Godfrey Wettinger

AGRICULTURE IN MALTA
IN THE LATE MIDDLE AGES

No proper treatment of agriculture in Malta during the century or so
before the arrival of the Order of St. John in the island has yet appeared
in print. Nor could the subject have been adequately tackled before the recent
effective opening of the various archives containing pre-1530 documentation,
since the documents known up to some twenty years ago ed mainly
of government decrees and related papers when the : irely of
ecclesiastical origin and interest (1). Now, with the full ut tion of the
surviving notarial registers and with the discovery and opening to research of
such prime records as those of the bishop’s court and the tithal accounts, one can
at last attempt at least a preliminary working up of the not inconsiderable
information on several aspects of farming on the two islands of Malta and
Gozo without the constraint of repeating endlessly what such authors as Quint-
inus and Abela wrote centuries ago (2). More than two generations back, Mons.
A. Mifsud wrote all there was to write then on the subject and, if one apts
Henri Bresc' eminal study of Malta's public finances, no one has added
much to Mifsud’s account (3).

The notarial records, very fragmentary for the fifteenth century and only
slightly less so for the first thirty years of the sixteenth century, contain a
mass of information on landownership and leasing, on employment agreements
and the sale of agricultural products and farm animals (4). Unfortunately, the
oldest surviving register does not go beyond 1467, only five having survived
down to 1500 and some 26 down to 1530 out of the hundreds which must
have once existed. There is no reason for thinking that their contents are
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representative of those that have not survived, and statistical studies are
therefore unreliable; :n addition several of the surviving registers are in such
a decayed condition that they cannot be examined without serious damage.
Unfortunately, also, by their very nature they do not give any global statistical
information on the size of the peasant population, that of their fields or the
fiefs, of productivity and total production figures for any crop. On the other
hand, the records of the bishop’s court have proved to be surprisingly relevant
to the study of several aspects of agriculture. The Church in the Middle Ages
was much concerned with the concept of a ‘just price’ and, as a result, quite
a few of the sets of proceedings which have survived concern this idea, usually
on the sale of immovable property, especially of fields (5). They frequently
contain scores of pages of evidence of the greatest significance to the economic
historian. The tithe records themselves provide a mass of information on land-
ownership in Malta (6). Unfortunately, the earliest regular l'st does not go
back further than 1522, though lists of defaulters a century earlier survive.
Each list contains precise if brief details on some 600 landholdings in Malta
concerning ownership, the place of residence of the owners, the distribution
of the holdings and the size of the tithes paid, with frequent references fo
previous and subsequent owners, the latter in later entries which frequently
make the correct reading of the document somewhat difficult. Payments of
tithes had become fossilized long before, and one is certainly justified in
using them for illustrating the fifteenth century.

Since the strategic importance of the Maltese islands had not yet affirmed
itself, their whole economy depended on agriculture, Certainly, as has long
been known, Malta served as the base for corsair vessels, and a particular
document of 1492 from Palermo shows that as many as six such vesse!s were then
operating simultaneously from Malta though no sizable fleet was based per-
manently on its port (7). Nor did Ma'ta then have a large garrison maintained
from external funds. The garrison was small, no more than fifty men at the
Castle-by-the-Sea, and it was paid normally entirely out of local revenues.
Gozo"s garrison was even smaller and was similarly maintained. There was,
in fact, no great external direct or indirect subsidy on which the island could
rely for its balance of payments. The island did not provide any mineral
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resources, and fishing seems to have been relatively as unimportant to the
island’s economy then at it is now. This was true also of Gozo.

