


This project, funded by the Ministry for Foreign and European Affairs and 

Trade through its Cultural Diplomacy Fund, and by Heritage Malta, shall shed 

light on three aspects that have similarly stood out in the life of civilians in 

Malta and in the allied countries during World War II, notably, Shelter, Famine 

and Resistance. It will illustrate Malta’s narrative of its unique experience 

owing to its geostrategic position, the hardship and destruction endured and 

the resilience of civilians as they strived to survive and contribute towards the 

attainment and the restoration of peace. This project highlights the continuous 

joint efforts of all the allied countries during World War II and the role which 

Malta played in this regard. 

Our objective is to unite people from different countries through the shared 

experiences exhibited in this project. This shall in-turn enhance people-to-

people connectedness and mutual understanding, which is at the core of Malta’s 

cultural diplomacy efforts.
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Attacks against Axis shipping to North Africa increased during the autumn of 1942; the 
British left their mark with their crucial offensive at El Alamein, which was one of the major 
turning points of the war. After the victory at Alamein, Axis forces in North Africa were 
pushed back and eventually caught in a pincer after the Allied troops landed in Morocco and 
Algeria. During this phase of the war, Malta had proved to be a useful base to prevent further 
supplies and reinforcements from reaching North Africa and, by May 1943, North Africa was 
cleared of Axis troops.

The next step for the Allies was the invasion of Sicily, codenamed Operation Husky. Once 
again, Malta proved its worth to the Allied cause by acting as a springboard for the invasion, 
with troops, aircraft, surface vessels and submarines being based there in preparation for the 
invasion. Husky was launched on 10 July 1943 and in little over a month, Sicily was captured 
by the Allies. With the conquest of Sicily and the eventual invasion of the Italian mainland, 
Malta was gradually phased out of the war, culminating in the surrender of Fascist Italy, 
whose navy was relocated to the relative safety of Malta. Malta’s roles as a ‘Fortress’ and as an 
‘Unsinkable aircraft carrier’ had been accomplished.

Malta’s Role in World War II
On 10 June 1940, the Italian Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini declared war on Britain and 
her allies. As part of the British Empire, Malta became a target for Italian forces and was thus 
placed on the front line of the battle. On the morning of the next day, the first Italian aircraft 
flew over the island, dropped their lethal payloads and caused the first casualties among the 
population. At the time, Malta’s defences were in a sorry state. During the opening days of the 
war, the limited force of obsolete Gloster Gladiator fighters, dubbed Faith, Hope and Charity, 
put up a heroic defence despite being outnumbered, against forces of superior craft, carving 
their legendary names in the island’s history. The Gladiator pilots’ efforts were valiant; 
however, Malta was too important to be left at the hands of a handful of fighters.

The importance of Malta lies with its geostrategic location at the centre of the Mediterranean 
Sea. Malta was a vital link along the Gibraltar-Malta-Egypt line of communication, which 
stretches horizontally across the Mediterranean. This was the main route used by British and 
Allied shipping and air units across the Mediterranean. Additionally, Malta is situated in a 
perfect position to interfere with the vertical lines of communication which were used to run 
convoys between Italy and its colonies in modern-day Libya, by the Italians and their German 
allies. Malta’s importance would be amplified once a sizeable number of offensive forces in 
the shape of bombers, torpedo bombers, submarines and surface vessels could be stationed 
there, with the aim of interfering with Axis supply lines to North Africa. However, before this 
could be achieved, Malta’s defences had to first be reinforced and strengthened to deal with 
the incoming enemy threats.
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Shelter

The Second World War was the first major conflict in history where air power took centre 
stage in achieving strategic aims. During the Second World War, the concept of total war 
was also introduced, meaning that a country could gain the upper hand over its enemy 
by crippling its industry, infrastructure and the morale of its civilian population through 
bombing campaigns. Thus, civilian populations of countries at war had to think of and find 
ways to protect themselves from enemy air attacks.

