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The Treaty of Versailles 
 
Germany and her allies were on the loosing side when the First World War was concluded in 1918. In 1919 the 

victorious nations: Britiain, France, the USA, and Italy held a conference to decided how Germany was to pay 

for having caused the war. The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the German Army was to be limited to 

100,000 men, and the navy was to be limited to very small ships. Germany was not allowed to build an air force 

nor to have tanks or submarines. Land was taken from Germany and given to other countries. Germany was 

also forced to pay a huge sum of money ( £6600 million) for the damages caused by the war. 

 

The Treaty of Versailles was seen as a great humiliation by the Germans. This was soon followed by a great 

financial crises in the 1920s causing widespread unemployment and inflation. Germany was in ruins, when 

Adolf Hitler and his party came into the scene promising the people that if he would be elected leader of 

Germany, he would tear up the Versailles Treaty and make Germany a great country.  

 

 

 

 

The Rise of Adolf Hitler 

 
In 1933 Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany. A year later Hitler had enough power to abolish all 

political parties in Germany and thus to become a dictator. The new Nazi regime initiated a large rearmament 

programme and adopted a policy of aggression against neighbouring states. In March 1938 Germany invaded 

and occupied Austria and part of Czechoslovakia (modern-day Czech Republic). European countries, notably 

Britain and France, displayed great weakness when dealing with Germany because they wanted to avoid war. 

The Road to War 

The victorious Allies signing the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. This 
Treaty was signed in the Hall of Mirrors at the palace of Versailles 
in France. 
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In September 1938 the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, met Hitler and agreed to let Germany keep 

the territory it had taken from Czechoslovakia in return for a promise of lasting peace. 

 

 

 

Britain and France Make a Stand 

 
The promise made by Hitler was not worth anything and in March 1939, Germany took over the whole of 

Czechoslovakia. This led to a change in British policy. Britain and France agreed to give support to Poland if 

attacked by Germany. Germany signed a pact of non-aggression with the Soviet Union, and on 1 September 

1939 Germany invaded Poland. 

 

On 3 September 1939 Britain sent Germany an ultimatum: if Hitler did not withdraw his troops from Poland war 

would be declared. Hitler refused to withdraw from Poland and first Britain, and then France declared war on 

Germany. Being part of the British Empire, Malta was now at war with Germany. With the declaration of war, 

there was great anxiety in Malta to see whether Italy would join in. 

 

In 1939 Italy and Germany had agreed on a military alliance which was known as the Rome-Berlin Axis. In spite 

of this Mussolini decided not to risk going to war with Britain and France, and Italy remained neutral. 

 

 

Europe in Flames 

 
In April 1940 Germany attacked and conquered Norway, Denmark, Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg. The 

German armies crushed into France. The British Expeditionary Force (BEF) was trapped in Northern France by 

the advancing German forces and had to be taken back to Britain from the beaches of Dunkirk in a hurried 

‘Peace in our time’, Neville Chamberlain waves a 
worthless peace of paper containing Hitler’s promise of 
peace. 

German troops parade victoriously through the streets 
of Warsaw. 
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rescue operation, leaving behind many tanks, guns and equipment. By June the Germans had occupied Paris 

and France was on the point of surrendering. 

 

Mussolini thought that with the surrender of France, the war would come to an end, and if that happened Italy 

would not be able to benefit of any territorial gains as she had not taken part in the war.  For this reason on 10 

June 1940, Mussolini declared war on France and Britain. 

 

Italy’s declaration of war, suddenly brought the conflict close to Malta. The people in Malta where still debating 

whether the Italians would attack Malta or not. These doubts were soon settled as early in the morning on 11 

June 1940 Italian aircraft conducted their first air raid over Malta 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Complete the following sentences  

Use the following words:1938,Chancellor, Soviet Union, 1919, Czechoslovakia, Poland 

 

The Treaty of Versailles was signed in___________________ . 

In 1933 Adolf Hitler became ________________ of Germany. 

Austria was taken over by Germany in_______________. 

Germany invaded ________________ in 1938 

Germany signed a non-aggression pact with ___________________. 

In 1939 Germany invaded____________________. 

  

For you to do 
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Winston Churchill (1874-1965) 

 
Churchill became Prime Minister became Prime Minister of Great 

Britain in May 1940. Churchill led a coalition government made up of 

members of all the political parties, who worked together because of 

the war.  Churchill with his stirring speeches, his cigars, and the ‘V’ 

sign came to symbolise Britain’s determination to win the war. 

Churchill was aware of the fact that Britain could not possibly  win the 

war alone, and he appealed frequently to the U.S. for assistance.  

