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‘A loving, enthusiastic account that focuses on the first-hand stories of combatants and civilians, setting them in the context of the battle being played out across the Mediterranean. He steers clear of politics, and concentrates on the breadth of personalities, on the hopes and fears of the extraordinary, ordinary people caught up in the longest siege in British history’


Will Cohu, Daily Telegraph


‘Holland has used survivors’ testimony and unpublished letters and diaries to give us a long-overdue and comprehensive account of the second great siege of Malta . . . This is a fine first book from a promising young historian’


John Crossland, Sunday Times


‘Fortress Malta turns out to be an excellent example of an almost abandoned form – steadily patriotic narrative history, balanced and fair . . . Holland not only pays tribute to the skill of the German pilots who made Malta, at the height of its siege, the most bombed place on earth; more unusually, he illustrates how important was the contribution of the Italian air and naval forces to the Axis effort on the Mediterranean . . . James Holland was given a grand old tale to tell – beyond carp, beyond satire, beyond revisionism’


Jan Morris, New Statesman


‘In this full and well-researched book the reader is told one fact that embodies the horror of the island’s siege: more bombs fell on Malta in March and April 1942 than fell on London throughout the entire Blitz . . . Mr Holland has made extensive use of interviews and archives at the PRO and the Imperial War Museum, along with other museums and personal manuscripts, to give the fullest account yet of the siege. By concentrating on individuals and their stories he has made this not just the story of an island but of the individuals who lived, fought and died there’


Contemporary Review


‘Iwo Jima stands as the most bombed spot in the Pacific War. Malta stands as the most bombed spot in history. James Holland brings alive this harrowing and heroic World War II story through the eyes of those who struggled and won. Journey back to a time when, as FDR said, “Malta stood alone but unafraid in the center of the sea”’


James Bradley, author of Flags of Our Fathers and Flyboys


‘Malta’s suffering at the hands of the Nazis is a story of tears and loss. But James Holland is a mastercraftsman. Fortress Malta is both compelling and heartwrenching. His account of the siege leavens devastation with hope, despair with courage; and, most important of all, celebrates the humanity of individuals against the forces of evil’


Amanda Foreman


‘Superbly engaging history . . . The sea and air battles around the island are also vividly depicted, but the real value of this book lies in its rare, intimate description of the Maltese perspective on the siege. Turning the last page, one understands why the island of Malta was collectively awarded the George Cross, the highest British civilian award for heroism’


Publishers Weekly


‘It is no surprise that James Holland’s thoroughly researched and very readable account of the Malta story has attracted the attention of Miramax Films . . . who have bought the film rights to the book’


Brian Jewell, Soldier


‘James Holland has put together a detailed and humane account of human endurance and resolve. Told through the voices of those who were there, we learn about their everyday lives . . . It is all told with a warmth and general affection that truly brings the people and those extraordinary times alive for the reader’


Waterstone’s Books Quarterly


‘Holland . . . wins full marks for accuracy and for his effortless prose, following the story by using survivors’ testimony as well as the letters and diaries of those who perished . . . Fortress Malta is a tribute to the fighting services and the Maltese civilians whose fortitude and courage helped to turn the course of the war in the Mediterranean and North Africa and enabled freedom to triumph’


Christopher Scicluna, The Times (Malta)


‘An excellent account of Malta’s ordeal under siege during the Second World War . . . One must thank Holland for recalling those difficult and heroic times that reflected the inner strength of a small people fortified by Christian ideals and principles . . . The marked enthusiasm with which Holland has written up events is evident throughout’


John A. Mizzi, Sunday Times (Malta)


‘Powerful . . . Behind most great epic battles are the individual tales of human endurance and triumph, shards of tile that comprise the entire mosaic. Mr Holland provides those with painstaking care, frequently overlapping the daily lives of his subjects in real time, minute by minute . . . both a scholarly work and a gripping read . . . his meticulously researched book’


Carlton Sherwood, Washington Times
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Malta and Gozo looking north.
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Valletta, Grand Harbour and the south-east of the Island.
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Valletta and harbour areas.
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Mediterranean in 1939.
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Mediterranean June 1941–November 1942. (Algeria and Tunisia were Vichy until the end of November 1942.)
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Surrounded by the enemy. During the siege, Malta was walled to the north and south by Axis territory and to the west by Vichy-controlled Tunisia. Enemy minefields and air fleets had her trapped.
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Allied aircraft range from Malta and Axis shipping routes.
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Operation Pedestal.
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List of Illustrations




1. Admiral Cunningham – determined, bullish, but with a hint of the humour that was never far away.


2. Meme Cortis flanked by two other VAD nurses outside the 90th General Hospital at Imtarfa.


3. George Burges leaning against one of the many dry-stone walls that made crash-landing on the Island so hazardous.


4. Frank Rixon in boxing mode.


5. Suzanne Parlby. Young English women were few and far between on Malta.


6. John Agius outside the RAF Headquarters at Scots Street, Valletta, where he worked as a civilian clerk.


7. George Burges strapped into one of the Gloster Gladiator biplanes, ready to go at a moment’s notice.


8. The Whizz-Bangs, the travelling cabaret show that brought much welcome relief to the troops around the Island.


9. General Sir William Dobbie, Acting Governor, then later Governor of Malta.


10. Warby. Cigarette in hand, battered cap perched on his head, grey slacks and the favoured battle-blouse.


11. An Italian Savoia-Marchetti S.M. 79 bomber plunges towards Grand Harbour on 10 July 1940.


12. Warby’s battle-scarred Glenn Martin Maryland at Luqa.


13. Bombs falling on Grand Harbour and the Three Cities in January 1941.


14. Nat Gold. He looks cheerful enough here, but he discovered there was little to smile about during his year on Malta serving with 830 Fleet Air Arm Squadron.


15. A Fairey Swordfish at Hal Far. The ‘Stringbag’ is loaded with a torpedo.


16. The remains of a Swordfish at Hal Far.


17. Shrimp Simpson, the indefatigable and inspirational commander of the Tenth Submarine Flotilla.


18. The crew of HMS/S Upholder, the most successful Allied submarine of the war.


19. Tommy Thompson, who volunteered to join the fledgling Malta Night Fighter Unit.


20. Tom Neil of 249 Squadron.


21. Hurricanes burning at Takali after Müncheberg’s attack on 25 May.


22. Lazzaretto and Manoel Island, home to the Malta-based submarines.


23 & 24. The control room of a U-class submarine such as Upholder. Almost every inch is covered in pipes, dials and other bits of equipment.


25. ‘Pop’ Giddings with Mary and Annie, two of the submariners’ pigs.


26. Soldiers cycling across the Maltese countryside. Accidents were fairly frequent, as Frank Rixon discovered.


27. Takali some time in 1941. There are no blast pens yet, the Hurricanes lined up on the far side are an easy target for any would-be attackers.


28. Ken Griffiths on the motorcycle he was taught to ride on the Island.


29. A six-man Bofors gun crew, like the one to which Ken Griffiths belonged.


30. The dispersal hut at Takali, built by Maltese labourers in 1941.


31. Ghajn Tuffieha, a bay on the north-west of the Island and a favoured rest camp for the submariners.


32. Digging shelters.


33. The Control Room at Lascaris, where Christina Ratcliffe worked as a civilian plotter for the RAF.


34. Peter Rothwell who, at just twenty-one, took over command of the Special Duties Flight.


35. Bombs explode on Malta, while the anti-aircraft barrage bursts above.


36. Ken Griffiths and his company of the 32nd Light Anti-Aircraft Regiment.


37. Raoul Daddo-Langlois, the young Spitfire pilot who, in England, had craved action and excitement and found it in spades during his time on Malta.


38. A German reconnaissance photograph of Takali airfield.


39. Takali airfield again after the bombing raids. The white dots and patches are bomb craters.


40. HMS Talabot burning. This picture is taken from Castille Square looking across Grand Harbour towards the Corradino Heights.


41. The remains of the Royal Opera House after the raids of 7 April 1942.


42. A dilapidated bus, very much like the one that greeted Raoul Daddo-Langlois and Denis Barnham on their arrival on the Island.


43. A Spitfire Mark V on Malta.


44. An aerial photograph of a raid on Grand Harbour taken from a German Junkers 88.


45. Carnage in Grand Harbour.


46. Pete Watson (far right) and colleagues outside their billet in Rabat.


47. The tough twenty-two-year-old Canadian Buck McNair.


48. HMS Penelope. No wonder she was nicknamed HMS ‘Pepperpot’.


49. Takali under attack and completely covered by dust and smoke.


50. A Bofors gun crew.


51. Cartoon from the Times of Malta, 7 May 1942.


52. The future? What? Denis Barnham’s self-portrait of 16 May 1942.


53. Maltese amongst the ruins.


54. Denis Barnham in his Spitfire at Luqa.


55. A Maltese, with his mule and cart, stands beside a Spitfire in its blast pen.


56. Christina Ratcliffe in a publicity shot for the Victory Kitchens.


57. Denis Barnham’s painting of the Air Battle for Malta. The underbelly of a Messerschmitt 109 flashes past a Spitfire.


58. Warby, wearing his white scarf, grey baggy slacks and desert boots. Attitudes to dress were relaxed on Malta.


59. An aerial reconnaissance photograph of Tripoli Harbour taken by Warby.


60. Denis Barnham. By the time this photograph was taken, Denis had the necessary five kills that made him an ‘ace’ – four German and one Italian, painted on the side of his Spitfire.