Shelter from air attacks could be found in a variety of locations. In mainland Europe, shelter 
was generally found within cellars, church vaults, catacombs and underground train stations. 
In the UK, specially designed shelters such as the Anderson and Morrison shelters were 
created. In Malta, in addition to church vaults, catacombs and houses with large cellars 
requisitioned by the government, the majority of shelters were dug by pickaxe through the 
limestone rock. Moreover, large underground spaces such as old railway tunnels and water 
cisterns were utilized to act as air raid shelters. 

At the beginning of the war, some sought shelter in their own homes by sheltering under 
tables and putting their mattresses over their tables for further protection1. As the war 
continued, excavation of shelters in Malta increased rapidly and by June 1941 there were 473 
public shelters, with another 382 shelters under construction2.

Shelters across the Maltese islands differed from each other, particularly in terms of the 
number of entrances and exits. Some shelters only had one entrance / exit which caused 
great distress due to the fact that a hit on or around the shelter’s entrance would have trapped 
the people in the said shelter3.

However, the majority of these shelters were so well dug in underneath the Maltese rock that 
they could withstand a direct hit, undoubtedly saving countless lives during the years of the 
siege. One of the largest underground wartime complexes in Malta is said to be at Couvre 
Porte, Vittoriosa. This complex has over 1.5kilometres of corridors as well as tens of cubicles4. 
Individuals were allowed to apply for permits for private cubicles in public shelters. Each 
family could only apply for one cubicle and all costs for permits and works were borne by the 
families themselves5.

Whole communities moved to and lived within these shelters, where people slept, cooked, 
ate, washed, prayed and even gave birth, especially during the early months of 1942 when 
Malta was essentially bombed around the clock6. In fact, a government decree in 1942 made 
birth rooms mandatory in all shelters7. During the midst of continuous attacks, particularly 
during 1942, shelter became part of citizens’ daily lives.

In the years preceding the outbreak of the Second World War, it was thought that the main 
threat from the air to civilian populations would not come from aircraft carrying high-
explosive bombs, but rather from chemical weapons dropped from the air. 
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These had been used to deadly effect by the Italian Air Force in the Abyssinian campaign 
in the mid-30s. As a result, prior to the outbreak of war, the Maltese civilian population 
underwent chemical warfare drills, with an Anti-Gas School being opened in Corradino 
and around 250,000 gas masks were issued to the people and had to be carried around at 
all times. The pre-war chemical warfare threat had hampered the construction of air raid 
shelters and it was only when bombs started falling on the island that the construction of 
air raid shelters began in earnest. Furthermore, some shelters, including the previously 
mentioned shelter in Vittoriosa, were equipped with bomb-proof hoods as well as anti-gas 
doors8.

To assist in maintaining discipline among the civilian population, similarly to the United 
Kingdom, the Air Raid Precaution (ARP) was founded in Malta in July 1939. This consisted 
of civilian Air Raid Wardens, drafted mostly from the civil service, whose job was to direct 
people towards air raid shelters, ensuring everyone carried their gas mask, reporting 
bombing incidents, administering first aid to casualties and maintaining the blackout by 
night. Each district around the Maltese Islands had its own ARP office, commanded by a 
District Superintendent, and personnel who would be responsible for saving numerous lives 
during the siege of Malta.

Throughout this siege, the areas around the Grand Harbour were the prime targets for Axis 
bombers, due to the dockyards and naval installations. As a result, Valletta and the cities 
around the southern harbour area were devastated by bombs and numerous residential 
and historical buildings were demolished. Harbour area residents had been asked by the 
authorities to leave their homes and to take refuge with family members ideally living in 
rural areas away from the Grand Harbour and airfields. Many only heeded the government’s 
advice when they had seen the first demolished buildings and people killed. It is estimated 
that around 30,000 buildings were either destroyed or damaged during the war and, along 
with their houses, the Maltese also lost their earthly possessions and sometimes their loved 
ones too. Testimonies from individuals who lived during these very challenging times, reflect 
their devastation and hardship9.
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Kerosene was rationed weekly in May 1941 with edible oil and margarine going on the ration 
card in August 1941. Foodstuffs such as cheese, pasta, bread, flour, rice, chocolate, tea and 
milk were not rationed, however, they were very scarce and difficult to obtain. After the 
March-April 1942 blitz, rice and bread were also rationed, with food scarcity being made 
worse by the failure of British convoy operations to Malta. The lack of food was one of the 
major catalysts in the setting up of a Target Date for the surrender of the Island. Food had in 
fact become a rare commodity11.