 

 

Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) 

 
Hitler, and the Nazi party, rose to power in Germany as a result of 

winning the elections in 1933. In 1934 Hitler abolished all political 

parties in Germany thereby becoming a dictator. Hitler was known as 

the Fuhrer, which is the German word for leader. Hitler and his party 

believed in a ‘new order’ in which Germany would rule supreme over 

other nations. This was a course of action which led Germany to war 

in 1939. Hitler committed suicide when Russian troops entered Berlin 

in 1945. 

 

 

Josef Stalin (1879-1953) 

 
Stalin became leader of the Soviet Union (modern-day Russia) in 

1924. In August 1939 the Soviet Union and Germany signed a pact by 

means of which they agreed not to attack each other and to divide 

Poland among themselves. This pact gave Hitler the necessary peace 

of mind in order the launch an invasion of Poland. In spite of their 

agreement, Hitler decided to invade the Soviet Union in 1941. As a 

result of this aggression the Soviet Union entered into an alliance with 

Britain and the U.S. 

 

The War Leaders 
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Franklin D. Roosevelt (1882-1945) 

Roosevelt was elected President of the United States of America in 

1933. America did not enter the war immediately. In the first years of 

the war Roosevelt support Churchill by sending large quantities of 

weapons and equipment to Britain in order to enable her to continue 

the fight against Germany.  American entered the war in December 

1941 after that Japanese aircraft attacked the U.S. fleet at Pearl 

Harbour. 

 

 

 

Benito Mussolini (1883-1945) 

Mussolini was the leader of the Fascist Party in Italy. The Fascists 

advocated a strong-handed foreign policy which would make Italy a 

powerful and respected nation.  To achieve this Mussolini wanted to 

recreate something of the lost glory of the Roman Empire. For this 

reason Italy invaded counties like Albania and Abyssinia (modern-day 

Ethiopia). Mussolini who was known as ‘il Duce’ was a source of 

inspiration for Hitler and the Nazi Party. When war broke out, Italy 

remained out of the conflict until June 1940 when it joined the German 

side after the invasion of France. Mussolini was shot and hung by 

Italian partisans as he was trying to cross the border. 
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Mussolini wanted to make Italy a great and strong nation. He promised to recreate the glory of the Roman 

Empire. Italy eyed Abyssinia in order to fulfil her dreams of aggrandisement and glory. Abyssinia (modern-day 

Ethiopia) was the only land in Africa which was not occupied by a foreign Power. Further to this Abyssinia 

bordered with the Italian possessions in Eritrea and Somaliland. Italy had already tried to conquer Abyssinia in 

1896 but they gave up after suffering a heavy defeat at a place called Adua. 

Italy used the pretext of a border incident between Abyssinian and Italian soldiers at a border village called Wal 

Wal. Italy demanded extensive territories in Abyssinia. The Emperor of Abyssinia, Haile Selassie, appealed to 

the League of Nations for help. The League tried to negotiate with Mussolini. Britain, a prominent member of 

the League gave the impression that she would stand up with Abyssinia in case of Italian aggression. 

 

Mussolini ignored the League and invaded Abyssinia. The League imposed sanctions on Italy banning the sale 

of weapons, rubber and metal. The Emperor of Abyssinia appealed to the League of Nations for help. Britain 

had no wish to go to war. The League of Nations was seriously undermined by Britain’s unwillingness to get 

tough. Britain continued to support sanctions against Italy until July 1936. Mussolini conquered Abyssinia 

despite Britain and the League, but most seriously Mussolini began to lean towards an alliance with Hitler. In 

1936 Mussolini formed the Rome-Berlin Axis with Hitler, which led to a full military alliance, the Pact of Steel, in 

1939. 

The Abyssinian Crisis 1935-1936 
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Complete the following sentences  

Use the following words: Germany,  ignored, Mussolini, League of Nations, conquest, sanctions, invaded, 

weakness, army 

 
After a border clash at a place called Wal Wal, _______________ made preparations to invade Abyssinia. The 

Emperor of Abyssinia appealed to the _______________ for help. 

The league tried to negotiate with Mussolini but he _______________ the league and sent an 

_______________ to Africa. The Italians _______________ Abyssinia. The League of Nations imposed 

_______________ on Italy. In spite of this Mussolini completed the _______________ of Abyssinia. 

The crisis showed the _______________ of the League. Italy was driven to search closer relations with 

_______________.  Ultimately this led to war. 

For you to do 



 

 

Malta During the Abyssinian Crises 
 

In 1934 Britain regarded the possibility that Italy would attack British interests in the Mediterranean as remote. 

At that time it was Germany and Japan that were regarded as the major threats. This view was changed in 

1935 when Italy invaded Abyssinia and the League of Nations imposed sanctions on Italy. The high level of 

tension created made Britain fear that Italy would launch a surprise attack on Malta. Malta at the time was little 

prepared to face an Italian attack.   