61. A page from Denis’s diary, 14 June 1942, and his sketch of the ruins of Sliema, home of John Agius and Meme Cortis.


62. Frank and Mary Rixon with their baby daughter, Betty.


63. George ‘Screwball’ Beurling’s signed photograph that he gave to Pete Watson.


64. A Spitfire flies over the cathedral at Mdina.


65. The inspirational and brilliant Air Vice-Marshal Keith Park, strapping himself into a Spitfire Mark V.


66. Meme Cortis. She continued to work at Imtarfa throughout the siege, later following the troops to Italy.


67. Freddie Treves. At seventeen, he had only just left school when he joined the Waimarama as its youngest officer for Operation Pedestal.


68. The Californian Art Roscoe.


69. Fred Jewett, an Able Seaman on the gunnery team of the destroyer HMS Ashanti.


70. The first victim of Operation Pedestal. At 1.15 p.m. on 11 August 1942, the aircraft carrier HMS Eagle was hit.


71. Operation Pedestal. HMS Indomitable comes under attack.


72. The end of Waimarama. Freddie Treves was one of only 19 from a crew of 109 who survived when the ship was hit.


73. Maltese children cheer in the surviving ships of Operation Pedestal.


74. The tanker Ohio, straddled by the destroyers HMS Penn and HMS Bramham, inches into Grand Harbour.


75. Unloading Rochester Castle’s precious cargo on to barges to be taken to the quayside.


76. Some of Rochester Castle’s crew with RAF staff at Luqa.


77. The four ‘B’s standing on the wing of their Beaufort.


78. Headline of the Times of Malta, Thursday 15 October 1942.


79. Tubby Crawford leading two of his officers off his submarine, HMS/S Unseen.


80. George Beurling, one of the most natural and gifted fighter pilots of the war.


81. HMS/S Unseen in Marsamxett Harbour.


82. Fraser Carlisle-Brown (left) and a friend sailing in St George’s Bay, Malta some time during the spring of 1943.


83. Tubby Crawford marries Margaret Lewis at Blythe in Northumberland on a wet English summer’s day, August 1944.


84. John Agius, sixty years on. Behind him, just to his right, is the house rebuilt on the site of the family home, destroyed by German bombers on 7 April 1942.







Letter from Dorothy Mackie to Principal Matron Maud


Buckingham, 90th General Hospital, Imtarfa, Malta


March 10 1942


Dear Matron,


I thank you so very much for writing to me about my son’s death. I was so thankful to know that he never regained consciousness after his crash, and so did not endure any terrible suffering. He was always such a splendid brave boy – and I am proud to know that he has been one of the defenders of Malta.


You must have seen so many sad cases – and we all think your island is simply wonderful withstanding all the continuing air attacks.


I shall hope, one day, when this cruel War is over, to visit Malta – and see where my boy is buried. My husband is in Hospital in Durban – suffering from shell shock. He was bombed in Singapore.


Again with so many thanks for your kind letter and sympathy.


From yours sincerely,


Dorothy Mackie




PROLOGUE


A Brief Engagement over Malta


Around 5 p.m. on Sunday 25 January 1942. Six German fighter planes are taking off from their airfield in Sicily and heading south towards the tiny Island of Malta, just sixty miles away. Led by Oberleutnant Otto Belser, they are all flying the Messerschmitt 109F: fast, agile, highly manœuvrable and a cut above the Royal Air Force Hurricanes they are flying against. The light is already fading, but they won’t need long. A little under a quarter of an hour to get there, a few minutes’ shooting up anything they can see – planes on the ground, buildings, service personnel, that sort of thing – then nip back in time for a drink and some dinner. And by flying low, speeding at nearly three hundred miles an hour just fifty feet above the dark blue Mediterranean, they will never be picked up by radar, nor spotted in the failing light. They can sweep in over St Paul’s Bay in the north and up over the ridge of the Victoria Lines and strafe one of the airfields before anyone even realizes they are there.


It is also at about five o’clock that twenty-year-old Alex Mackie picks up his flying helmet and goggles from the crew room and takes his parachute out from open-faced lockers screwed roughly onto one side of the walls. Short, with dark hair and boyish looks, he could pass for even younger. He is wearing blue serge trousers, and a pullover underneath his RAF battledress-blouse. Strapped around his neck and waist is his pale yellow Mae West lifejacket. He and the other pilots of the Malta Night Fighter Unit have come down from their Mess in Mdina to the airfield at Takali a short while before. Glancing up at the ancient citadel, he can see his window now, and above it the roof balcony with its bar and mounted twin-Browning machine-guns. They’ve been lucky all right, with their Mess – after all, it is not everyone who gets to live in a palace, however down-at-heel. He looks up again – at the cathedral with its high cupola, and the imposing walls of pale limestone that remind him of his home in Edinburgh.


Eight of them are going out tonight – for an intruder patrol over Sicily. For the first time since the unit was formed the previous August, they are taking the attack to the enemy. An air of excited anticipation has surrounded the small band of pilots that make up the Night Fighter Unit. For the past few days they have been practising with forty-four gallon long-range fuel tanks saddled under each wing. So far they seem to have done their job pretty well, but Alex offers a silent prayer that the electric pumps feeding petrol from the overload to the main tanks will work without any hitches. They’ve all heard stories of pilots ditching into the sea, lost for ever, because of fuel supply failure.


Nor will they fly together. The Night Fighters do things differently at the best of times, and tonight they will head off one by one, at intervals. Alex is to be first off. He breathes deeply, aware of feeling more apprehensive than usual. His air test is essential, because if anything goes wrong with his Hurricane at night, the chances are he will have had it. Their daily practice flight used to be nothing more than a quick circuit around the airfield. Now they need to be a bit longer, twenty-minute flights instead of ten – time to ensure that the tanks are working properly.


He walks towards his Hurricane – a Mark IIC, armed with four cannons, but no match for the 109s. Another advantage of night flying: not so many of those about. The Germans have only recently reappeared, but already their presence has been felt. No half-hearted raids from them – their bombing is more intense, determined and destructive, as he discovered during his first few weeks on the Island the previous May. Then suddenly they were gone, off to the Russian front, he’d found out later, leaving the Italians on their own. The relief at Takali had been palpable.


It had been hot back then. And then it became hotter. July and August had been almost unbearable. Mosquitoes everywhere, too. He’d almost been eaten alive. And the heat did strange things to the air, making flying conditions very different from those back home in Britain. Pockets of heat seemed to bounce off the Island. He’d be coming into land and suddenly his plane would be buffeted and bumped all over the place – the worse kind of turbulence. It had been quite a shock the first time. Strictly tropical kit back then – sand-coloured shirts and shorts – and only once airborne was he ever cool enough. On the ground the Hurricanes were baked, the metal so hot it could burn. Alex had discovered this a number of times. He still had the faint scars on his arms and legs.


But this winter has been filthy. At the end of December there were terrific storms. A week ago, the rain was so bad all flying from Takali had to cease. This was the problem with makeshift airfields like these – only Luqa had proper runways, and even then only an inch or so of tarmac on top. Takali was nothing but a dried-out lake. Dust and baked mud in summer quickly turned into a quagmire the moment it pelted down with rain, as it has been doing recently.


The past few days have been drier, though, and the place has once again become fit enough to fly from.


Alex Mackie reaches his plane, lined up at the edge of the airfield with the other Hurricanes of the Malta Night Fighter Unit, distinguishable by the letter ‘J’ painted either side of the fuselage. They have begun building blast pens around the perimeter from sandbags and old four-gallon petrol cans filled with sand – supposedly to protect the precious machines from shrapnel and indirect bomb damage – but there are not enough for their planes yet. Another difference: the Night Fighter Hurricanes are painted all black, with a long, narrow blinker sticking out of the engine cowling to hide the ends of the exhaust stubs; it’s hard enough to see anything at night as it is, without exhaust sparks causing unnecessary glare. His fitter and rigger are there already. They have checked over the outside and even started her up once, making sure the magnetos are all working correctly. He puts one foot through the canvas loop of his parachute harness, then the other, and pulls the remaining straps over his shoulders until all four ends click together into the fastener at the front, leaving the parachute bag resting against his backside. This will be his cushion on the hard bucket seat of the Hurricane.


A nod, a few words, as Alex clambers onto the wing root. There is a strip of rough metal there for standing on, but the paint around it is chipped from use, revealing odd flecks of bare metal. Placing his hands either side of the canopy, he then lowers himself into the tight cockpit. That familiar smell of metal, oil and mustiness. More straps: the safety harness, like the parachute, brought over his shoulders and between his legs. The R/T – or radio – and oxygen leads are plugged in. Check the fuel gauge: full. Brake pressure: fine. Alex places his booted feet in the rudder pedals and looks up into the tiny mirror above the canopy. Rudder swinging nicely. Hand on the stick – pull left, then right. On the wings, the ailerons swing upwards then lower. All seems to be fine, so he prepares to start. Flaps at about fifteen degrees, airscrew full, fine pitch. He fastens his leather flying helmet, gives the thumbs up to his fitter and rigger who have brought round the starter trolley that will kick the engine into life. A word in his ear from Control: nothing stirring – he’s got the Island to himself. Alex presses the starter button. Slowly, the propeller turns, chugging, once, twice, then with a few licks of orange flame from the exhaust stubs, the airscrew whirs into life with a roar. The whole plane shakes; the vibration runs through the seat and into his body. His fitter has pulled the starter trolley clear and so Alex releases the brakes, opens the throttle slightly and the machine begins to roll. Waving his rigger clear, he is now on his own, with the whole airfield to himself. Turning the plane north-west, towards the wind, he opens the throttle wide and surges off across the scrub surface. The plane jostles and bounces, rattling and jolting him, despite the tightness of his harness. Push the stick forward and the tail lifts so that at last he can see something in front of him other than the large engine cowling pointing skywards. Gathering speed – sixty, seventy, eighty, ninety miles an hour, then pull back the stick and suddenly the terrible rattling and jolting stops as the Hurricane lifts into the air. In seconds Takali is beneath him, despite the extra drag caused by the two fuel tanks under his wings. Mdina is away to his left, and there is the large hospital and clock tower of Imtarfa. A couple of circuits should do it: round behind those two promontories, over the quiet valley behind, and then, with the high village of Dingli on his right, he will swoop back in a wide arc to Takali, then round again, touch down, rest up for an hour or so, then take off for Sicily.