During the first months of 1942, communal feeding kitchens grandly titled Victory Kitchens 
were opened by the authorities. The first Communal Feeding Department was opened in Lija 
on 3 January 194212. At first, subscribers were few, with less than 300 in January 1942. By 
June 1942, the number of subscribers had risen to around 7,000. Victory Kitchen subscribers 
had to either forfeit part of their ration or else pay for food. By July 1942, as the food situation 
in Malta was becoming bleaker, the Victory Kitchens were reorganised and extended to every 
locality, adding up to over 100 kitchens around Malta and Gozo, making the Victory Kitchen 
the major provider of food on the island and further encouraging the population to resort to 
communal feeding13.

Famine
In addition to the threat of injury or death by bombing, the Maltese civilian population faced 
another particular hardship which was etched in the memory of anyone who survived the 
siege of Malta: the adversity brought by starvation. Malta has very limited natural resources 
and throughout its history it has always depended on foreign food resources to get by. The 
Second World War was no exception and the estimated population of 250,000 Maltese, 
further inflated by the British Army, Navy and Air Force personnel responsible for the 
defence of the island, had to be fed one way or the other. 

During the first months of the war, the bombing campaign against Malta was not very 
intense. Bombing raids were mostly carried out by the Italian Regia Aeronautica and 
although frequent, did not match the intensity and ferocity of what would come later at the 
hands of the German Luftwaffe. Additionally, during the first months of the war, British 
convoy routes carrying supplies to Malta were relatively safe when compared to later phases 
of the war, when British convoy routes to Malta became virtually impassable.

January 1941 saw the arrival of the first Luftwaffe units to Sicily which immediately led to an 
increase in the intensity of attacks on Malta. As a result, food availability was becoming more 
of a problem. With the destruction of fields and produce and the dangers at stake in working 
such fields, the volume of Maltese produce decreased significantly, and the local agricultural 
production could only feed a third of the Maltese population10. Therefore, the government 
set up organisations to effectively manage the scarce necessities available. In February 1941, 
ration cards were issued to the general public where all heads of families had to register and 
provide the name of their retailer of choice and the number of family members on behalf of 
whom they would be collecting rations. In April 1941, food rationing was introduced in Malta 
and the Central Food Distribution Office was opened in Valletta. Among the first items to be 
rationed were sugar, coffee, soap and matches which were issued on a fortnightly basis.
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During 1942, British convoys carrying supplies to Malta were facing a very hazardous 
journey through the Mediterranean and from the moment they approached the enemy’s 
range, they were routinely targeted. Among these, there was an attempt to run a convoy 
made up of 4 escorted merchant vessels from Alexandria, Egypt to Malta in March 1942. 
Of these 4 vessels, 3 successfully reached Malta, however, they were all sunk before they 
could be unloaded. Another attempt was made in June 1942 to run two large simultaneous 
convoys: one from Alexandria, the other from Gibraltar to Malta. Both convoys were heavily 
attacked en route by Axis air and naval units. The eastern convoy was forced to turn back 
to Alexandria after suffering some losses. Of the 6 merchant vessels in the western convoy, 
only 2 reached Malta, briefly alleviating the supply situation on the island. In August 1942, 
a massive convoy codenamed Operation Pedestal made up of 14 merchant vessels plus an 
impressive escort was assembled and sent to Malta via Gibraltar. Facing relentless attacks 
from the air, the sea and from beneath the waves, by day and night, the convoy successfully 
fought through, losing 9 of its 14 merchant vessels on the way. Pedestal once again pushed the 
Target Date for surrender further backwards towards the end of 1942. By then, the Axis air 
offensive against the island was running out of steam and the immense pressure of the siege 
slowly started to yield. Malta had survived the Axis onslaught.