 

The defences of Malta had been gradually neglected due to the thinking that bomber aircraft had made it 

impossible to successfully defend a small, isolated place like Malta. In September 1935 Britain took a firm 

decision to keep Malta and upgrade her defences. A number of anti-aircraft guns and searchlights were sent to 

Malta, and the number of battalions stationed here was significantly increased. Aircraft were sent to the Island 

and a new airfield at Ta’Qali started being built. A number of concrete pillboxes were built along the coastline to 

break the impact of a possible invasion. An Air Raid Precautions (ARP) organisation was set up to prepare the 

civilian population for the possibility of aerial bombardment and the use of gas.  

 

When the League of Nations lifted its sanctions against Italy in July 1936 Britain’s urgency to build up the 

defences of Malta slowed down. Thus, when war broke out in 1939 Malta’s defences were still lacking. 

However one cannot say that Malta was unprepared as all the measures which had been taken as a result of 

the Abyssinian Crisis were to serve the Island good when war actually to came to her shores. 

 

 

Coast Defences 

 

A number of concrete pillboxes and beachposts had been constructed during the Abyssinian Crisis of 1935. 

More were built later. The pillboxes which dotted the coast were intended to prevent the enemy from gaining a 

foothold on the beaches. Those situated further inland were meant to engage enemy troops should they 

manage to advance further. Typically a pillbox was manned by six men and an NCO who besides being 

equipped with rifles and hand-grenades had a Vickers machinegun or /and a Bren gun. 

 

Barbed-wire entanglements and other obstacles ringed Malta’s coastline. This proved an added obstacle for 

enemy troops trying to effect a landing on Malta. 

Malta Prepares for War 
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The Malta Home Guard 

 

The Malta Volunteer Defence Force was formed on 3 June 1940. This was mostly formed of licensed hunters 

and members of the farming community who were capable of using a gun.  During the first days over 3000 

volunteers came forward to join. They were equipped with shotguns, revolvers and other old weapons. The 

Malta Volunteer Defence Force later became known as the Home Guard. Their main duty was to shoot enemy 

parachutists dropped over Malta. At first  the men were just issued with an armband with the letter ’V’ on it, and 

a steel helmet. Later the Home Guard were issued with a Khaki-coloured denim battledress. Members of the 

Home Guard were given some military training, especially in the use and handling of weapons, by army 

instructors. The Home Guard was stood down on 10 December 1944. Parades marking the disbandment of the 

Home Guard were held in various towns. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conscription 

 

Conscription was introduced in Malta on 3 March 1941. The Compulsory Service Regulation stipulated that all 

men between the ages of 16 and 56 were liable to be called up for National Service. The first to be called up 

were those aged 20 and 21 who resided in B’Kara. Others from different areas and age-groups were 

conscripted subsequently. 

 

 A Recruit Training Centre was set up at Fort Ricasoli. Here army instructors had the task of making soldiers 

out of a crowd of clerks, farmers, shop employees, and other persons who had no previous military training. 

After completing their period of training these men were assigned to artillery batteries and infantry units. 

Memebers of the Malta Home Guard during an inspec-
tion. The Home Guard was made up of men who were to 
old to join the armed forces or whose work exempted 
them from military service. 
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Imagine you received your call-up letter to give service as a soldier – how would you feel? 

Angry, afraid, happy, would you try to avoid going?  

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 
Some persons were exempted from military duty as they were doing other very important work. Who do you 

think would be exempt from military service: 

1. A clerk 

2. A salesman 

3. A doctor 

For you to do 
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Gases were first used during the First World War (1914-1918). The armies of both sides made extensive use of 

gases to disabilitate a large number of enemy soldiers before an attack. Gas was released on the battle area 

from cylinders depending on the wind to carry the gas cloud forward towards the enemy. It could also be 

released from shells fired by guns. 

 

Gases used in war would cause the eyes to swell and produce a lot of tears which made it difficult for soldiers 

to see well. Gases also irritated the nose, throat and lungs making it very difficult for soldiers to breathe. Some 

gases could also cause severe blisters when they come in contact with the skin. 

 

War gases fell into two broad categories. There were those that were released in the form of vapour like for 

example chlorine. Then there were those which were released in the form of liquid which evaporated very 

slowly. These gases were very dangerous as they contaminated anything they came in contact with. Mustard 

gas fell in this category. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gas 

This type of gas mask was issued to soldiers. For this 
reason it is constructed differently  from the other gas 
masks. The filter was large so that it would serve for a 
longer period. The filter was carried in a cloth pouch, 
and it was attached to the mask by means of a flexible 
rubber tube. 

