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Introduction

Dominic Mintoff, known widely by the affectionate moniker "il-Perit" or "the Architect,"
stands as one of the most influential and controversial figures in twentieth-century
Maltese history. His life and career not only spanned much of Malta's journey from
British colony to independent republic, but also shaped the very social, economic, and
political landscape of the modern nation. Born in 1916 amidst the hustle and hardship
of Cospicua, Mintoff rose from humble beginnings to occupy Malta's highest office on
two separate occasions, leaving behind a legacy that continues to provoke debate and
introspection across the country.

This biography endeavours to explore the multifaceted life of Dom Mintoff: as a son
and brother in a large working-class family, as a brilliant student and Rhodes Scholar,
and as an ambitious young man thrust into leadership during times of uncertainty. It
traces his ascent through the labyrinth of Maltese politics, from his early days with the
Labour Party and his initial foray into public office, to the pivotal schism that redefined
his party’s identity and his own role within it. Mintoff’s political journey was shaped by
seismic events, from the aftershocks of the Second World War to the tide of
decolonization and Malta’s search for sovereignty and identity.

Beyond recounting the chronology of political events, this book examines Mintoff’s
deeply held convictions and his unyielding commitment to social justice. His years as
Prime Minister brought profound change, marked by the creation of a comprehensive
welfare state, sweeping social reforms, and unabashed efforts to uplift the Maltese
working class with policies rooted in his formative experiences. Yet, his readiness to
confront both local institutions and powerful foreign governments—especially the
entrenched influence of the Catholic Church and the British Empire—invited both
fervent admiration and fierce opposition.

Dom Mintoff was a master negotiator on the international stage, leveraging Malta’s
strategic location during the Cold War and seeking alliances far beyond traditional
Western partnerships. His relationships with leaders from across the ideological divide,
from European capitals to North Africa and the Far East, brought both opportunity and
risk. The hard-fought battles over Malta’s foreign policy, particularly his dealings with
Britain, Libya, and other non-aligned states, underscored his distinctive vision for a
proud, independent, and neutral Malta.

The later years of Mintoff’s leadership were clouded by political friction, allegations of
authoritarianism, and societal discord. These tensions, and the manner in which they
played out, have become integral to his enduringly complex reputation—a reputation
further complicated by his personal life and family relationships. Nevertheless, as this
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biography will illustrate, his policies and achievements reshaped every facet of
Maltese society, from civil rights to foreign affairs. Monuments in his memory dot the
Maltese landscape, and debates over his legacy remain vigorous and impassioned.

In presenting the life and times of Dom Mintoff, this book seeks neither to idolize nor
to vilify, but rather to illuminate the motivations, struggles, and triumphs of a man
who changed his country irrevocably. Through examining successes and failures alike,
readers are invited to reflect upon the making of modern Malta—and the towering
personality who, for much of a turbulent century, was its principal architect.
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CHAPTER ONE: Early Years in Cospicua

The year 1916 found the Mediterranean island of Malta firmly under British rule, its
strategic deep-water harbours serving as a vital naval base for the Empire during the
maelstrom of the First World War. In the heart of this bustling, maritime world lay the
Three Cities, a cluster of historic fortified towns across the Grand Harbour from the
capital, Valletta. Among these, Cospicua, known locally as Bormla, throbbed with the
rhythm of the nearby dockyard, a hub of activity that provided livelihoods for
thousands but also underscored the hardscrabble reality of working-class life. It was
into this environment of salt spray, clanging metal, and tight-knit community that
Dominic Mintoff was born on August 6, 1916.

He was the third child, and the eldest son, in a family that would eventually number
nine siblings. His parents, Laurence "Wenzu" Mintoff and Concetta Farrugia, navigated
the daily challenges of raising a large family in a town intimately tied to the fortunes
of the British naval presence. Laurence Mintoff worked as a cook for the Royal Navy, a
position that provided a degree of stability, but life was far from easy. The family
shared the common lot of many in Cottonera - a life where hard work was a necessity
and resources were often stretched thin.

Cospicua itself was more than just a geographical location; it was a crucible. Its history
was etched in stone, from the formidable bastions built by the Knights of St. John to
the labyrinthine streets and crowded tenements that housed the families of
dockworkers, sailors, and ancillary labourers. The air was thick with the smells of the
sea, fuel oil, and cooking, a constant reminder of the industrial and maritime activities
that defined the area. For a young boy growing up here, the world was immediate,
tangible, and inherently connected to the massive grey shapes of warships and the
ceaseless toil on the waterfront.

Childhood in Cospicua meant narrow alleys serving as playgrounds, the echo of
children's voices bouncing off ancient walls, and the constant backdrop of life dictated
by the dockyard whistle and the comings and goings of ships. It was a place where
neighbours knew each other's business, where resilience was a shared trait, and
where the concept of 'us' versus 'them' - often the working class against the more
privileged or the Maltese against the sometimes aloof British military - was implicitly
understood from a tender age.