So far, everything is in order, just as he expects it to be: the plane gently curves to port, the mouth of the valley beneath him. Even from this low height he can see the entire Island and the little villages, each one dominated by a church. Then beyond, the Mediterranean, a vast expanse of deep blue. Even in January it looks warm, inviting.


Flashes of light pulsing across his wing catch his eye, then a loud crack and the plane reels as though punched by a giant fist. A lurch in his chest and a glance in the mirror – Messerschmitts, two of them, and his Hurricane has been badly hit. Where the hell did they come from? Alex flings the plane from side to side, but he simply doesn’t have enough height or speed. A frantic glance behind: they’re still there, still firing at him. Try not to panic, try not to panic. More bullets riddle his plane and now there’s smoke, pouring from the engine and rapidly filling the cockpit. Fear – stark fear. So little time to think clearly. Another glance around and the planes have vanished – they know they’ve got him.


Miraculously, he himself is unhurt, but his Hurricane is in a terrible way. Bullets have torn into his elevators and the engine. The plane is coughing and grinding; its power – so vibrant only moments before – now all but gone. The controls are loose in his hands. He is drifting into the narrowing valley. Curse Malta, with its tiny fields and endless lines of stone walls – nowhere at all to crash-land, not like England. Perhaps if he can just stay high enough to skim over the end of the valley he can keep gliding round on the circuit, and then crash-land at Takali.


But the Hurricane is still losing height, the engine dying. Come on, come on, he urges, just clear the ridge.


Mackie’s Hurricane, Z3571/J, hit a high stone wall built into the side of the hill – a wall protecting a small orchard – at an angle of about fifteen degrees, ripping off the starboard wing and causing the rest of the plane to crash to the ground. A large part of the wall collapsed on impact, Mackie’s harness snapped and he was flung clear of the plane, landing at the foot of a tree some twenty metres away.


On the opposite side of the narrow valley lived Francis Borg, a farmer. It was a busy time for him: with the war on, they were now growing two crops a year, and so although it was January, there was wheat ripening in the fields below. He’d been working on the terraces above the valley and had watched the Hurricane desperately trying to evade the Messerschmitts, then seen the stricken plane – engine spluttering and pouring smoke – drift into the wall on the far side with a terrible crack that made his blood run cold. Running as fast as he could, he headed out of the field, across the track and down past some houses towards the smouldering wreckage. By the time he arrived, there were several people there, including the priest of the tiny St Katherine’s Church, which stood overlooking the valley. To his amazement, Francis Borg saw the pilot was not only alive but also conscious and without any obvious injury. Someone had brought some whisky, and cradling the pilot’s head, was trying to pour a few drops into his mouth. Having no stretcher, the farmer helped lay the boy on a ladder and carry him across the valley and up the track that wound its way to the church and a small cluster of buildings. There, while someone went to call for an ambulance, they covered him with blankets and waited for it to arrive. By this time, Alex Mackie had already slipped into unconsciousness. He was taken to the 90th General Hospital at Imtarfa, just a quarter of a mile away from his mess in Mdina.


Oberleutnant Otto Belser took the credit for shooting down Alex Mackie’s plane. He and the five other German fighter pilots were back in Sicily long before the ambulance arrived to take the wounded pilot to the hospital.


That night seven Hurricane Night Fighters set off for Sicily. They patrolled a line between Catania and Comiso, as originally ordered. After about an hour they were heading for home when they saw the airfield at Comiso lit up. An aircraft was taking off with lights on, and Sergeant Wood closed in and shot it down, watching it crash in flames. ‘Mac’s revenge,’ Wood noted in his logbook on his return.


Never regaining consciousness, Alex Mackie died of his wounds four days later.




PART I


Under Siege from the Italians


‘It may be that hard times lie ahead . . .’


ACTING GOVERNOR-GENERAL SIR WILLIAM DOBBIE




CHAPTER ONE


The First Day of the Siege


11 JUNE 1940


Just before seven o’clock in the morning on Tuesday 11 June 1940, Meme Cortis was standing by her washstand, splashing her face with cold water, when she was startled by a loud and mournful drone from outside. Recognizing the air raid siren at once, she immediately dashed to the window. She barely noticed it was a beautifully clear summer’s morning outside. Instead of looking across the familiar sweep of the Island, she lifted her face to the sky, craning to see any Italian planes. Mussolini had declared war the previous evening, but neither Meme nor the other nurses had any idea what to expect and could not quite believe Malta would ever be directly involved.


The VAD Mess of the 90th General Hospital, Imtarfa, was perched high on a promontory, and Meme believed it offered one of the very best views on the entire Island. Facing out west from her window she could see Malta stretch away beneath her. To her right was the ancient walled city of Mdina with its imposing cathedral; away to her left, like a giant beehive, Mosta’s dome, one of the largest of its kind in the world. On a dried-up lake directly below her lay the little-used airfield of Takali, while the surrounding countryside spread out on all sides, a patchwork of fields outlined by silvery stone walls. And she could see, dotted across the Island, the distinct twin towers and domes of a number of churches, standing proud and high, the markers of Malta’s towns and villages: Zebbug, Qormi, Birkirkara, Attard – where the Governor had his official residence – Hamrun and Tarxien. In the far distance she could even see Grand Harbour and Tigné Point in Sliema, close to where she’d been brought up; beyond that, some ten miles away, nothing but the dark blue Mediterranean.


Admittedly, the VAD Mess lay a small way from the main hospital, but Meme wasn’t complaining. After all, when she’d first become a VAD – or Voluntary Aid Detachment – nurse the previous November, she’d never imagined for a minute she would be billeted in such a grand building.


The Cortis family was a large one; Meme was the eighth of nine. One brother had died after three months, and her older sister Victoria at fourteen. Then, when Meme was just seven, her mother died too. Her father did the best he could, but it was up to her oldest sister Antonia to look after Meme and the other children, while their father worked hard at his newsagent shop to provide for the family. Despite these losses, Meme was a happy child. Antonia made sure they never left the house in the morning hungry, and every evening, once their father had come home from work, they sat down all together at the table. ‘She took mother’s place at home,’ says Meme. ‘She was good to us.’ By the age of eighteen, however, it was time for Meme to leave home. With dark, wavy hair, deep brown eyes and a mischievous, open face, she had grown into a young woman eager for some independence and adventure. Becoming a VAD and living her life at Imtarfa had provided her with just that, and in the nine months since joining, she’d not regretted the decision even once.


But now, with the wail of the siren ringing in her ears, she thought, ‘This is it, then. This is war for real.’ The Second World War had finally reached Malta. Moments later, she heard explosions over the south of the Island – a strange, chilling boom, that resounded eerily in the still morning air. Italy had always been their neighbour – Sicily was just sixty miles away – and the Italians their friends. But hard as it was to comprehend, they were now bombing her home.


Down at the Marsa Race Track, just south-west of the bottom tip of Grand Habour, ‘C’ Company of the 2nd Battalion Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment were getting ready to continue work on the defence posts they were building when the sirens rang out. Along with the three airfields on the Island, the United Services Sports Club at Marsa, with its racecourse, polo and cricket pitches, was seen as an obvious place for the enemy to attempt an air invasion.


As the sirens droned, nineteen-year-old Frank Rixon and the rest of ‘C’ Company left their work and hastily took cover in the number of slit trenches already dug around the sports ground. They had never been bombed before and had no idea how close the attackers might come. Moments later, they heard the first explosions directly to the south of them. Frank watched clouds of smoke and dust rise over Hal Far airfield, where the tiny Malta Fighter Flight was based. Shortly after, another wave of bombers appeared; at some 14,000 feet, the Italian planes looked innocuously small against the deep blue sky. Their target was not the airfields but Grand Harbour; in fact, it was the harbour’s few anti-aircraft guns booming and the sight of black puffs of smoke as the shells exploded that alerted Frank to this new raid. Moments later he heard further explosions. He was not to know it, but at that moment, the first casualties of the siege were being blown to pieces. Buildings around the dockyard were hit, and a Maltese mother and her two sons, aged four and five, were killed. Another bomb landed directly on Upper Fort St Elmo, on the outermost tip of Valletta, where men of the Royal Malta Artillery were keeping watch for any attempted enemy landing. Six were killed there outright, including Philip Busuttil, the duty-telephonist, who was just sixteen.


Frank Rixon had arrived on Malta to join the 2nd Battalion two months before. Although only nineteen, he had far more experience of army life than most of his comrades, having joined as a boy soldier at fifteen and with a two-year stint with the regiment in India already behind him. Quite a few of the boys at the St Augustine’s Waifs and Strays Home had joined one or other of the forces, and Frank had felt that was the best course of action for him too. Really, there had been little alternative – he had no home to go to, no skills and no family business where he could learn a trade. The Army, on the other hand, promised adventure, the chance to see the world and the kind of regimentation he’d become used to at the home. He’d written to his older sister, Irene, for her blessing, then joined the Royal West Kents, the local regiment for St Augustine’s. It was a decision he’d never had cause to regret. And although he still wrote regularly to his sister, the Regiment was his family now.