A heavy-duty gas mask the type of which was issued to 
members of the ARP, Police, firemen, and other 
members of the civilian services. 
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The use of gases in war produced a lot suffering to those that were hit. Many nations signed the Geneva 

Convention in 1925 by means of which the use gases in war was forbidden.  However, Nazi Germany and 

Fascist Italy were signatories of this convention. In 1936 Italy actually used gas during the war in Abyssinia. All 

this raised fears that in a future conflict gas might be used not just against soldiers but also on the civilian 

population. 

 

This fear led to the setting up of organisations to provide for adequate protective measures for civilians. In 

Britain and Malta this work was done by the ARP. Gas masks were issued to each and every person. There 

were also different types of gasmasks for soldiers, civilians, children and babies. Gas marks were usually made 

of rubber moulded to fit into the face and seal off the eyes, nose, and mouth from the outside air. The filter 

attached to the mask ‘cleaned’ the air of harmful gases.  

A gas mask that was issued to small children. This 
colourful mask was also known as the ‘Mickey Mouse’ 
gas mask. It was intended to add a playful touch which 
would not make children afraid of wearing the masks. 
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A wartime poster encouraging people to have their gas 
masks always at the ready. The mask depicted in the 
poster was that which was issued to civilians. 



 

 

Air Raid Precautions in Malta had mostly concentrated on anti-gas measures. When Italy entered the war in 

June 1940, Malta was little prepared to face aerial bombardment, and these came mostly as a shock to both 

the population and the authorities. As there was not enough shelter accommodation, in the initial stages of the 

war people were instructed, in case of attack, to seek shelter in underground places, basements of public 

buildings and within their own houses. In fact people were told that refuge could be sought in the space 

underneath a staircase or under a sturdy table with a mattress placed on top of it.  

 

That these were inadequate measures was immediately apparent, and the Public Works Department soon 

began an extensive programme of digging underground shelters in built-up areas. This process was hampered 

because there was a lack of tools to do the job, and because of the small number of miners available. Further 

to this the Public Works Department shelter workers worked very slowly.  

 

The dockyards were ordered to produce tools for digging shelters. The government-employed miners were 

increased to 1800. Never the less progress on shelter construction was slow and in many places public-spirited 

individuals grouped together voluntarily to help dig shelters. In some places even women gave a hand at 

digging shelters whilst their husbands were at work, children helping to clear out the debris. 

 

Families could obtain permits, at a fee of one shilling a year, to dig their own private room within the shelter. To 

dig such a room would cost around £30. Rooms were not allowed to have doors.  

 

 

 

 

Shelters 

13 

For you to do 

If a miner digging a shelter could cut 2 cubic meters of rock in a day, how long would it take to dig a 50 cubic 

meter tunnel 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 



Digging a shelter tunnel 
 

The digging of a shelter tunnel followed a three-step procedure: 

1. large heavy scalpels were hammered into the rock in order to break the surface and created slits. 

2. heavy metal wedges were inserted into the slits. These were hammered with heavy sledge-hammers in 

order to break more rock and widen the original slits to form a continuous channel in the rock face. Once one 

channel was completed a similar channel was cut a short distance away, and parallel to the first one. 

3. the resultant lump of rock between the two channels was then broken up using sledge-hammers and pick-

axes. 

 

This procedure was then repeated in order to lengthen the tunnel. The initial tunnel which would be quite 

narrow would be gradually worked upon and widened as time went by. When a main tunnel was completed 

other tunnels would branch out in different directions in order to increase the number of persons that could be 

accommodated in a shelter. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For you to do 

Each person in a shelter had to have a minimum space of 60cm². If a village had 500 inhabitants how long a 

shelter tunnel would be required to accommodate them all? 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Diagrams illustrating how tunnels were 
hewn out of the rock. 
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Life inside Shelters 

People were forced to spend long hours and sleepless nights in underground shelters. The railway tunnel in 

Floriana, which  was the largest shelter on the island,  usually accomodated around 3000 people. 

 

Shelters provided no privacy, sanitary conditions were primitive and except for the large shelters, which enjoyed 

the benefits of electricity, the others had to rely on a few paraffin lamps and an assortment of tins containing a 

cotton wick floating on a small amount of vegetable oil which emitted small amounts of light and a lot of 

unpleasant smells and smoke. 

 

 

When the number of air raids over Malta increased, especially in 1942, people were forced to spend more time 

in shelters. Night-time raids during this period became very common and people started taking down chairs, 

boxes and some forms of bedding into the shelters. Crowding and restricted space often resulted in quarrels 

inside the shelter. Lice and bugs thrived in the crowded conditions and more so since there was no disinfectant 

to combat them. 