For the Mintoff children, like others in Bormla, the realities of economic necessity were
ever-present. While details of young Dom's earliest years are not extensively
documented, one can surmise the typical experiences of a boy in his position: helping
out at home, observing the daily grind of his parents and neighbours, and developing
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an early awareness of social disparities simply by living in a place where wealth and
poverty existed in stark contrast, often just a harbour apart from the grandeur of
Valletta.

The family home, presumably modest, would have been a hub of activity with so many
children. Sharing, making do, and relying on each other would have been integral
parts of daily life. Concetta, managing a household of eventually eleven people, would
have been a figure of immense strength and resourcefulness, skills honed by the
demands of running a large family on a limited income in challenging times.

Laurence Mintoff's work with the British Navy placed him in a position that offered
some connection, however indirect, to the dominant power on the island. It provided a
steady, if not necessarily lucrative, wage. Yet, it also meant his family was part of the
larger ecosystem revolving around the dockyard, subject to its demands and
uncertainties, and acutely aware of the social structure imposed by colonial rule.

Growing up in Cottonera meant witnessing firsthand the reliance of the Maltese
economy on the British military base. It provided jobs, but it also meant that Malta's
prosperity was heavily tied to the strategic needs and expenditures of a foreign power.
This observation, absorbed during the formative years of a sharp young mind, would
undoubtedly contribute to a developing sense of nationalism and a desire for greater
self-determination that would mark Mintoff's later career.

The community of Cospicua, despite its industrial nature, fostered a strong sense of
identity. It was a place of deep roots, where families had often lived for generations,
bound together by shared experiences and a common resilience. This close-knit
environment provided a sense of belonging and solidarity, which would resonate with
Mintoff's later political philosophy centered on community and collective action for the
working class.

Education was valued, even if access to advanced studies was a privilege. For working-
class families, finishing school and finding a trade or a steady job was often the
primary goal. The path to higher education was narrow, requiring both academic
aptitude and significant sacrifice from the family. Young Dom's early academic
inclinations, which would later see him pursue further studies, set him apart from the
typical trajectory of his peers in Cospicua.

The soundscape of Bormla was distinctive: the distant clang of hammers from the
dockyard, the rhythmic chipping of stone by masons, the calls of street vendors, and
the murmur of conversations in Maltese, punctuated by the occasional shouted
command or the rumble of a passing military vehicle. It was a lively, sometimes
chaotic, but always vibrant environment that shaped the sensory world of a child
growing up there.
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The visual landscape was equally impactful. The imposing bastions looming over the
town, the narrow, often shaded streets offering respite from the Mediterranean sun,
and the glimpses of the sparkling Grand Harbour with its array of vessels - from
traditional luzzijiet fishing boats to mighty battleships - all contributed to a rich
tapestry of sights that formed the backdrop of young Dom's early life.

Religious life was also a central pillar of the community in Cottonera. Churches were
prominent landmarks and focal points for social and spiritual gatherings. The Catholic
faith was deeply interwoven with daily life, providing comfort, structure, and a sense
of shared cultural identity. While Mintoff's relationship with the Church would become
complex and often confrontational in his later political life, the ubiquitous presence
and influence of the Church in his childhood environment would have been
undeniable.

Sundays and feast days brought a different energy to the town, with church bells
pealing, processions winding through the streets, and families dressed in their best
clothes. These moments offered a brief respite from the daily grind and reinforced the
communal bonds that were so important in the working-class districts of Malta.

Observing the social structure of Cospicua, with its clear lines between dockyard
workers, small business owners, and those connected to the British administration,
would have provided a young, intelligent observer like Dom with early lessons in class
distinction and power dynamics. He saw the dignity of labour but also the vulnerability
of those who relied on it for survival.

The geopolitical realities of Malta's position were also subtly present, even in
childhood. The presence of the British forces was a constant reminder of the island's
colonial status. While perhaps not fully articulated in early childhood, the sense of
being a small nation under the authority of a large empire would have been an
atmospheric condition of life in Cottonera.

Dom's position as the eldest male sibling in a large family likely meant he carried
certain responsibilities from a relatively young age, perhaps helping to look after
younger siblings or assisting his parents in small ways. This early exposure to
responsibility and the needs of others within the family unit may have contributed to a
developing sense of duty and leadership.

The sounds of different languages spoken in the streets - Maltese, English, and
perhaps others from visiting sailors - would have been a common experience. While
Maltese was the language of home and community, English was the language of the
ruling power and the dockyard administration, representing a different world of
authority and opportunity.
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The challenges of overcrowding and sanitation were also realities of life in densely
populated working-class areas like Cospicua in the early 20th century. These practical
difficulties further underscored the need for improved living conditions and public
services, issues that would later become central to Mintoff's political platform.