As Italy had declared war the previous day, ‘Stand To’ that Tuesday morning had been fifteen minutes earlier than normal, at 4.15 a.m. Frank was able to get himself up fairly quickly. Although now some five feet ten inches high, he still barely needed to shave. A quick sluice of water over his face and comb of his short, light-brown hair and he was ready. He was in good physical shape too. The Army liked to keep its men fit, but Frank would also go running and box whenever he could. He enjoyed exercise and the competition sport provided.


Even so, getting up at that time made for a long day, and digging holes in the ground – especially when the soil was thin and most of the work involved hacking through limestone rock – was not everyone’s idea of soldiering, but up until then, Frank had thought there were many worse places he could be. After all, most days it was warm and sunny, and they were surrounded by the twinkling blue sea.


Flight Lieutenant George Burges and the other fighter pilots had been at readiness to try to intercept any enemy bombers that might attack from 6.30 a.m. Or at least, they were at readiness in theory; Burges was, in fact, sitting on the lavatory as the first enemy plots were picked up. With the alarm bell ringing, he was frantically pulling up his trousers and rushing out to his aircraft, a former Royal Navy biplane. Soon after, he was speeding down the runway along with two of his colleagues, although it was not soon enough: they were still desperately climbing to meet the enemy bombers when they saw bombs bursting over Grand Harbour.


George Burges had originally arrived on the Island as a flying boat pilot at the sea plane base of Kalafrana in the south-east of the Island. With dark, Mediterranean good looks, he could have passed for a Maltese, despite having been born and brought up in Sheffield in the north of England. A product of the RAF Training College at Cranwell, he was a career officer and had considerable experience in the Middle East, having spent time at Mediterranean Headquarters in Cairo. On the arrival of Air Commodore F.H.M. Maynard in January, he’d become the new AOC’s – Air Officer Commanding – personal assistant. Six weeks ago, however, at the end of April, Burges had volunteered to join the fledgling Malta Fighter Flight. Although none of the pilots had any experience of flying fighters, throughout May they had practised elementary tactics, and hoped they were now ready to put up some kind of a challenge.


By now, Burges could see their airfield, Hal Far, under a cloud of smoke from the first bombs to fall, although they had not, in fact, struck any important targets. Then he saw the second wave of bombers begin slowly arcing back towards Sicily, and, finally catching up with one, began firing his machine guns. But having never shot at another plane before, he misjudged the distance and was too far away for his bullets to have any effect. As soon as the Italians spotted them, they opened their throttles and sped away. ‘The Gladiator just couldn’t catch up,’ said Burges.1


At seven that morning, Christina Ratcliffe was woken by her housemates, Babs and Cecil Roche, banging on her door. Slowly, she lifted herself out of bed and, still half-asleep, felt for her slippers and dressing-gown. She wondered what the fuss was all about – she’d heard no siren. All seemed perfectly quiet. Perhaps there was some kind of practice going on. Sleepily she sat at her dressing-table and began to undo the curlers from her blonde hair – air raid or not, it would be embarrassing to be seen with a head full of curling pins.


The previous evening had been quiet at the Morning Star Club, and Christina, a dancer there, had been looking forward to finally heading back to England once her contract expired in a week’s time. She had worked in shows and cabarets all round Europe and, with her large brown eyes, blonde hair and long, slender legs, was considered quite a beauty. Her wit and intelligence had also made her friends wherever she went, but especially in Malta where she’d been for a while. However, work had been slow in recent months and with everything that was happening in France, and the tragedy of Dunkirk, going home seemed the right thing to do. She was quietly talking to a Maltese friend when suddenly a radio in one of the bars across the street was turned up to full volume. A torrent of Italian rang out down the street. Christina’s Italian was hardly fluent and she struggled to keep pace with the rapid ranting crackling across the airwaves, but even she could recognize Mussolini when she heard him, and was certainly able to understand the gist of his words. Even if she hadn’t, the ghost-white face of her friend said it all.


‘Have I understood properly?’ she asked him. ‘Is it really war for Malta?’2


It was. From midnight, Mussolini had said – that meant in just a couple of hours’ time. Her friend left and Christina suddenly felt very lonely. Outside, a commotion started up – an irate crowd had gathered in front of an Italian barber’s shop, and Christina feared for the Italian’s safety. Then the police arrived, the man was taken into custody, and the mob dispersed. She couldn’t help thinking about Spain, where she’d been caught up in the Civil War. She remembered how loving neighbours had turned to deadly enemies. It had seemed so senseless, as it did now.


Her boss told them they could all go home. After all, the place was now dead, so they might as well shut up shop. But should she turn up again tomorrow? she asked him. Her boss shrugged sadly.


Now, the following morning, she was still at her dressing-table when a thunderous crash brought her to her senses. The whole building shook as though it were about to collapse. Then another crash and overhead she heard the roar of aircraft, followed by a deafening explosion and the sound of gunfire. Curlers or no curlers, Christina ran down the stairs as quickly as she could, more explosions crashing around her. For some reason, the cellar seemed to be further down than normal, and she feared she would never reach it alive.3


Twenty minutes later the All Clear sounded and Christina rushed back up to her room and out on to the balcony to see the scale of destruction. The air was filled with dust and the smell of cordite, and broken glass covered the road, but much to her amazement, all the buildings around her still seemed to be standing. Her neighbours gradually came out on to the road. A hunchbacked old woman stood waving her fist at the sky and shouting abuse at Mussolini.


A mile north of Floriana, John Agius had been getting ready to leave for work when the air raid sirens began. His family lived at No. 39 Victoria Terrace, Sliema, not far from where Meme Cortis had been brought up. Always an early riser, John liked to leave the house promptly at 7 a.m. every morning to be at the RAF Headquarters in Scots Street, Valletta, for 7.30. A civilian clerk, he’d worked there since leaving school as a sixteen-year-old nearly four years before. Of slight build and with dark hair and glasses, he had something of a bookish appearance, in keeping with his punctilious and reliable nature. This had served him well at RAF HQ, where the staff had come to value him greatly.


It was no surprise to him that the bombers were now coming over. Before the war, Emanuel, one of his older brothers, had regularly travelled to and from England by train via Italy and had told him about the Italian propaganda – and how it was so overwhelming one could understand how most Italians had been taken in by it. Since the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935, Mussolini had regularly claimed Malta should also become a part of Italy’s overseas expansion. ‘I listened to my brothers and I read the paper,’ says John. ‘We could see what was happening.’ Furthermore, since the Abyssinian Crisis there had been periodic rehearsals of black-outs and mock air raids, and demonstrations of anti-gas precautions. As a Scout leader, John had latterly been involved in some of these preparations. Just two days before, on Sunday the 9th, he’d taken his Scout Troop to the town square in Gzira to give a demonstration of how to deal with any possible casualties in the event of war. They showed people how to create makeshift stretchers, and offered lessons in basic first aid. Now, with the first bombs falling, John was wondering whether he would soon be called upon to put his training into practice.


The RAF already had schemes in place for evacuating families of serving personnel and other civilians from the built-up areas around the harbour in the event of air raids, and John had volunteered to help with taking local British families to a designated house in Naxxar, a village north of Mosta in the middle of the Island. So, instead of heading for the ferry to take him across the harbour to work, he set off to round up the families under his care. To his surprise not one of them was there; they had already gone to Naxxar under their own steam.


After the first raids, people all around the harbour areas began rushing to the safety of the interior, including ten-year-old Michael Montebello and his family. Their home was in Senglea, one of the ‘Three Cities’, along with Cospicua and Vittoriosa, which surrounded the creeks along the southern side of Grand Harbour. News of Mussolini’s declaration of war had quickly spread round their neighbourhood the previous evening. Many people had the Rediffusion system in their homes – a form of island radio service – but for those, like the Montebellos, who did not, there were also loudspeakers set up in many of the village and town squares. Michael’s parents, along with many of their neighbours, had gathered in front of St Philip’s Church to hear the news and to talk about Mussolini and what he might do. Little had they realized events would move so fast.


Elsewhere on the Island that evening, 10 June, regular programmes had been interrupted with ‘special announcements’, bearing the news and ordering all service personnel to report immediately for duty. In the cinemas, similar bulletins had been announced, while military police had cleared all the bars, restaurants and nightclubs in Valletta of those members of the Forces who had not heard the news.


Michael’s father had already seen action. Like many Maltese men, he served with the Royal Navy, and at the outbreak of war the previous September his ship, HMS Malaya, had been sent to the Atlantic to escort convoys from Nova Scotia to England. Then tragedy befell the family: Michael’s two-year-old sister became seriously ill and the Admiralty sent his father back home, only for him to arrive two days after his daughter died. He’d yet to rejoin his ship and so was there to help his wife and two sons hurry from Senglea and out into the countryside now that the bombs had already begun to fall.


