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Introduction
Nestled in the heart of the Mediterranean, Malta stands as a testament to the
enduring interplay between geography and history. For millennia, its compact
archipelago—comprising the inhabited islands of Malta, Gozo, and Comino—has
beckoned civilizations, conquerors, and traders alike, each leaving an indelible mark
on its land and people. Today, Malta offers a fascinating blend of old and new, where
the echoes of megalithic temples and ancient harbors meet the vibrancy of a thriving
modern democracy. The island’s diminutive size belies its rich and complex narrative,
stretching from the earliest stone builders to its present role as a dynamic member of
the European Union.

The Maltese Islands are a mosaic of cultures, much shaped by centuries of occupation
by foreign powers—from Phoenicians and Romans, to Arabs, Normans, the Knights of
St. John, and the British. Yet Malta is not merely a product of conquest; it is equally a
story of resilience and adaptation. Over the centuries, the Maltese people have forged
a unique identity: rooted in Mediterranean traditions, colored by Latin and Semitic
influences, and always open to the wider world. Its linguistic duality—Maltese and
English—mirrors the cultural crossroads that Malta has long inhabited.

Today, Malta enjoys a reputation as a booming hub of commerce, tourism, and
innovation. Its sun-drenched climate, dramatic limestone landscape, and crystalline
waters draw millions of visitors, while its robust economy and growing expatriate
community speak to its continued evolution. Valletta, once a fortress city founded by
the Knights, now pulses with artistic energy, nightlife, and a cosmopolitan spirit that
reverberates across the islands. Yet challenges persist: urbanization, environmental
sustainability, migration, and the pressures of rapid economic growth all juxtapose
with traditional village life and close-knit community bonds.

This book, "Malta: Portrait of a Country," aims to provide a comprehensive exploration
of the island nation—its past and present, its physical and cultural landscapes, and its
aspirations for the future. Whether you are a traveler eager to experience Malta
firsthand, a student of Mediterranean history, or simply curious about one of Europe’s
smallest and most intriguing countries, this volume is designed to offer insight,
context, and narrative depth. Each chapter delves into a different facet of Maltese life;
from ancient monuments to modern industry, from folklore and food to politics and
policy.

As Malta positions itself for the challenges and opportunities of the twenty-first
century, it stands at a pivotal moment in its long story. It is a land of enduring
traditions and remarkable adaptability, of sun-soaked vistas and bustling urban
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streets, of proud independence interwoven with centuries-old ties to the wider world.
This book invites you to discover Malta: not only as a destination, but as a nation with
a rich identity forged over the ages.

In these pages, you will encounter the living legacy of Malta’s historic sites, the pulse
of its contemporary society, the flavors of its cuisine, and the voices of its people. As
you turn each chapter, may you gain a deeper appreciation for this Mediterranean
jewel and the remarkable journey that has made Malta what it is today.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Islands of Malta: Geography and
Climate
Malta, officially the Republic of Malta, is an island nation in Southern Europe,
strategically located in the Mediterranean Sea. This prime position, approximately 80
kilometers south of Sicily, Italy, 284 kilometers east of Tunisia, and 333 kilometers
north of Libya, has undeniably shaped its destiny, transforming it into a pivotal
crossroads throughout history. The Maltese archipelago, a small cluster of islands,
primarily consists of Malta, Gozo, and Comino, the only three that are inhabited.
Valletta, the nation's capital, holds a unique distinction as the smallest capital city in
the European Union, both in terms of area and population. In 2018, it proudly served
as a European Capital of Culture, making it the first World Heritage City in Europe to
achieve this honor.

The very essence of Malta's geography is defined by its coralline limestone
composition, forming a landscape of low hills and terraced fields that gently slope
towards the sea. The highest point on the main island, Ta' Zuta, reaches a modest 253
meters, offering panoramic views of the surrounding azure waters. While the coastline
is beautifully indented with numerous bays, providing natural harbors that have lured
sailors for millennia, the islands are strikingly devoid of significant rivers or mountains.
This small landmass, spanning approximately 316 square kilometers, might seem
insignificant on a global map, yet it holds a disproportionate share of historical and
cultural significance.

Malta enjoys a quintessential Mediterranean climate, a blessing for both its inhabitants
and the countless tourists who flock to its shores. Summers are typically hot and dry,
perfect for sunbathing and swimming in the clear waters. Autumns bring a welcome
shift, offering warmth with occasional, refreshing rain showers, while winters are short,
cool, and generally mild, providing adequate rainfall to sustain the island's limited
vegetation. The majority of the annual rainfall conveniently occurs between October
and March, leaving the months of June, July, and August predominantly dry and bathed
in sunshine. However, the islands are no stranger to strong winds, each with its own
character: the cool northwesterly, known locally as the majjistral; the dry
northeasterly, or grigal; and the hot and often humid southeasterly, either the xlokk or
sirocco, which often carries a hint of the Sahara.