In reality, Malta did not produce enough wheat to feed its own people
even though the total population then did not amount to more than a small
fraction of what it does now. Practically every year large amounts of wheat and
other cereals and pulses were imported from Sicily free of the Sicilian export
duties. But none of this wheat was brought to Malta without payment to
the Sicilian exporters, and the money for this came out of the proceeds from
the export of Maltese cotton and cumin. In fact, it should be remembered that
Maltese farming was sufficiently productive in one way or another to defray
the expenses on wheat, on other foods as well as superior textiles and a whole
range of other objects needed from abroad. It paid also, indirectly, for the
island's normal needs of defence, and enabled substantial rents to be sent
regularly abroad to absentee landlords like the members of the Pirollo and
Alagona families as well as the bishop. Locally, farming provided a livelihood
for the peasants and formed the basis of an economy which included several
hundreds of craftsmen, masons, carpenters, a blacksmith, at least one physic-
ian and a surgeon, several notaries, and scores of priests secular and regular,
Finally, at Mdina resided two or three scores of substantial landowners and
fief-holders, who regarded it as degrading to engage in any occupation, relying
on the income from their estates for their livelihood.

A certain amount of irrigation took place. This is proved by contemporary
place-names like is-Sagwi or Habel is-Saqwi, found both in Malta and in
Gozo. More than 100 place-names refer to gnien or ghajn lands and some
200 to wells of various sizes — bir, bjar, giebja, gibjet, gibjun — and a few
to reservoirs, again both in Malita and in Gozo (8). But there is no doubt
that the predominant nature of Maltese farming was that known as dry farming
entirely dependent on the vagaries of the weather for its supply of water.
When the rains failed, as happened for three years in the later 1460s, land-
lords had inevitably to grant their tenants a remission of rent, as was done
both by the Crown and the Cathedral in or around 1469 (9). The relatively
numerous bur, marg or marga, and ghadir or ghadira place-names indicate
that Malta then had a less efficient system of getting rid of storm water
than nowadays, so that relatively large areas, mainly at the head of valleys
were swampy and probably, as in later times, malarious — land which could
be profitably used for the retting of flax. In the gnien and ghajn areas horti-
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vol. 4, fols. 426rv et seq
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culture wascarried on,including much growing ofvines fortheproductionof
wine. T hekarstic areas were mainly used forvery rough grazing mainly by
sheep and goats, thethorns and thistles growing there forming the island's
only local supply of fuel.

LANDOWNERSHIP

The largest land holdings in fifteenth century Malta were the fiefs, origin-
ally blocks ofroyal land granted out,mostly on terms of military service,
to influential inhabitants ofMdina who also frequently owned allodial land (10).
There were some thirty or forty fiefs, located ina large circle from Budagqqg
and Benwarrat inthenorth, westwards toBunuhhala, Ghajn Rihana and Ghajn
Tuffieha, southwards from the last to Bingemma, Hemsija, Bugana, Dejril-
Bniet and T Tabrija. I neastern andeast centra! Malta there were the fiefs of
Buleben, Marnisi, Dejr Limara, Petralonga (present-day Senglea), and Marsa,
the largest ofthem all. Royal estates notyetalienated included localities like
Fiddien near Rabat. T hebishop of Malta hadtwofiefs ontheisland as well
as a large estate at Lentin: inSicily. Onefief stretched eastwards from Rabat,
the other wasnear HalResqun inthecentre ofthe island.

With~~few exceptions, the fiefs laysome distance away from the fifty or
so villages still existing in theearly fifteenth century (I1). In fact, tithal
evidence shows that between onethird andonehalf of thevillagers them-
selves owned a field ortwo mostly, butfarfrom always, quite close to their
villages (12). I n fact, an analysis of the archidiaconal tithes for 1536 shows
that, while theinhabitants of Mdina, almost invariably fief-holders or eccle-
siastical bodies, paid five-eighths, those of thevillages, mostly peasants, paid
the remaining three-eighths of the tithes, indicating a division of properties
between them inthat proportion(13). Peasant ownership was, however, much
less common in Rabat, the suburb of Mdina, than in the villages, perhaps
because landless peasants tended to reside there, taking up a craft or ac-
cepting paid employment with the fief-holding inhabitants of Mdina whose

10. On fief* *ee Brew:, op. cit, andJ, Montalto, The Nobles of Malta (Malta,
1979}; aeeal»o A .Luttrell, 'The Sale ofGutnerin onMalta; 1318', Estudioi Histdricos
y Documentos de lot Archivos de Protocolos, V1 (1978).