There had been no specific plans for evacuation put in place by the Maltese Government, although as the German tanks had rolled into Belgium on 10 May, the Governor had advised people with friends in the countryside to move there straight away. Most had ignored the warning. Rather like the mass evacuations that occurred in England preceding the outbreak of war, the areas surrounding the harbours now descended into chaos with thousands of Maltese civilians trying to flee to the country. Unlike in England, however, where the majority of evacuations had occurred before war broke out, it was the sudden shock of seeing houses demolished and people actually killed that caused this panic. The Government had been trying to prepare people for war – along with the various blackouts and air raid practices, they had also set up ARP (Air Raid Precaution) centres and three weeks earlier had even imposed a night-time curfew between 11 p.m. and 5 a.m. The newspapers that morning carried more advice about carrying gas masks, and what to do in the event of an air raid. But the majority of Maltese were not as well briefed or pragmatic as the Agius family and had barely had time to get used to the idea that Italy had declared war. With the first Italian bombers arriving before most Maltese had left for work, many were shocked beyond belief to find themselves under attack so soon – and understandably so. Although the Island’s history was littered with conflict, the Maltese were peace-loving people and had not come under fire in living memory. And while the aggressors of old had arrived by sea, their new enemy was now dropping his weapons of destruction from the sky. Even worse, they were Italians, neighbours a mere sixty miles away – the same distance as that between London and Oxford.


By the afternoon, trails of refugees began to litter the roads leading out of Sliema, Valletta, and the Three Cities. Men and women carrying cases and bundles trudged, heads hanging, along the dusty roads. Most only had a vague sense of where they were headed – perhaps to a second cousin in Zabbar, or an aunt’s house in Birkirkara, relatives whom in many cases they barely knew. Even more hoped simply to rely on the pity of strangers. On that first day, and in the few days following, nearly 100,000 left the harbour areas from an entire island population of a quarter of a million. Four of those were Michael Montebello and his family.


Suzanne Parlby was unaware of the mayhem unfolding around Grand Harbour and unimpressed by the Italian bombing. A newly married woman of nineteen, she was billeted with other wives of her husband John’s regiment at St Andrew’s Barracks. She’d neither seen any bombers nor heard any bombs exploding, although the terrible and sudden din of the nearby anti-aircraft gun had made her jump out of her skin.


Suzanne’s father had been a pioneering submariner who rose to the rank of Admiral when he was posted to Malta in 1937. A fierce man, he enjoyed humiliating his youngest daughter with repeated assurances that she was both stupid and useless. He had wanted a boy, a son to continue the family name and follow in his footsteps with an illustrious career in the Navy; and when Suzanne was born, eight years after the second of two older daughters, he never forgave her for being a girl.


The bullying did not stop even after Suzanne had left school and joined her father on Malta. She had to suffer his moods and outbursts of anger as well as regular humiliations. Never were these more keenly felt than on the tennis court, a sport her father loved, but Suzanne came to loathe. He would always insist she partnered him in doubles, then criticized her throughout the game. ‘It was a nightmare,’ she says, ‘and not only for me: the other guests would be miserable with embarrassment and I would pray for the moment when I would be sent home in disgrace and floods of tears.’ She knew she had to get away, and prayed someone would ask her to marry them. This, it seemed to her, was her only means of escape.


But despite such bruised confidence, she had much to offer. She might not have received the greatest of educations, but she was bright, possessed of a quick wit, and attractive too: tall, slim, and blessed with high cheekbones and an enchanting smile.


Her saviour came in the form of John Parlby, a young infantry officer in the Devonshire Regiment. When he asked her to marry him, Suzanne agreed without pausing for thought. Perhaps he was a bit immature, and maybe she didn’t really know him all that well, but he was kind, a very good dancer, and, most important, offered escape from her father’s tyranny. As soon as her father had agreed to the engagement, Suzanne came into the room where he and John were sitting and smashed her tennis racket over his chair, shouting, ‘Never again! I will never play tennis again in my life!’ Nor did she, for over twenty years.


She and John had been married just two months before on 12 April, in St Paul’s Anglican cathedral in Valletta. Her father was not there, having already left for England, but had written urging them to agree a date so that there would still be time for her mother to safely travel back across Europe to England while the Phoney War still held. The product of a very Victorian upbringing, Suzanne went into marriage ignorant and lacking in confidence. Their three-day honeymoon on the neighbouring island of Gozo was not a success, and so it was almost a relief when a few weeks later, with the Italian situation looking ever more threatening, Suzanne was ordered into barracks with the other regimental families and John was sent to rejoin the coastal billet where his company of the Devons were now based.


St Andrew’s was a sprawling barracks full of colonial limestone buildings neatly laid out along a stretch of the north coast. There were the various messes, depots, ammunition stores, parade grounds, regimental HQs and a large number of houses purpose-built for accommodating the British Army abroad and all that went with it. Suzanne found herself billeted with the regimental quartermaster’s wife, Midge Labbett, and their two sons, Peter and Michael. Also staying there was Elisabeth Young, another army wife of similar age, and the two became great friends. Now, on that first day of the siege, all of them seemed to be spending the day dashing in and out of the nearby slit trench, as the All Clear signal was called only for another raid to appear soon after.


In the afternoon, the Italians attacked the other airfields of Luqa and Takali. Luqa was only a mile south of Marsa, where Frank Rixon was based with ‘C’ Company of the Royal West Kents. Frank had felt scared earlier in the day, but was now even more so as the bombs landed not only on Luqa but on Marsa too. He was amazed by the enormous amount of dust and debris caused by the explosions, but was relieved that, as he’d been trained to do, he’d remained cool and calm in the face of this danger, despite his fears.


The heaviest raid of the day was the last, in the evening, and, although the bombs were meant for the dockyard once more, most fell on Cospicua, killing 22 people. John Agius was on his way home when this final raid came over. Ignorant of the bombs falling two miles to the south of him, he stood in the middle of the street, open-mouthed, watching the anti-aircraft barrage going up over Grand Harbour. ‘It was terrific. There were guns blazing all over,’ he says. Over two hundred houses around Grand Harbour already lay in ruins.


That evening, along with hundreds of others with the same idea, Christina Ratcliffe trooped down to the old disused railway tunnel beneath Valletta. Old and young alike struggled there with bags, pillows and cushions, desperately craving safety from the bombs. Some even brought rolled-up mattresses on wheelbarrows and prams. Walking through the dimly lit cavern, Christina eventually spread out her blanket in a space near one of the entrances. Nearby were a family of four – husband, wife and two girls – huddled together on a mattress. Beyond them, a young mother sat leaning against the wall, feeding her tiny baby. On her other side an old man was fussing and muttering, preparing himself for the night by folding his shirt and trousers. In just his underpants and vest, he sank on to his knees and prayed, before lying down and pulling a rug over his shoulders.




CHAPTER TWO


Britain’s Dilemma


THE BUILD-UP TO 11 JUNE


Admiral Sir Andrew Browne Cunningham had spent much of his professional life in the Mediterranean and knew it inside out: its coastline and ports, its strange and dangerous currents, and the khamsin and sirocco – capricious winds that swept across the sea from the North African desert. He knew how to fight on these waters too, and since May 1939 he had been, like Nelson more than a hundred years earlier, Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet. The post had been one of the most crucial and prestigious in the Royal Navy, ever since the trouncing of the French fleet at the Battle of the Nile. In Cunningham – or ABC as he was known to all – Britain had a leader of Nelson’s cut.


Unlike his predecessor, Admiral Sir Dudley Pound – who was now First Sea Lord – Cunningham had little time for bureaucracy and paper work; he was a man of action, who liked to take on the enemy at sea whenever he could. Before the Battle of Trafalgar, Nelson told his captains that if smoke clouded his signals, they could do little wrong by placing their ships alongside the enemy; this was Cunningham’s approach. His written orders tended to come in the form of single sentences, and he believed aggression and skilful manœuvring could often overcome superior numbers. Unlike most of his colleagues with Flag Rank, ABC’s background lay firmly with the small, agile destroyer class of ship, rather than the much larger and heavily armoured battleships and heavy cruisers. He’d been captain of a destroyer in the Mediterranean during the First World War, then had commanded a destroyer flotilla during the 1920s, rising to become Rear-Admiral Destroyers in the Mediterranean in 1933. By the time war broke out, he had acquired a unique knowledge of the capabilities of these ships in narrow seas and the tactics required. And although he’d commanded large, heavily armed battleships too, he firmly believed that proper seamanship could only be acquired on the smaller, more manœuvrable destroyers where instantaneous decisions and ruthless determination were part and parcel of good leadership. ‘The best officers to be found in big ships have come from submarines or destroyers,’ he said. ‘I have always maintained there is more real discipline in destroyers than big ships, and of course we are always in so much more touch with our men.’1 ABC looked like a man who relished being on the open seas. At 56, he had a compact five-feet-ten-inch frame, and a face weather-beaten from years of standing in the sun and sea-spray. His thin mouth and slightly jutting chin perfectly complemented his determined and dogmatic nature. But it was his penetrating blue eyes, familiar to all who served him, that revealed not only his unwavering authority, but also his warm sense of humour, which, when combined with his reputation as a naval commander, ensured a devotion unequalled in the Navy.


Back in 1800, Nelson had been fully aware of the important role Malta would play in maintaining domination of the Mediterranean, and had declared, ‘I hope we shall never give it up’2; it was a sentiment Cunningham echoed some 140 years later. To his mind, British domination of the Mediterranean was crucial. At its western mouth, there was the British port of Gibraltar, the gateway to the Atlantic; while at the eastern end was the Suez Canal, the narrow passage that led to India and the Far East, and the port of Alexandria. Malta, a tiny island just seventeen miles by nine and slightly smaller than the Isle of Wight, lay almost exactly in the middle, and between Italy and North Africa. Tactically, this gave Britain a unique footing from which to attack enemy shipping in the Central Mediterranean, and in turn protect interests in the Middle East and Egypt. But it wasn’t just its geographical situation that made it so crucial. Malta was also blessed with a fine natural harbour. Valletta, the Island’s capital, stretched out like a long finger in the middle of this port, in places three hundred feet high above the surrounding waters. On its southern side was Grand Harbour, eighty feet deep and nearly two miles long with four inlets with dockyards around the middle two – French Creek and Dockyard Creek. Crucially, by the late 1930s, Grand Harbour had facilities and the trained expertise to equip and repair any ship in the British fleets. On the other side of the Valletta finger, to the north, lay Marsamxett Harbour, seventy feet deep and divided from Sliema Creek by Manoel Island. Both harbours could house the biggest ships in the world and shield them from the fiercest storms. Overlooking them were the mighty bastions of Valletta and the Three Cities, enormous fortified walls built of creamy limestone blocks by the Knights of St John in the sixteenth century, from where defensive gun batteries could rain down their fire on any would-be attackers. Their potential as gun emplacements had not diminished during the ensuing centuries.