Despite its strategic advantages and pleasant climate, Malta is not generously
endowed with natural resources. Its primary exploited mineral resource is limestone, a
ubiquitous material used extensively in the island's construction, shaping the very
fabric of its towns and villages. For its energy needs, Malta is entirely reliant on
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imported fossil fuels, a common challenge for island nations. Furthermore, the country
produces less than a quarter of its own food requirements, necessitating substantial
imports to feed its growing population. Adding to these challenges is a limited supply
of freshwater, an ongoing concern that the island actively addresses through various
means, including desalination plants.

Malta's unique geological formation, largely composed of globigerina limestone, has
played a crucial role in its development. This soft, easily workable stone has been
quarried for centuries, providing the raw material for everything from ancient temples
to grand Baroque palaces. The terraced fields, a prominent feature of the landscape,
are not merely picturesque; they are a testament to centuries of arduous labor by
Maltese farmers, painstakingly creating arable land on the island's rocky terrain. These
ancient agricultural practices reflect a deep connection to the land and a resilient
spirit in the face of environmental limitations.

The absence of rivers and the scarcity of natural springs have historically made water
management a critical aspect of Maltese life. Traditional methods of rainwater
harvesting, such as cisterns and reservoirs, have been employed for millennia to
collect and conserve precious water resources. In more modern times, desalination
plants have become essential, transforming seawater into potable water to meet the
demands of a growing population and a thriving tourism industry. This constant need
to manage water resources highlights the delicate balance between human activity
and the island's natural environment.

The coastal features of Malta are as varied as they are beautiful. From dramatic cliffs
that plunge into the sea to sheltered coves and sandy beaches, the shoreline offers a
diverse range of landscapes. These natural harbors have been instrumental in Malta's
historical significance, providing safe anchorage for countless ships and fostering
trade and communication across the Mediterranean. The famed Blue Lagoon, nestled
between Comino and the tiny islet of Cominotto, is a testament to the island's natural
beauty, its crystal-clear turquoise waters drawing visitors from around the globe for
swimming and snorkeling.

While the main island of Malta is the largest and most populated, its sister islands,
Gozo and Comino, each possess their own distinct character. Gozo, often described as
Malta's greener and more tranquil counterpart, offers a slower pace of life, with
picturesque villages, rolling hills, and its own share of ancient sites. Comino, the
smallest of the inhabited islands, is largely undeveloped, serving as a peaceful retreat
and a popular spot for boat trips to its iconic Blue Lagoon. These islands, though
distinct, are intrinsically linked, forming the cohesive archipelago that is Malta.

The winds, while sometimes strong, also play a significant role in Malta's climate and
way of life. The majjistral often brings cooler, refreshing air, particularly during the
summer months, offering a respite from the heat. The sirocco, on the other hand, can
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be a more challenging wind, hot and humid, often carrying dust from the North African
deserts. These winds have influenced everything from traditional architecture, with its
small windows and thick walls designed for ventilation and insulation, to the rhythm of
agricultural life and the patterns of daily activities.

Despite its compact size, Malta's varied topography and microclimates contribute to a
surprising diversity of flora and fauna, especially in spring when wild flowers carpet
the landscape. While large forests are absent, pockets of carob trees, olive groves,
and hardy Mediterranean shrubs dot the hillsides. The island's strategic location also
makes it an important stopover for migratory birds, attracting birdwatchers from
around the world during certain times of the year. The marine environment
surrounding the islands is particularly rich, with vibrant underwater ecosystems
supporting a variety of fish and other marine life, making it a popular destination for
diving and snorkeling.

The geological history of Malta is a fascinating tale of ancient seas and shifting
landmasses. The limestone that forms the bedrock of the islands is a sedimentary
rock, formed over millions of years from the accumulation of marine organisms. This
geological foundation has profoundly influenced the island's landscape, creating its
characteristic low-lying hills, natural caves, and the very quarries that have provided
its building materials for millennia. The erosion caused by wind and sea has further
sculpted the coastline, creating the dramatic cliffs and unique rock formations that are
instantly recognizable.

In essence, Malta's geography and climate are not merely backdrops to its history but
active participants in its narrative. The scarcity of resources has fostered resilience
and ingenuity, while its strategic location has consistently placed it at the center of
regional and global events. The sun-drenched days and mild winters contribute to a
relaxed way of life, while the unique geological features provide a constant reminder
of the island's ancient origins. Understanding these fundamental aspects of Malta's
physical environment is the first step in appreciating the rich tapestry of its past and
the vibrant portrait of its present.
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