 

In an effort to impose some form of control Shelter Wardens were appointed by Protection Officers. Wardens 

had the power to allot people to particular shelters. They were also to ensure that a level of cleanliness was 

kept inside the shelter. 
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A lighting  window 



 

 

 

 

Following the shock of the first bombing raids many people residing in the Harbour Area, especially the Three 

Cities, decided to leave their homes and seek refuge in safer areas of the island. Thousands of people moved 

to areas like B’Kara, Lija, Zejtun, Gharghur and Dingli. Some of those who left their homes went to live with 

friends and relatives. Many others did not know where to go. Villagers, moved by pity opened their doors to 

strangers. Public buildings like schools, clubs and churches were used to accommodate refugees. 

 

Many ended up living in crowded and uncomfortable places. The frequency of Italian air raids had lessened, 

and shelters were being dug in many areas. This encouraged people to return to their homes. Between August 

and November 1940, almost 22000 refugees had returned to their homes. 

  

A second evacuation took place on 18 January 1941 when the Government decided to evacuate the Three 

Cities. The Three Cities were devastated, and many persons had been rendered homeless. Many had already 

left the area of their own accord. Others made use of the transport that was being made available by the 

military authorities to carry them and a few belongings to safer areas. The evacuation was completed by the 

end of January, and out of 13000 inhabitants only 4000 remained in that area. Some persons used these 

circumstances to enter damaged property and rob whatever had been left behind by the evacuated families.  

Evacuation and Refugees 

A cart loaded with belongings leaves Valletta as inhabi-
tants move out of the City after the first bombings of 
the war which had the grand Harbour and Fort St. Elmo 
as targets. 

16 



Which of these places do you think  were most bombed? Could you give a reason for your answer? 

Fishing villages, airfields, farms, fields, the dockyard. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

You have to evacuate your home because of the bombing, what would you take with you? Remember that you 

will have to carry most of the things for long distances and that the space on carts is very limited. 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

Your pet dog has to be left behind, as you cannot take it to refugee areas and food is running low – how would 

you feel in such circumstances? 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

  

 

Imagine that your family decides to leave your home and go in search of a safer area to live in. One of your 

father’s friends takes you into his house. There you will find that you will be sharing a small house with another 

two families – how would you feel? 

Little space, no beds to sleep upon, would you make friends with the other children in the house? 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

  

For you to do 
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Malta imported most of its needs from abroad. The war interrupted the arrival of regular supplies to these 

islands leading to shortages of essential commodities. Some shortages were caused by people hoarding away 

large stocks of goods. In February 1941 the Government decided to start a ration system on a national scale to 

ensure that food is distributed to everyone and in order to conserve the supply of food. 

 

All heads of family were asked to register at the local Protection Office and state the number of persons of their 

household. The head of family was also to specify the grocer from whom his family would buy its ration. On 

7April 1941 ration cards were issued to each family. Rations were drawn on the 6th and 21st of every month. 

 

At first only  sugar, coffee, soap and matches were rationed. However, as the war progressed and supplies 

diminished, the list of rationed items increased. Kerosene is a fuel which was used to cook food. In April 1941 

kerosene vendors started being accompanied by the police so as to ensure that no one bought more than half a 

gallon at  any one time. In September 1941 the only unrationed items were bread, pasta, cheese, rice and tea. 

The food situation continued to get critical as the war progressed. 

 

In April pasta, rice and tomato paste were rationed. Sugar, oil, coffee, soap and kerosene entitlements were 

reduced. Frozen meat and rice were exhausted. On 5 May 1942, Government rationed bread, which was 

Malta’s staple food.  

Food Shortages and Rationing 
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The Wartime Loaf of Bread 

 

Bread was a staple food for the Maltese, for this reason the authorities were very reluctant to ration it. It was 

feared that rationing bread would effect badly the morale of the population. Supplies, including wheat, 

increasingly failed to reach Malta. Since 22 July 1941, 20% of the bread mixture was made up of potato. The 

quality of bread deteriorated further in 1942 when maize and barley started being added to the mixture. This 

resulted in a dark-coloured loaf.  

 

From March 1942 bakers started facing a shortage of firewood with which to operate their ovens. The 

authorities set up a drive to collect wood from demolished buildings. This task was given to the Demolition and 

Clearance, who were aided by members of the ARP. 

 

 

 

 

 

Near Starvation 

 

The food situation in Malta went from bad to worse. During the summer of 1942 the daily intake of calories per 

adult person was never more than 1500 and often as little as 1100. Servicemen got a slightly larger ration 

allotment than civilians. A poor and inadequate diet resulted in an increased death-rate among old and weak 

persons. During this period the infant mortality rate soared to as much as 345 per 1000. More than 2300 babies 

under  the age of one died.  