The French had taken over the Island in 1798, but following their defeat at the Battle of the Nile, their position in the Mediterranean was considerably weakened and, after an occupation of plunder and misrule, the Maltese took the opportunity to revolt. Besieged within the city walls of Valletta by the Maltese, and by the British out at sea, the French soon capitulated. Although the Island was still not formally under British jurisdiction, the Union Jack was run up over Valletta on 5 September 1800. In a Declaration of Rights, however, the Maltese people demanded to come ‘under the protection and sovereignty of the King of the free people, His Majesty the King of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland.’ They also demanded that ‘His Majesty has no right to cede these Islands to any power . . . if he chooses to withdraw his protection, and abandon his sovereignty, the right of electing another sovereign, or of the governing of these islands, belongs to us, the inhabitants and aborigines alone, and without control.’3 Under these unique circumstances, the close relationship between the British and Maltese began. It was, of course, a mutually beneficial arrangement: the Maltese now had a protector – one that just happened to have the most powerful navy in the world – and the British an island of immense strategic importance. The first British governor arrived in 1813 and the following year, under the Treaty of Paris, Malta was formally annexed to the British Crown.


The coming together of a northern European Protestant superpower and a devoutly Catholic Mediterranean population of around a quarter of a million might not have been an obviously harmonious union; but, despite a pro-Italian minority, the relationship worked well, and many Maltese served Britain loyally, particularly as dockworkers, and as merchant and naval sailors. VAD nurse Meme Cortis was also happy to do her bit for Britain’s war effort. She was fiercely proud of being both Maltese and British. At school she was taught about Britain and her Empire, but she also learnt about Malta’s incredibly rich prehistory and about the Knights of St John taking over the Island after leaving Rhodes; and how La Valette – the Grand Master – and the other knights managed to defeat the all-conquering Suleiman the Magnificent in the Great Siege of 1565. At home her family all spoke Maltese, but at school she was taught in English. As a young girl she liked speaking it and would stop people in the street and say, ‘Hello, how are you?’ and ‘Good morning,’ for the practice. She grew up with many British traditions: toast and marmalade for breakfast, tea, the National Anthem.


And yet despite this Anglicization, Meme was, like most Maltese, raised a devout Catholic. The church – her local church, the Sacred Heart of Our Lady in Sliema – was the focus of her social life, as it was for all the other Maltese of the surrounding neighbourhood. Nowhere in the world had a greater density of churches. From the magnificence of St John’s Co-Cathedral in Valletta, to the smaller but no less imposing churches that dominated every town and village, they were at the heart of Maltese culture. Every parish had a brass band club and regardless of whether you played an instrument or not, the club and the church services brought everyone together. ‘The club was really good,’ says Meme, ‘for everybody – families, old folk, and young. You would meet up, have a drink, play snooker or bowls. It was a club for the parish.’ Everyone knew everyone. Meme went to Mass every Sunday, and sometimes every day. The focal point of the year was the parish festa, a church carnival that lasted several days: the streets were decorated with banners and bunting, statues of saints were put on display and processions with dressing up and music were followed by fireworks. Organized by the local church and clubs, it was for the people of the parish and everyone was, one way or another, involved.


In other words, Catholicism gave the Maltese a local focus; everyday life revolved around the parish church and the particular traditions and customs the Maltese attached to that. But it was to Britain that the vast majority of Maltese turned for national identity; after all, she was a global and military power of whom they could be proud to be a part. Consequently, when war broke out in 1939, although Meme never thought that Malta would be directly involved, she fully expected many of the Islanders to answer the call to arms.


Admiral Cunningham knew Malta well; he had spent a lot of time with the Mediterranean Fleet, which had been based there, so this was not surprising. And as Rear-Admiral Destroyers he’d lived with his wife Nona in the Casa Pieta, in Guardamangia, on the hillside overlooking Marsamxett Harbour.


Those had been good times – and sociable times too. The house was big enough to hold dances, which he and his wife were glad to lay on quite regularly. Almost every night there were cocktail parties, receptions or dinners, either on the Island or on one of the ships lying at anchor. Valletta itself was a beautiful city, unlike any other in the Mediterranean. Although further south than much of the North African coastline, the Island and its capital betrayed little of its Arabic influences, largely because of the many great architects encouraged by the Knights of St John – not least Gerolamo Cassar, who was to Valletta what Christopher Wren was to London, building a large number of Italianate palaces and churches, all in the pale, bleached limestone carved from the Island’s quarries. Valletta’s magnificent Opera House attracted some of the finest voices and musicians in the world; the Manoel Theatre was home to amateur and professional productions, staging everything from Shakespeare to Noël Coward. At Marsa, a little way inland from Valletta, there was horse-racing, polo, tennis, golf and cricket. Around the Island lay the tiny beaches of Ghar Lapsi and Ghajn Tuffieha, and sheltered inlets such as the Blue Grotto on the south coast where one could swim and picnic. Malta was also rich in strange prehistoric megaliths and temples, popular and romantic places to visit; and criss-crossing the entire Island were endless tiny fields, divided by ancient dry-stone walls, and filled with crops and vines and an abundance of wild flowers.


For those who simply wanted to let their hair down, there were any number of restaurants, bars and nightclubs. Food and drink were cheap and plentiful. As cabaret dancer Christina Ratcliffe noted, Malta before the war was a ‘boozer’s paradise’. Spirits were sixpence a tot and beer fourpence a bottle.4 Most servicemen made for Strait Street, as its name suggests, a long, narrow street in Valletta known to everyone as ‘The Gut’. During the day it was dead, drab and dusty, working off the hangover of the previous evening, but by night it sprang into life, ablaze with colour and noise and teeming with soldiers and sailors surfeiting on cheap booze, girls and jazz. As the night progressed, so the din became louder – drunken servicemen singing raucously, shouting and brawling.


Whether permanently stationed on the Island or just passing through, servicemen found Malta had much to offer. And in turn, the British, with their Army and Navy, offered security and trade to the native Maltese.


So it was that ABC not only recognized the tactical and strategic advantages of Britain keeping Malta, but also understood the strange symbiotic relationship between the two. That Britain should abandon the Island was unthinkable, not just to him, but to the majority of Maltese as well. Even so, not everyone shared this opinion. During the war years, Cunningham would be repeatedly tested to the limit of his reserves, but well before the first bombs were ever dropped over the Island on 11 June, he found himself forced to fight an uphill battle much closer to home, one that could have lost Malta the war before it even started.


Despite his disdain for paper-pushing, Cunningham was appointed Deputy Chief of the Naval Staff of the Admiralty (DCNS) in October 1938, which meant being based at Chatham and working directly for the then new First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Roger Backhouse. Perhaps in those times of frantic rearmament, Backhouse recognized that a no-nonsense battler like Cunningham would be a useful man to help him fight his corner; at any rate, ABC soon found himself up to his neck in trying to prepare the Royal Navy for war. It was an unenviable task and involved much lobbying to the Committee for Imperial Defence (CID). The task of bringing Britain’s defences to a level where they could take on Germany was enormous – too enormous for the time and money available, and so prioritization was the byword. One of the big debates was over anti-aircraft defence posts. There was a severe shortage of anti-aircraft guns, and severe differences of opinion between the three services as to who should get the lion’s share. Predictably, the Navy wanted fleet bases to be given the highest priority, and Malta became a major bone of contention. In 1935, the Island was served by just twelve anti-aircraft guns, increased to 24 – with searchlights – during the Abyssinian Crisis. However, these were of the old, increasingly obsolete three-inch variety and of limited value. Backhouse and Cunningham argued strongly that Malta should have brand-new, up-to-date anti-aircraft guns and plenty of them. But the RAF was working on the assumption that bombers would dominate any forthcoming war. The aerial pulverisation of Guernica, for example, during the Spanish Civil War, had only strengthened this opinion. From Sicily, it was argued, Malta would be indefensible against sustained bombing and therefore updating her anti-aircraft defences was a waste of resources. The Army, to whom a tiny island in the middle of the Mediterranean was not a priority, sided with the RAF. And in this battle of priorities, the threat to, and from, various potential theatres had to be weighed up.


The situation with Italy was precarious, but not as great a threat as that developing from Germany. Since the Abyssinian Crisis of 1935, relations between Britain and Italy had been strained. These had been worsened by Italy’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War and then, in April 1939, her invasion of Albania, with its implications regarding Italian intentions towards Greece. If Greece were in Italian hands and Britain at war with Italy, enemy forces would be dangerously close to British interests in the Middle East. However, Italy still had a severe lack of raw materials, and, despite a highly developed and modernized navy, lacked the kind of military hardware needed for long-term expansion of her territories. Britain could exacerbate this by blockading commodities destined for Italy that passed through British-occupied waters.