By October 1942, 100,000 people were drawing meals from the Victory Kitchen for lunch 
and dinner, for 6d a meal14. Bread, a staple in the Maltese diet was very scarce and people 
were offered a portion of a quarter and half pounds15 which was seen by many as not enough, 
bearing in mind that this would not be accompanied by other food. Wartime bread, as was 
referred to, was of worse taste and quality than the bread before the war. Bread was mixed 
with potatoes as the wheat supply was very low16. Numerous public complaints were directed 
by the general public at the quality of food supplied by the Victory Kitchen; however, it did 
ensure that what little food was available was evenly distributed, especially with the ever-
approaching surrender Target Date. People were constantly making efforts to find food for 
their families to survive amidst the wide array of hardships coming their way.

The scarcity of food and consequent malnutrition had adverse effects on the citizens’ health. 
During the summer of 1942, the average daily calorie intake of Maltese adults was no more 
than 150017. The ‘dangerously low’ calorific value of the Maltese diet was also referred to in 
the report published by the Medical and Health Department in 194218. This resulted in an 
increased death rate among the older population and the most vulnerable. Various diseases 
also emerged as individuals suffered malnutrition. These illnesses included anaemia, 
tuberculosis and scabies19. The infant mortality rate at the time was at a devastating rate of 
34.5%, leading to more than 2300 babies under the age of 1 dying during the war20. A study 
which interviewed Maltese individuals who lived during the Second World War includes 
reference to a tragedy in which the interviewee’s baby brother died as a direct effect of 
hunger. This infant died following a five day long bombing during which they could not leave 
the shelter and no milk was available21. So many innocent lives were lost during this war, 
some as a direct result of famine and malnutrition.

Ration ticket dated 27 April 1943 issued to Domenica Galea for her entitled of 33 oranges. Source: The Malta Independent
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The first German onslaught against Malta, directed at the aircraft carrier HMS Illustrious 
under repair in the Malta dockyards, inflicted severe damage on the cities in the harbour 
region and killed a number of civilians. Between January and June 1941, the Axis air forces 
enjoyed total air superiority over Malta. In June 1941, the bulk of the German aircraft based 
in Sicily were transferred to the East in preparation for the launch of Operation Barbarossa, 
the German invasion of the Soviet Union. As a result, in the summer and autumn of 1941, 
the bombing campaign once again declined due to the German absence which allowed the 
allies equal footing in air battles. The Luftwaffe returned in full force in January 1942 and 
unleashed their full fury on the island’s harbour and airfields with the aim of neutralizing 
Malta in preparation for invasion. In April 1942, the worst month of the siege, there were 
more than 6,000 attacks, and an approximate 6,700 tons of bombs were dropped on the 
island, paralysing Malta and its defences and offensive forces22. In fact, Malta was one of the 
most bombed places during this war23. Eventually, in May 1942, a sizeable force of Spitfires 
was delivered to Malta and this, combined with the Axis decision of declaring Malta totally 
neutralized and the transfer of the Luftwaffe back to the frontline against the Soviet Union, 
started to win back air superiority for the Allies during the summer months of 1942.

In April 1942, at the height of the blitz of Malta, King George VI awarded the George Cross to 
the Maltese population in recognition for their sacrifice, endurance, loyalty and resistance 
during the siege.

Resistance

Historic accounts of the Second World War are filled with epic stories and episodes of heroic 
resistance, sometimes against exceptional odds. Throughout the war, one can note various 
forms of resistance. Some countries were occupied by the Nazis, which made resistance a 
matter of individual and personal choice. People resisted by joining armies in exile such 
as the Polish and Free French forces, others joined resistance movements who embarked 
on campaigns of intelligence gathering, sabotage, rescue and smuggling of downed Allied 
airmen, ambushes on enemy troops and assassinations. On the other hand, some countries 
resisted the enemy’s occupation on a national level rather than by individual efforts. Malta, as 
the base of the British Mediterranean fleet, falls under the latter category.