Despite the hardships, there would have been moments of simple joy and
camaraderie. Children playing games in the streets, families gathering on doorsteps in
the evenings, and the shared anticipation of local festivals provided a balance to the
daily struggle. These experiences of community and shared identity were
foundational.

For a young boy with evident intellectual curiosity, the world of the dockyard offered a
wealth of visual and mechanical fascinations. The complex machinery, the sheer scale
of the ships, and the skilled work of the craftsmen could capture the imagination,
perhaps hinting at a nascent interest in engineering or construction.

The history of Cospicua itself, with its scars from past sieges and conflicts, would have
been woven into the stories and identity of the town's inhabitants. Growing up in a
place with such a rich and often difficult past could instill a sense of resilience and
historical consciousness.

Dom's parents, despite their likely limited formal education, would have imparted
important values - perhaps emphasizing the importance of hard work, family loyalty,
and making the most of opportunities. These early lessons learned at home would
have formed the bedrock of his character.

The extended family network would also have played a significant role, providing
support and a sense of belonging. In working-class communities like Cospicua, aunts,
uncles, and cousins often lived in close proximity, creating a strong social safety net.

The rhythm of life was tied to the sea and the seasons. Fishing boats departing at
dawn, the changing colours of the harbour throughout the day, and the impact of
weather on daily activities were all part of the natural cadence of life in a port town.

Observing the daily routines of the dockyard workers - the early starts, the physical
labour, the modest wages - would have left a lasting impression on a thoughtful young
boy. He saw the dignity in their work but also the precariousness of their existence.

The sense of identity in Cottonera was fierce. People from Bormla, Senglea, and
Vittoriosa shared a common bond, distinct from those in Valletta or other parts of the
island. This regional identity, rooted in history and shared experience, contributed to a

strong sense of community pride.

Growing up in Cospicua meant being part of a community that had endured hardship

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

and conflict throughout history. This shared history of resilience and survival would
have been an unspoken inheritance passed down through generations, shaping the
mindset of its inhabitants.

The proximity to the sea offered not just work but also moments of beauty and
tranquility. Watching the sunset over the harbour or feeling the sea breeze would have
provided simple pleasures amidst the industrial backdrop.

The specific challenges faced by a large family in limited space would have
necessitated discipline and cooperation. Learning to live in close quarters, to share
resources, and to navigate interpersonal dynamics within a large household provided
practical lessons in social interaction and negotiation.

The awareness of the British presence extended beyond the dockyard. British soldiers
were a common sight in the streets, representing a layer of authority that was both
distant and ever-present. This constant reminder of colonial rule would have been a
subtle but persistent influence on young minds.

The types of jobs available in Cospicua were largely dictated by the needs of the naval
base and the port. This limited economic diversity meant that opportunities were often
confined to manual labour or service roles, reinforcing the class structure of the town.

Despite the potential for hardship, there was also a strong sense of neighbourliness. In
times of difficulty, families would often rely on each other, sharing food, providing
support, and fostering a spirit of mutual aid that characterized working-class
communities.

The sounds of religious processions, band clubs practising, and community
celebrations added layers to the auditory experience of growing up in Cottonera,
providing moments of cultural expression and collective identity.

For a curious child, the harbour itself would have been a source of endless fascination
- the different types of boats, the complex movements of ships, and the hive of
activity along the quaysides. It was a dynamic and ever-changing scene.

The stark contrast between the working-class areas of Cospicua and the more affluent
parts of Valletta, visible across the harbour, would have been a constant, visual
representation of social inequality.

The experience of shortages or rationing, particularly during the First World War and
the difficult years that followed, would have been a tangible reality for families like the

Mintoffs, further highlighting the precariousness of their economic situation.

Learning to be resourceful and resilient in an environment where resources were
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limited would have been an essential part of growing up in Cospicua. Finding ways to
make do and to overcome obstacles were valuable lessons learned early.

The stories and experiences of older generations in the family and community,
perhaps recounting past hardships or triumphs, would have contributed to a sense of
historical continuity and a shared understanding of their place in the world.

The presence of different communities within the Cottonera area, while predominantly
Maltese working-class, might have included small numbers of British military
personnel or families living outside the base, adding another layer to the social fabric.

The aspiration for a better life, for oneself and for one's family, would have been a
powerful motivator in such an environment. Witnessing the struggles of others could
fuel a desire for social improvement and change.

Growing up in a place intimately connected to the sea meant a familiarity with its
power and its moods. The harbour was both a source of livelihood and a potentially
dangerous element.

The physical layout of Cospicua, with its hills and winding streets, created distinct
neighbourhoods and micro-communities within the larger town, each with its own
character and dynamics.

For young Dom, his early years in Cospicua were not just about a place but about an
experience - an immersion in the realities of working-class life, the strength of
community bonds, and the subtle yet pervasive influence of colonial power. These
formative years, steeped in the sights, sounds, and challenges of Cottonera, laid the
foundation for the man he would become and the political path he would ultimately
forge.
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