The playing field changed, however, when Mussolini and Hitler signed the ‘Pact of Steel’ in May 1939 that brought about the Berlin-Rome ‘Axis’. As Lord Halifax, the Foreign Secretary, pointed out in the summer of 1939, war with Italy was a distinct possibility; in which case the effect of the British deserting Malta would, to his mind, be politically disastrous.


Such were the two sides of the coin, and consequently, the question of whether or not to improve Malta’s defences was continually debated, although it was not until July 1939 – after Cunningham had left the Admiralty to return to the Mediterranean as Commander-in-Chief – that increased guns and fighter protection for Malta were finally approved. The Committee for Imperial Defence promised the Island 112 heavy and 60 light anti-aircraft guns, 24 searchlights, four squadrons of fighter aircraft and a number of barrage balloons, aerial mines and smoke producers – although even after agreeing this, there were still differences of opinion as to whether this would be sufficient to save the Island and the Fleet.


But promising them was one thing and delivery quite another. The debate turned out to have been an academic one: when Britain and France declared war on Germany in September 1939, Italy announced her neutrality and a policy of non-belligerency. For all Mussolini’s ranting and raving, even he realized that coming into the war on the side of Germany in September 1939 would have been suicidal, especially with the combined naval might of France and Britain patrolling the Mediterranean. So, with France as an active ally and with the rest of the Mediterranean coast neutral, it’s easy to understand why Malta dropped off the map in terms of precedence for reinforcements. In a frustrating chicken-and-egg scenario, the Fleet was moved from Malta to Alexandria in April 1939, purely because of the lack of adequate defences on the Island, leaving only a few motor torpedo boats and submarines. Although ABC had based his headquarters on the Island since November 1939, he, too, moved to Egypt on 30 April 1940, so that when Italy did finally declare her hand in June, Malta had neither a navy based at Grand Harbour to defend, nor anything like the defences promised. And, although during the spring of 1940 the Maltese stevedores had been busy unloading supplies, it was not just a case of too little too late, but those that arrived were not always of the most pressing variety: 145 bicycles were delivered in May, as were 400 tons of sandbags and a detachment of the Middle East Pigeon Section, made up of fifteen soldiers, 200 pigeons and eight rabbits – possibly not an integral part of Malta’s war machine, or quite as important as the 78 heavy and 38 light anti-aircraft guns still needed to make up the quota promised the previous summer. In other words, Malta had just 34 heavy anti-aircraft guns to protect an entire island with its three airfields, a massive harbour complex and over 200 miles of coastline. To put this into some kind of perspective, Coventry, an industrial city in the British Midlands, had 44 heavy anti-aircraft guns at this time, and Tyneside in the north of England, 56.


Of the four squadrons of fighters there was no sign whatsoever. Air Commodore F.H.M. Maynard had been posted to Malta as Air Officer Commanding (AOC) in January 1940, although there was almost nothing for him to command: just a few Fairey Swordfish, old biplanes that were used by the Anti-Aircraft Co-operation Unit for target-towing duties, and a solitary radio-controlled De Havilland Queen Bee, used for very little. As far as he was aware, there were absolutely no other aircraft on the Island. Although there were three airfields, none of them was a fully functioning RAF station. Hal Far in the south, although equipped with hangars and other buildings, had no runway as such, and was principally used by the Royal Navy’s Fleet Air Arm. A couple of miles north was Luqa, which had a couple of runways, but which was still being built and developed. Then there was Takali, further to the west, another rough field like Hal Far, laid out on a dried lake, but with no facilities whatsoever. It had been used as a civil airfield before the war. Finally, there was the seaplane base at Kalafrana, situated on the edge of Marsaxlokk Bay in the south-east. The Island did possess RDF – Radio Direction Finding, or radar – high on Dingli Cliffs in the south of the Island; these systems were, admittedly, the only ones used by the British outside Britain at this time, but with no planes they were of limited use.


Maynard must have felt he’d been given the worst posting in the RAF. And if things had looked bleak in January, they surely seemed even worse by the middle of May: Britain had been humiliated in Norway, and was being so again in Belgium and France, where the German blitzkrieg was cutting a swathe through northern Europe with appalling ease. It quickly became apparent that with the collapse of Holland, Belgium – and, as looked increasingly likely, France – Britain herself would be next for attack. Her immediate defence had to take priority. The fighter squadrons, for the time being, would not be coming to Malta, even though it was plain to all that with Hitler’s lightning gains, Mussolini was merely waiting for the right moment to strike.


It was Maynard’s chief administrative officer who tipped him off about the Sea Gladiators lying in crates at the RAF seaplane station of Kalafrana. Twenty-four of these Royal Navy biplanes had arrived there the previous March. For a variety of reasons, 18 of them were still there the following spring, and it was agreed that they would be assembled and eight of them flown to the aircraft carrier HMS Glorious, and ten to HMS Eagle. The eight for Glorious were duly despatched, but it was the ten for Eagle that Maynard was told about. Maynard asked Cunningham if he could borrow them, to which the Admiral readily agreed. In early April, the pre-war civil airfield of Hal Far, just a mile west of Kalafrana, was given a Station Fighter Flight and four of the ten Gladiators were finally transferred over to the RAF. On 23 April 1940 the Malta Fighter Flight was born, even though Maynard had no trained fighter pilots on the Island. Undeterred, he asked for volunteers, of which his Personal Assistant, George Burges, was one. Within 24 hours, Maynard had his eight new fighter pilots. Basic training began, but no sooner had it started than they were told that a transport ship was coming to collect the ten Gladiators after all. Just six days after the Malta Fighter Flight had been formed, it was dissolved, and the planes dismantled and put back in crates ready for shipping. The farce continued, when a few days later the Navy decided they only needed three of the planes; on 4 May, the Fighter Flight was reformed after all. The Gladiators were reassembled and stripped of their naval modifications; armour plating was added, along with a number of other improvements. The Fighter Flight was split into two flights of three so as to operate in shifts, with no more than two planes in the air at any given time. Enthusiastic and dedicated as the pilots were, however, bravado and courage were not enough to take on the full might of the Italian air force, the Regia Aeronautica. The harsh reality was, they lacked any form of operational experience, were desperately short of supplies, and the Gladiators were virtually obsolete against the Italians’ faster fighter aircraft.


And if the Italians did try to invade, there would be no huge ground force waiting to repel them. At the outbreak of war, there were only four trained infantry battalions on Malta: the 2nd Devons, with whom John Parlby, Suzanne’s husband, was serving; the 1st Dorsets; the 2nd Royal Irish Fusiliers; and the 2nd Battalion of Frank Rixon’s regiment, the Queen’s Own Royal West Kents. In May the following year, the 8th Battalion of the Manchester Regiment arrived, but this still only made up a total of less than four thousand men. In addition there was the King’s Own Malta Regiment, but these were entirely locally based territorials, and with one whole company of the 2nd Battalion made up of Boy Scouts, this hardly inspired confidence. In the case of the Royal West Kents, battalion strength on 10 June stood at 24 officers and 744 other ranks. These were divided into four companies – A, B, C and D – of just under 200 men each.


It was the task of these infantry battalions to build defence posts and make the Island as secure from invasion as they possibly could. In this, at least, Malta had some natural defensive advantages. Much of the south coast of Malta is made up of steep jagged cliffs, reaching up to 900 feet in places, making any enemy landing impossible. In the north of the Island, admittedly, there are a number of beaches, but a few miles inland are the Victoria Lines, a steep natural escarpment running north-east across the Island, which would prevent enemy tanks from driving across the Island from the north. At various places along the coast where landings might be possible, a number of concrete pill-boxes were built and wire laid down.


Malta’s countryside also made large-scale air invasion difficult. The patchwork of tiny fields and terraces, all lined and crisscrossed with silvery-grey dry-stone walls, made landing impossible. The Island’s airfields were obvious exceptions, as were the extensive playing fields and racecourse of the United Services Sports Club at Marsa, where Frank Rixon and the 2nd Battalion of the Royal West Kent Regiment had been based since arriving on the Island that April. On the other hand, with few trees, the land was exposed, giving any attacking forces little cover.


Ultimately, although Malta may have had a number of topographical characteristics to help her, neither these nor the troops on the ground would be anything like enough to prevent a large or concentrated attempt at invasion.


Naturally, since Malta was surrounded by sea, her naval strength was also critical. Cunningham might be a brilliant leader, but the ships under his command were behind the game in terms of modern naval technology. Many of the Italian navy’s ships were new; and those which were not – principally her battleships – had been modernized far more effectively than those of the Royal Navy. British armoured steel was of particularly bad quality and many of the ships under Cunningham’s command simply did not have sufficient armour plating. The Fleet Air Arm was also alarmingly backward. The aircraft carriers available to Cunningham were ageing, insufficiently protected and used aircraft that were largely obsolete. By 11 June, the only naval aircraft ABC had at his disposal were Gloster Gladiators and Fairey Swordfish, biplanes, which, in the age of the Stuka, Spitfire and Messerschmitt 109, were positively prehistoric in comparison. Nor was there much in the way of naval air intelligence; the best he could hope for were the efforts of a few flying boats, which again were, frankly, not good enough if the Mediterranean Fleet was to operate to its best ability.