The siege of Malta lasted between June 1940 and October 1942, when the Axis air forces 
attempted a short-lived, last throw of the dice to neutralize the island and its defences. 
During the said 28-month long siege, with the exception of downed Axis aircrew and 
prisoners of war, not a single enemy soldier set foot on Maltese soil. Despite this fact, Malta 
endured months of terrible hardship at the hands of a sustained bombing campaign which 
was conducted in phases. The first phase of the bombing campaign against Malta, between 
June and December 1940 was conducted solely by the Italian Air Force whose tactics were 
focused on high altitude level bombing. British fighter and anti-aircraft defences at the time 
were relatively weak but they were gradually strengthened by reinforcements of Hurricane 
fighters, which could match any Italian aircraft in service at the time, and anti-aircraft guns 
which were crewed by British and Maltese gunners. Things, however, took a notable turn for 
the worse in January 1941, when the Luftwaffe arrived in Sicily. Equipped with the feared Ju-
87 Stuka, the Ju-88 and the Messerschmitt Bf-109 fighter, the Germans were more aggressive 
than their Italian allies and their aircraft were superior to the British fighters in Malta.

To honour her brave people, 
I award the George Cross to 
the Island Fortress of Malta 
to bear witness to a heroism 
and devotion that will long be 
famous in history.
King George VI, 15 April 194224
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The George Cross, the highest civilian gallantry award, is to this day emblazoned on our 
national flag as a memory of our nation’s epic resistance against impossible odds and tyranny.

During his visit to Malta, President of the United States of America, Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
also recognised the island’s resilience during World War II. The scroll which he presented to 
the Governor of Malta, Lord Gort, includes the following remarks:

In the name of the people of the United States of 
America, I salute the island of Malta, its people 
and defenders, who in the cause of freedom 
and justice and decency throughout the world 
have rendered valorous service far above and 
beyond the call of duty. Under repeated fire 
from the skies, Malta stood alone but unafraid 
in the centre of the sea, one tiny bright flame in 
darkness, a beacon of hope for the clearer days 
which have come. Malta’s bright story of human 
fortitude and courage will be read by posterity, 
with wonder and with gratitude throughout all 
the ages. What was done in the island maintains 
the highest tradition of gallant men and women 
who from the beginning of time have lived and 
died to preserve civilisation for all mankind.
Franklin D. Roosevelt, 8 December 194325

Malta - An active advocate for 
peace, dialogue and security 
Malta has continued to do its utmost to sustain peace and security in the Mediterranean and 
beyond. Its active advocacy for peacebuilding and dialogue is enshrined in its endeavours 
along the years. It has continued to utilise its favourable geostrategic position in the 
Mediterranean to act as a bridge between nations and their people to ensure prosperity for 
all. 

Malta is strongly committed to multilateralism and believes that solidarity is in fact the best 
means for defence. These values which championed Malta’s role during World War II and 
have since been at the forefront of its foreign policy, shall also be the backbone of Malta’s 
tenure as a non-permanent member of the UNSC during the term 2023-2024. 

Through resilient commitment towards dialogue, mutual understanding and solidarity, we 
shall indeed pave the way towards sustainable world peace and security. 

WORLD WAR II – M ALTA’S ROLE AND THE HARDSHIPS OF FAMINE , SHELTER AND RESISTANCE

1716

WORLD WAR II – M ALTA’S ROLE AND THE HARDSHIPS OF FAMINE , SHELTER AND RESISTANCE



References
1

See Jackie L. Knight, “Surviving War: health, shelter and the Victory Kitchens” 
(2003) p.3.

