 miles) south of Sicily
and 288 kilometers (179 miles) north of Tunisia, lies the Maltese archipelago. A tiny
nation by landmass, Malta’s strategic position at the crossroads of ancient maritime
trade routes has profoundly shaped its tumultuous yet captivating history. This cluster
of limestone islands, comprising Malta, Gozo, and the smaller, uninhabited Comino,
together with a scattering of even tinier islets like Filfla, represents a unique
geographical and cultural blend, an irresistible draw for divers seeking both natural
beauty and historical intrigue beneath the waves.

The largest island, Malta, is the bustling heart of the nation, home to the capital city of
Valletta, a UNESCO World Heritage site, and most of the population. Its rugged
coastline is punctuated by natural harbors, rocky coves, and dramatic cliffs that
plummet into the deep blue. Gozo, the second-largest island, lies northwest of Malta
and offers a more tranquil, pastoral charm. Often referred to as Malta’s greener sister
island, Gozo’s landscape is characterized by terraced fields, rolling hills, and a slower
pace of life. Comino, nestled between Malta and Gozo, is largely undeveloped, famed
for its mesmerizing Blue Lagoon and a handful of other pristine bays. Its sparse
population and protected status make it a haven for marine life and a prime
destination for tranquil dives.

Geologically, the Maltese islands are a submerged extension of the Sicily-Malta
platform, a shallow shelf that connects them to the European continental plate. The
islands themselves are primarily composed of Globigerina Limestone, a soft, yellowish
rock that has been sculpted over millennia by wind and water, both above and below
the surface. This geological composition is key to understanding the spectacular
underwater topography that divers flock to explore: the proliferation of caves, caverns,
arches, and dramatic drop-offs are all direct consequences of this soft, soluble rock
interacting with the relentless forces of the Mediterranean.

The history of human settlement in Malta stretches back an astonishing 7,000 years,
making it one of the oldest continuously inhabited places in the world. Its earliest
inhabitants, arriving from Sicily, left behind megalithic temples, some of which predate
the pyramids of Egypt and Stonehenge. These enigmatic structures, like Hagar Qim
and Mnajdra on Malta, and Ggantija on Gozo, hint at a sophisticated prehistoric culture
that thrived on these small islands, a testament to their enduring appeal even in
antiquity.
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Following the mysterious disappearance of the temple builders, the islands became a
colonial prize for a succession of powerful empires. The Phoenicians, skilled seafarers
and traders, were among the first to recognize Malta’s strategic value, establishing
trading posts around 800 BC. They were followed by the Carthaginians, and then the
Romans, who ruled Malta for over six centuries. Under Roman rule, Malta became a
prosperous municipality, known for its production of olive oil and textiles. The legacy
of these eras can still be seen in archaeological sites across the islands, from Roman
villas to early Christian catacombs.

Perhaps one of the most pivotal events in Maltese history, and one with a lasting
impact on its culture, was the shipwreck of St. Paul in 60 AD. Blown off course during a
journey to Rome, Paul and his companions found refuge on Malta, where he is said to
have introduced Christianity to the islanders. This event firmly rooted Malta’s Christian
identity, which remains strong to this day, evidenced by the numerous churches and
religious festivals that punctuate Maltese life.

The fall of the Roman Empire ushered in a period of instability and successive
invasions. The Byzantines held sway for a time, followed by the Arabs in 870 AD. The
Arab influence was particularly profound, leaving an indelible mark on the Maltese
language, which is unique as the only Semitic language written in the Latin alphabet,
and on local customs and cuisine. Many place names across the islands also derive
from Arabic, a linguistic echo of this period.

In 1091, the Normans conquered Malta, initiating a long period of European rule that
would see the islands become part of the Kingdom of Sicily. This era brought Malta
closer to Western Europe, and its strategic importance continued to grow, attracting
the attention of various European powers. The medieval period saw the construction of
fortified cities and watchtowers, essential defenses against the constant threat of
corsairs and rival navies patrolling the Mediterranean.

The most famous and arguably most influential chapter in Malta’s history began in
1530 when Emperor Charles V of Spain, then also King of Sicily, granted the Maltese
islands to the Order of the Knights of St. John of Jerusalem. This powerful military-
religious order, having been expelled from Rhodes by the Ottoman Turks, found a new
home in Malta. Under the Knights, Malta transformed into a formidable fortress. They
built cities like Valletta, designed not only for defense but also for architectural
grandeur, and fortified existing ones like Mdina and Birgu. Their engineering prowess
is still evident in the bastions and intricate defensive systems that encircle many of
Malta’s historic towns.

The Knights” most defining moment came in 1565 with the Great Siege of Malta. A

massive Ottoman invasion force, intent on conquering the strategic islands, laid siege
to the Knights and the Maltese people. Against overwhelming odds, the defenders, led
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by Grand Master Jean de Valette, heroically resisted for months, ultimately repelling
the Ottomans in a victory that reverberated across Europe. This triumph cemented
Malta’s reputation as a bastion of Christendom and a crucial strategic outpost. The
legacy of the Knights is everywhere, from the elaborate Baroque architecture to the
names of streets and even some of the dive sites themselves.

The rule of the Knights ended abruptly in 1798 when Napoleon Bonaparte, en route to
Egypt, seized Malta. His brief occupation, however, was unpopular, and the Maltese
rebelled, appealing to the British for assistance. This led to a British blockade and,
eventually, British rule in 1800. For the next 164 years, Malta served as a vital naval
base for the British Empire, particularly during the two World Wars. Its strategic
location meant it played a critical role in controlling Mediterranean shipping lanes, and
it endured relentless bombing campaigns during World War Il, earning the George
Cross for its collective bravery.

This long period of British influence left a distinct mark on Malta, from its legal and
administrative systems to the widespread use of English as an official language
alongside Maltese. The infrastructure developed by the British, including harbors and
airfields, further enhanced Malta's strategic significance. Many of the wrecks that
divers explore today, particularly those from the World War periods, are direct relics of
Malta’s crucial role in these global conflicts, offering a tangible link to its wartime past.

Malta finally gained its independence from the United Kingdom in 1964 and became a
republic in 1974. In 2004, Malta joined the European Union, further integrating itself
into the European community while retaining its unique cultural identity. This journey
from ancient settlement to modern European nation has imbued the Maltese
archipelago with a rich tapestry of influences, creating a vibrant, multicultural society.

The islands' enduring strategic importance is a recurring theme throughout their
history, a narrative that continues to resonate today, albeit in a different form. While
once a prized military outpost, Malta and Gozo are now recognized globally as a
premier diving destination, a jewel in the Mediterranean’s crown. The same clear
waters that carried ancient Phoenician ships and saw the epic naval battles of the
Knights of St. John now invite divers to explore their depths, revealing a history etched
not only in stone above ground but also in the silent wrecks and vibrant reefs below.
The story of Malta, then, is a continuous dialogue between its land and its sea, a
dialogue that divers are uniquely positioned to join.
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