 

 

People queuing to buy bread from a 
street-vendor. 
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For you to do 

Imagine you are the public authority responsible from feeding the nation. You have one bar of chocolate but six 

friends to give to. What will you do to act equally and fairly? 

 

Mention four items that were rationed in 1941 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mention another four items that were rationed in 1942 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

It was not just food that failed to reach Malta, in 1942 even ammunition for the guns was running very low. At 

one point guns started having their ammunition rationed in order to conserve the supply of ammunition for as 

long a period as was possible. 

Imagine you are in command of a gun and was told that you are being given 20 shells which have to serve for 

10 days what would you do? 

1. Fire them all on the first day 

2. Fire them all on the last day 

3. Ration out the shells two a day   

 

 

Meat supplies could not be brought to Malta. Goats were killed in large numbers to provide meat and save on 

animal fodder. But the killing of a large number of goats created a scarcity of 

1. Fur 

2. Wool 

3. Milk 
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In January 1942 the Government set up the Communal Feeding Department. The Soup Kitchens, originally set 

up to provide meals to those whose houses had been demolished and had no means of cooking, were replaced 

by Victory Kitchens to cater for a larger section of the population as well as to economise on the use of food 

supplies and kerosene. 

 

Families were urged to register voluntarily at the Victory Kitchens, bartering half of their ration in return. The first 

Victory Kitchen was opened in Lija on 3 January 1942. Efforts were made to expand the Victory Kitchens to all 

towns and villages. Premises were acquired in every locality and efforts were made to furnish with basic 

requirements. Dockyard workers manufactured large cooking utensils and the Army offered many surplus 

cauldrons. By July 1942 there were over 100 Victory Kitchens, 14 of which were run by nuns. Normally a 

Kitchen served 200 persons. 

 

The menu served by the Victory Kitchens was unvaried over time, and the food quite unpalatable. The usual 

fare consisted of minestra (vegetable soup), balbuljata (an egg and vegetable mixture), sardine and beans, 

pasta, and goat’s meat in sauce. 

 

The Victory Kitchens were not popular with the people. But at a time when everything was getting scarce, few 

people had other options than to make recourse to the Victory Kitchens. In October 1942 the number of 

persons drawing a meal from the Victory Kitchens amounted to 100,000. This figure rose to 175,536 in January 

1943. Kitchens served registered subscribers with a meal at midday or in the evening against a payment of 6d 

a meal. 

The Victory Kitchens 

Queues for the Victory Kitchen 
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GC 

For you to do 

Colour this Victory Kitchen poster. Large Signs like this were painted on the front of buildings used as Victory 

Kitchens. 
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The ARP 
 

Following the experience of aerial bombardment during the First World War, Britain was quick to set up an 

organisation that would cater for the protection of the civilian population. The Air Raid Precautions (ARP) was 

set up in 1924 as a response to past experience and also in view of the growing fear of the devastating power 

of aerial bombardment. 

 

A similar organisation to that in Britain was set up in Malta in 1935, when the possibility of war between Italy 

and Malta was at its height during the Abyssinian Crisis. Known as the Passive Defence, this organisation 

enroled around 400 volunteers who were trained in assisting civilians hit by air bombardment. 

 

ARP training concentrated mostly on protection against war gases, and in September 1935 an anti-gas training 

school was opened at Corradino. The public was instructed by broadcast talks, printed material, and 

demonstrations concerning war gases and methods of protection. A store of gas-masks was set up in Malta for 

distribution to the population in case of war.  At the outbreak of war in 1939 around 250,000 gas-masks were 

distributed to the population. 

 

The ARP Head Quarters were located at Fra Diegu Institute in Hamrun. A number of Government Schools were 

fitted out as gas decontamination centres and to serve as regional quarters for the ARP. Among the schools 

thus used were those at Hamrun, Floriana, Marsa, Mosta, Msida, and Sliema. Local centres had to report bomb 

damage in their areas to the ARP Head Quarters once the ‘all clear’ was sounded.  

 

Originally the ARP were to serve as a branch of the Malta Police. However there was a lot of resistance and 

general lack of cooperation between the two. Finally it was decided that the responsibilities of the ARP should 

be limited to rescue and first aid treatment of casualties. 