11. G. Wettinger, '"ThelLost Villages and Hamlets of Malta', Medieval Malta: Studies
on Malta before the Knights, ed.A.T. Luttrell.

12. Thus Naxxar had 51 decanal tithe payers in 1536. tenat whom also paid tithes to
the archdeacon forother lands in 1546. when there were also 13 other archidiaconal
tithe payers inthesame village: Cath. Mm., Md., Catli. Arch., Preb. 5 and3 res-
pectively.

13. Ibid., Preb. 3. Further results await analysis by computer, being undertaken bythe
present author and Dr.Stanley Fiorini of the University of Malta.
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estates laywithin easy reach (14). A similar situation might also account for
the lack of tithe paying landlords at Zejtun, Axac, Gudja and Zabbar.

It hasalready been noticed that precise details ofthesize ofthefifteenth
century fiefs isalmost invariably lacking (15). Theevidence of incomes, rents
and tithes indicates unmistakably that they must have been a score of times,
the iarger ones several scores oftimes, as large as a peasant's normal field.
Thus at a time when peasants' fields were rarely rented formore one uncia,
the following fief rents were being exacted (16):

Bingemma 26.vii.1499 12 uncie andone wether
Budaqgq 28.1.1511 16 uncie and sixsalme ofwheat or barley
for half the fief
12.viiUb526 35 uncie
Bugana S0.iv.1502 33 uncie anda pig, loan of 12uncie annually
Dejr Limara 25.viii.1486 17 uncie
6.vii.1498 34 uncie 15tareni, 1 salma of wheat,
1 wether
Ghajn Rihana 20.U495 70 uncie and®6 wethers
Ghajn Tuffieha 3L.viil. 1487 12 uncie (theviridarium alone?)
29.vii.1499 44 uncie
Ghajn Zejtuna 22.iv. 1496 8 uncie
2?2.vii. 1506 10 uncie
15.1.1518 9 uncie 7 tareni 10grani for one-eighth
Ghemieri 4.1X.1493 14 uncie (viridarium)
Mamisi 6.vii. 1498 32 uncie
4.V.1500 32 uncie
Mtahleb 3L.viii. 1487 15 uncie
Qlejgha 24.ix.1495 50 wuncie
23.0i.1501 60 uncie
Tabrija 19.vii 1522 at least 62 uncie
M. I nspite of it*much larger population compared to Naxxar, Rabat hadonly 15

decanal tithe prayeri in 1536; ibid, Preb. 5;ithad 12archidiaconal tithe payerain
1546, seven of them identical with those of 1536. and onethesonofanother who
also appear* intheearlier year: ibid, Preb. 3.

15. Montalto, op. cit, p.17.

16. Bingemma: Not. J, Sahara, N[otarial| A[rchive»] V[alletta], R 494/2; Budaqq:
Not. C.Canchur, NAV,R 140/5, fol.27rv. Bugana: Not, J. Sahara, NAV,K M». 1132,
loose andunpaginated; Dejr Limara: idm, NAV, R 494/1, and B 494/2; Ghajn
Rihana; idem, NAV, R 494/1; Ghajn Tuffieha: ibid-, andR 494/2. Ghajn Zejtuna:
idem, 1t494/1, Not. C. Canchur. NAV, R 140/3, fol. 19rv, andNot. J. Bondin,
NAV. R 69; Ghemieri: Not.J. Sahara, NAV. R 494/1; MarnUi: Not. J.
Sahara. NAV.R 494/2 and ibid.; Mtahleb: idem, NAV, R 494/1; Qlejgha: ibid.,
and R 494/2; Tabrija: Not. J. Bondin, NAV ,R69.