2
Adriana Bishop, “Underground life during the war: Malta’s air raid shelters” 
GuideMeMalta, accessed 30 October 2022

3
Knight, “Surviving War” 
2 

4
“Underground Air-raid shelters”
Wirtartna, accessed 30 September 2022

5
Knight, “Surviving War” 
2 

6
See Ġużè Chetcuti
F’Shelter, (1942)

7
“Underground Air-raid shelters.”
Bishop

8
“Underground Air-raid shelters.”
Bishop

9
See Mariella Farrugia, “Food under siege: A Historical Sociology Exploration into Food and Hunger during World War II 
and Its Effect on the Maltese Population” 
(University of Malta: 2013), p. 104

10
“Food and Agriculture provision in Malta during WWII”
The Malta Independent, last modified 7 April 2015, accessed 3 October 2022

11
See Farrugia, “Food under siege”
112 

12
Fondazzjoni Wirt Artna, “Wartime Malta”
(2009), Page 19 

13
Horace Grazio Vella, “Feeding the besieged: food supply and shortages during the Siege of Malta, 1940-1942” 
(University of Malta: 2016), p. 4.

14
Fondazzjoni Wirt Artna, “Wartime Malta”
21

15
Knight, “Surviving War”
6 

16
Farrugia, “Food under siege”
74

17
Keeping in mind that the suggested calorie intake 
for adults is approximately 2000 calories

18
Savona-Ventura (1990) as cited in Farrugia, “Food under siege”
18 

19
Farrugia, “Food under siege” 
115-117

20
Fondazzjoni Wirt Artna
Wartime Malta, 19

21
See Farrugia, “Food under siege”
18 

22
See Perowne, 1970; Short, 2000 as cited in Farrugia
 “Food under siege”, 169

23
Lucas (1992) as cited in Farrugia 
“Food under siege”, 27 

24
Alfred Bonnici, “Lord Gort's AIR MAIL Letter to the U.K. (1942) & the George Cross on Malta Stamps & Flag”
(University of Malta: Malta Philatelic Society, 2004), p.3

25
Bonnici, “Lord Gort's AIR MAIL Letter to the U.K. (1942) & the George Cross on Malta Stamps & Flag”
7

Bibliography
Bishop, Adriana. “Underground life during the war: Malta’s air raid shelters” 
https://www.guidememalta.com/en/underground-life-during-the-war-malta-s-air-raid-shelters

Bonnici, Alfred. “Lord Gort’s AIR MAIL Letter to the U.K. (1942) & the George Cross on Malta Stamps & Flags.”
3-7. University of Malta: Malta Philatelic Society, 2004 

Farrugia, Mariella. “Food under siege: A Historical Sociology Exploration into Food and Hunger during World 
War II and Its Effect on the Maltese Population.” 
University of Malta, 2013

Knight, Jackie L., “Surviving War: health, shelter and the Victory Kitchens”
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2015-04-07/newspaper-lifestyleculture/Food-and-agriculture-
provision-in-Malta-during-WWII-6736133413

The Malta Independent. “Food and agriculture provision in Malta during WWII.”, April 7, 2015 
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2015-04-07/newspaper-lifestyleculture/Food-and-agriculture-
provision-in-Malta-during-WWII-6736133413

WirtArtna. “Underground Air-raid shelters”. 
https://www.maltaatwarmuseum.com/operation-husky-exhibition.

Vella Horace Grazio. “Feeding the besieged: food supply and shortages during the Siege of Malta, 1940-1942.” 
University of Malta, 2016

WORLD WAR II – M ALTA’S ROLE AND THE HARDSHIPS OF FAMINE , SHELTER AND RESISTANCE

18 19

WORLD WAR II – M ALTA’S ROLE AND THE HARDSHIPS OF FAMINE , SHELTER AND RESISTANCE

https://www.guidememalta.com/en/underground-life-during-the-war-malta-s-air-raid-shelters
https://www.maltaatwarmuseum.com/operation-husky-exhibition
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2015-04-07/newspaper-lifestyleculture/Food-and-agriculture-provision-in-Malta-during-WWII-6736133413.
http://www.wirtartna.org/uploads/8/5/8/6/8586231/maw_education_pack.pd
https://www.guidememalta.com/en/underground-life-during-the-war-malta-s-air-raid-shelters
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2015-04-07/newspaper-lifestyleculture/Food-and-agriculture-provision-in-Malta-during-WWII-6736133413
https://www.independent.com.mt/articles/2015-04-07/newspaper-lifestyleculture/Food-and-agriculture-provision-in-Malta-during-WWII-6736133413