The Civilian Services 
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Police 

The Police were entrusted with law-keeping and enforcement. They were also to report where bombs had been 

dropped and the casualties which occurred. The Police were responsible for controlling crowds and traffic, for 

taking custody of and removing dead bodies. Police also stood guard on bombed out property to prevent theft. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Special Constabulary 

The Special Constabulary was set up in May 1940. Special Constables enrolled on a voluntary basis, and at its 

height the organisation had around 2000 members. The Special Constabulary was regulated by the Malta 

Police Force. Special Constables did not have the wide law-enforcing powers of policemen, but they were 

meant to take up some duties to keep the Police free to concentrate on other jobs.  The ‘Specials’, as they were 

popularly known, ensured that people did not loiter in the streets during air-raids, or assemble at shelters’ 

entrances during a raid. At night they patrolled the streets to enforce curfew and blackout regulations. The 

Special Constabulary was disbanded on 4 February 1945.  

A policeman and soldiers guard a bombed-out building 
to prevent theft 

Special Constables posing for a group photograph 
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The Demolition and Clearance 

This was a section operating within the Public Works Department. It was formed of three gangs that were 

stationed at Floriana, Cospicua, and the ARP Head Quarters in Hamrun. Each Demolition and Clearance gang 

comprised about 40 men who were equipped with picks, shovels, axes, barrows, and ladders. These men 

would be sent to bombed-out areas to help recover persons buried under debris, to help clear debris from the 

roads, and demolish buildings and structures rendered dangerous as a consequence of bombing. 

 
  

For you to do 

What do these letters stand for 
 
 ARP____________________ 
 
 SC_____________________ 
 
  

Complete the following sentences 

Use the following words: specials, curfew,  Police,  blackout 

 
The Special Constabulary was set up to aid the _______________ in their duties. 

At night Special Constables patrolled the streets to enforce _______________ and _______________ regula-

tions. 

They were known as the _______________ 

 

 

Complete the following sentences 

Use the following words: 1935, Passive, anti-gas, rescue, first aid 

 
The ARP was set up in Malta in _______________.  The ARP was also known as _______________Defence. 

They concentrated mainly on _______________ protection. 

During the war the ARP provided _______________ and _______________ services 

 
 
Complete the following sentences 

Use the following words: bombing, persons, Bombed-out, debris, buildings,  roads, Clearance 
 
Demolition and _______________ men would be sent to _______________ areas to help recover 

_______________ buried under _______________. They help clear debris from the _______________, and 

demolish _______________ rendered dangerous as a consequence of _______________. 
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Colour these armbands as per instructions. You can enlarge these drawings, by means of a photocopier or a 

computer, and cut out proper armbands which you could wear. The ends could be kept together by means of 

adhesive tape. 

ARP Armband  
Background white, letters black 

Special Constabulary Armband  
Background white, letters black 

For you to do 
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Demolition and Clearance Armband  
Stripes: dark blue, yellow, dark blue 

Medic  
Background white, cross red 

For you to do 
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Blackout regulations were introduced with effect from 3 May 1940. These required that all lights in Malta and 

Gozo had to be turned off, or masked to render them invisible from the air and from the sea, between 7a.m. and 

sunrise. The purpose of the blackout was to make it difficult for enemy bomber pilots to locate their targets.  

 

Housewives would use thick dark, or black, cloth to use as curtains together with cardboard, and brown paper 

in order to make sure that no light could be seen from their houses. If light was visible from a house a police-

man, special constable or air raid warden would knock on the door to let the owners know. Fines were some-

times given for breaking blackout regulations. 

 

Bulbs and lamps would be blackened with sooth or dark paint so that they would give less light. Torches had to 

have their glass painted over in blue or dimmed with tissue paper. Even car headlights had to be covered and 

dimmed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blackout and Curfew 
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A ‘Black Out’ torch. This torch had a 
covering over the bulb, thus the light 
was only shone towards the ground. 
Because of the cover the bulb could 
not be visible from the air, or from a 
distance 

Rolls of glass reinforcing paper. This paper had gummed 
adhesive on one side. The paper was moistened in water and 
applied to glass panes, to which it stuck. This paper was used to 
reduce the effects of flying glass. This paper was black and 
could be used for black out purposes, as well as for sealing 
cracks in windows as an anti-gas measure 



Smokers were frequent offenders of blackout regulations. It was claimed that when lighting a cigarette in the 

open, the flame of the match or lighter could be seen from a distance of six miles and from a height of 6000 

feet. 

 

Curfew came into force on 27 May 1940. The military authorities feared that the enemy would launch a night-

time parachutist assault on Malta. For this reason they wanted to control the movement of people in and out of 

towns and villages. Everyone in the Maltese Islands, with the exception of authorised persons, had to remain 

indoors from 9 p.m. to 6 a.m. People were instructed that during curfew hours they could only leave their homes 

in order to go straight to shelters where they had to remain till the ‘all clear’ was sounded.  
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For you to do 

During Blackout 

1. Houses had to be painted black 

2. All lights had to be switched off 

3. No light was allowed to be seen from outside 

 

During Curfew 

1. Persons had to go to sleep 

2. All houses had to be locked up 

3. Persons were not allowed to travel from place to place 

Metal covers were fitted to car headlamps in 
order to dim the amount of light emitted 



 

 

Polio 

In November 1942 poliomyelitis, also known as infantile paralysis, broke out in Malta. Although this disease 

affected people of all ages, the hardest hit were children under the age of 5. This disease was attributable to 

lower resistance caused by lack of vitamins and proper nourishment. Polio was new to Malta and the medical 

authorities were at a loss how to deal with it. The disease assumed epidemic proportions and by end January 

1943 it had hit 870 persons. In order to control the spread of the disease places of entertainment, like cinemas, 

and schools were closed. 

 

Dr Herbert Seddon, an expert from the UK, was sent to Malta to advise the local medical authorities. Many of 

those hit by polio remained paralyzed for life. This outbreak of polio crippled 415 persons and killed another 17. 

Outbreaks of polio reoccurred in 1947 and 1950 but on both occasions it was brought under control as by then 

an effective vaccine had been discovered. 

 

 

Scabies 

Overcrowded shelters and poor sanitary conditions led to an outbreak of scabies. Lack of cleanliness caused 

by restrictions on the use of water and soap made one vulnerable to the disease. Scabies was a skin disorder 

caused by parasites. This resulted in irritated skin and a lot of scratching. A large percentage of the population 

was hit by scabies , and  medicines to combat it were not widely available in Malta. 

 

 

Typhoid 

Another widely-spread disease caused by wartime conditions was typhoid fever. This was mainly the result of 

drinking contaminated water. Typhoid broke out in July 1942 and again in July 1943. On the latter occasion the 

Ta’ Qali water reservoir, cracked as a result of bombing, was contaminated by sewage. Out of 1275 cases of 

typhoid reported, 135 died. Large quantities of rubble which were becoming breeding grounds for rats posed 

the treat of a plague epidemic. 

 

 

 

 

 

Disease Outbreaks 
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For you to do 

Complete the following sentences 

Use the following words: Polio, contaminated, life, scabies, paralysed, crowded, unhygienic, Typhoid, infantile 

paralysis, skin 

 

Late in 1942 Malta was hit by an outbreak of _______________. 

Polio was also known as _______________. Many of those hit by polio remained paralysed for life 

_______________ was caused by parasites which attacked the _______________. It was spread because 

people spent long hours in ______________ and _______________ conditions inside shelters. 

_______________ was caused by drinking _______________ water.  
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Due to the war many schools had been taken over to house ARP centres, and to accommodate refugees. 

Other schools were hit and damaged by bombs. This made it very difficult to continue with the schooling of 

children.  Many times classes were split up in groups each meeting in different locations. This became normal 

as school buildings were damaged and destroyed or started being used for other purposes.  

 

During the intense bombings of 1942 children’s education was continuously interrupted. Children had to spent 

long hours in shelters. To make the most of the little time that could be spent in class the subjects taught were 

reduced to a bare minimum: Maths, English, Maltese, and religious knowledge. Chalk, pencils, paper and 

copybooks were in very short supply. 

 

 

Schools in Wartime 
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In 1940, King George VI felt the need to formally recognise individual acts of outstanding bravery by the civilian 

population during the Blitz. The King announced the creation of the George Cross in a broadcast to Britain and 

the Empire on the 23September 1940.  

The decoration is only awarded "for acts of the greatest heroism or of the most conspicuous courage in 

circumstances of extreme danger". It has been awarded 157 times. During the Second World War over 100 

awards were made.  

On 15 April 1942, the King awarded the George Cross to the defenders and people of Malta. This was the first 

collective award of the George Cross. In his letter to the Governor of Malta the King said that he gave the 

George Cross to Malta ‘ to honour her brave people’ for their ‘heroism and devotion’. 

The George Cross was brought to Malta by Lord Gort when he took over the governorship of the island from  

Sir William Dobbie. Because of the incessant air-raids a formal presentation ceremony was not held till 13 

September 1942.  
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The George Cross 

 
King George VI, the letter sent by him to the 
Governor of Malta , and the George Cross. 
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The symbol of the George Cross was incorporated into the flag and the coat-of-arms of Malta as a mark of 

honour. Initially the cross was depicted on a blue square placed at the top left-hand corner of the white section 

of the Maltese flag. The blue coloured background was chosen because it was the same colour of the ribbon 

from which the George Cross is hung. The flag was altered after Malta gained independence in 1964. 

For you to do 

Colour this old  coat-of–arms of Malta. You have to read the text above in order to be able to use the correct 

colours. 