The area in which the Navy was perhaps found most wanting was its submarine branch. Despite – or perhaps because of – her naval tradition, Britain had remained deeply mistrustful of the submarine as a potent weapon of war. Repeatedly, at the Washington Conference of 1922 and again in the 1930s, she had called for an international ban on submarines; but her demands were disdainfully brushed aside. Submarines, like all aspects of the armed services, suffered because of the lack of rearmament, but this was a part of the Royal Navy that was particularly neglected, and by the outbreak of war, most of her submarines were inferior in numbers and quality to those of her enemies. By May 1940, Britain had just 12 in the Mediterranean, four of which were out-of-date varieties recalled from the Far East in April, while Italy had 115 submarines. By the middle of 1940, the U-boats had already exacted a heavy toll on British shipping, including the battleship Royal Oak, sunk at Scapa Flow by a German U-boat in October 1939. Her loss had been keenly felt on Malta. She had been well known there in pre-war days, and many Maltese had been serving on board when she was hit. Yet despite such blatant demonstrations of their effectiveness, submarines were considered distinctly second-class citizens in comparison to the surface ships.


Malta was an obvious place from which they could operate in the Mediterranean. Not everyone in the Navy viewed submarines with suspicion, and in the 1930s plans had repeatedly been put forward for an underground base at Malta – a series of shelters, or pens, to be built under the bastions of Valletta. Construction of some pens was even begun, but then later abandoned. In June 1938, Captain Raw took over command of the First Flotilla and at once saw the potential of such a base. Making some modifications on the original plans to bring down costs, he proposed a plan for eight submarine shelters. As a further inducement to obtaining approval, the tunnels were to be slightly heightened in order to house, if need be, up to 10,000 civilians. The whole cost was estimated at around £340,000, roughly the same as one submarine. Yet even this comparatively small outlay was considered too great and the scheme was not taken up, despite repeated lobbying throughout 1939 and 1940. It was another example of Malta’s low priority rating at the time.


What submarines the Navy possessed were needed closer to home. The only Flotilla in the Mediterranean was the First, based at Alexandria. Malta was little more than a place from which to refuel, rearm and repair. In a scenario more akin to Dad’s Army than a front-line battle station, the man left running the show on the Island was a retired reserve officer called Lieutenant-Commander R.G. Giddings, known as ‘Pop’. Nor was this even a full-time post; between preparations for war, he was also a sales representative for the wine company Saccone and Speed, and had just 35 Maltese sailors under his command.


Into this rapidly escalating crisis for the Island came another potential catastrophe. In the spring of 1940, the Governor and Commander-in-Chief, General Sir Charles Bonham-Carter, contracted pneumonia and after a brief spell in hospital, it became clear he was too unwell for an immediate return to office and so was sent back to England. The timing was terrible. Not only was the Island effectively defenceless, there were also rising political tensions. Head of the Constitutional pro-British party was Lord Strickland, since 1935 the owner of the Times of Malta, while Dr Enrico Mizzi was leader of the pro-Italian Nationalist Party. Strickland, with an English father and a Maltese mother, had dominated the pro-British political faction for many years, despite being something of a loose cannon. In 1930 he was responsible for one of the few occasions when British-Maltese relations were seriously impaired. By making some unnecessary and provocative criticisms of the Maltese church he committed a serious political faux pas. The British-Maltese relationship worked so well precisely because the Maltese church was respected; but, if this was undermined, then political turmoil would not be far away. In this instance, the Archbishop of Malta, Monsignor Caruana – despite being pro-British – forbade any Maltese to vote for Strickland in the forthcoming elections. Neither party would give way and so the British Government was forced to suspend the constitution that allowed self-government, a potentially dangerous move in itself. Eventually Strickland relented, apologizing for his remarks, and the crisis passed. With Italy waiting in the wings, however, the 1930s were no time to be jeopardizing British popularity. By 1940, Strickland was still leader of the Constitutionals and, although by then an old man, was every bit as volatile and unpredictable as he had been a decade before.


With Bonham-Carter ill, the British government had no option but to find a temporary replacement, and fast; but finding an Acting Governor who would hold the Island together and fight hard for Malta’s needs in the ensuing crucial few weeks was a tall order.


Entering the breach at this critical time was Lieutenant-General William Dobbie. An engineer by training, Dobbie had been serving in Singapore when he was asked to take over from Bonham-Carter as Acting Governor. On paper this must have seemed like a brave move: Dobbie, a Scot, was as devoutly Protestant as most of his new subjects were Catholic. And as a member of the Plymouth Brethren, he believed that official priesthood was a denial of the spiritual priesthood of all believers. With priests at the very heart of everyday Maltese life, Dobbie’s faith could have quickly been exposed as a major hindrance to his effectiveness as Governor.


Nonetheless, he started well enough. On Friday 10 May, the day that the German panzers began their blitzkrieg in the west, General Dobbie made his first broadcast to the people of Malta. His voice crackling over the Rediffusion system he spoke of defiance and the need for steady nerves in the days to come. ‘The unsettlement caused by the war renders it all the more necessary to hold on with inflexible determination to the solid foundations on which our cause is based, the foundations of righteousness, truth and honour, which cannot be shaken.’ He told the people that much had been done to improve the defensive measures of the Island, but was careful to add that ‘these steps have been taken purely as a precautionary measure and for no other reason.’ Even so, he said, ‘not only are we confident in the righteousness of our cause, but that we have ample resources both of men and material, in quantity and in quality, to ensure that, with God’s help, Victory will most certainly be achieved.’5 Did this pious man suffer any moral qualms about telling the people such a whopping lie? One can only wonder, but at least when he exhorted them to put their trust in ‘God’s Good Hand’ he was speaking a language the Maltese understood, even when he was standing at the opposite end of the Christian spectrum.


Dobbie was not the only man with a new job, however, and for all his talk of defiance on 10 May, Malta’s position was soon to become far more precarious than he could ever have known. Back in Britain Chamberlain had resigned and Winston Churchill had taken over as Prime Minister. Lord Halifax had been expected to take the post, but had declined, leaving Churchill as the only choice. Viewed with suspicion by many, the new PM had a reputation as a maverick and for recklessness, and in the first few days of his office, as the situation went from bad to worse on the Continent, his survival was far from assured. From Malta’s point of view, Churchill was definitely the best man for the job: despite the disaster of the Dardanelles in the First World War, he had never lost any of his enthusiasm for the Mediterranean and the Balkans as a route into Europe, and so regarded safeguarding British interests there as essential. He made it clear from the outset that he would rather go down fighting than give in to Fascism, whether it be the Nazi or Italian kind. Lord Halifax, now Foreign Minister, did not entirely agree with Churchill. Despite his stance the previous year, he was increasingly in favour of opening some kind of dialogue with the Italians with a view to possible concessions in return for their assurance of keeping out of the war. On Sunday 26 May, the French Prime Minister, Paul Reynaud, visited London to report on the dire French situation. He was unsure how long France would be able to hold out, but was anxious to buy off Italy, whose forces were assembling along the French border in the south. Malta was named as one of these concessions. The British War Cabinet was divided. Churchill, believing such a move to appease Italy would not only be pointless but also a clear demonstration of British weakness, was against the idea; but with the British Expeditionary Force in France beaten back to Dunkirk, and with the German war-machine apparently invincible, he needed to tread very carefully in order to bring the rest of the Cabinet round to his way of thinking. For two days the situation was touch and go, Churchill’s defeat by his own cabinet a serious possibility. After all, the pressure to make the right decision was enormous. But by 5 p.m. on Tuesday 28 May, as the first British troops were being lifted from the beaches of Dunkirk, Winston had achieved his coup, having worn down Halifax and won over the former Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain. There would be no concessions. Britain and her Empire would fight on, alone if need be. Malta would not be handed over without a fight.


The same day, Belgium capitulated and Mussolini told his inner circle that he intended to enter the war on 10 June. British Intelligence soon picked up decrypts to this effect. Acting on this information, Dobbie swiftly interned all those of known pro-Italian sympathies, including Enrico Mizzi, but not the Chief Justice, Sir Arturo Mercieca, even though he was a self-proclaimed Italianist. This caused considerable outrage from Lord Strickland, much to Dobbie’s frustration. ‘I think he must be senile,’ wrote Dobbie to his friend Lord Lloyd, the Colonial Secretary;6 Lloyd, who knew Strickland well, suggested caution. On 11 June, Mercieca was asked to see Dobbie at the Governor’s Palace in Valletta to tender his resignation, which he did, and was then placed under house arrest. ‘Sir Arturo Mercieca’s resignation has been somewhat tardy, for his pro-Italian proclivities and sympathies were only too well known among his fellow countrymen and public indignation was steadily rising at his continuance in office,’ wrote the Times of Malta the following day.7


With his knowledge of Il Duce’s plans from British Intelligence, General Dobbie addressed the people again on 29 May. There was no immediate danger, he warned them disingenuously, but, as a precaution, those who had families to go to in the interior were advised to go to them. Despite the clear implications, few followed his advice, although most seemed to have taken heart from his words of defiance and assurance again that, ‘we will endure to the end and we WILL win through.’


But successful management of propaganda was hiding the truth. By 10 June, Malta was in no position to take on a determined enemy. Severely under-armed, the entire Island – with its three airfields and extensive harbours – had just 34 heavy and 22 light anti-aircraft guns; on the ground her beaches were inadequately defended with no reserves for counter-attack worth speaking of; there were a mere four obsolete fighter aircraft, four submarines and a few other light surface vessels. Tucked away in Alexandria, ABC’s Mediterranean Fleet was now not only outnumbered, but also outgunned by the Italians; furthermore, her ships lacked the kind of armour plating and aircraft needed for the role she wished to play. In charge of the Island was a new Acting Governor, who, despite a promising start, was largely unfamiliar with the ways of the Maltese and only there because the official Governor was ill. On top of all that, Britain, so long her guardian and champion, had, in France, just suffered the greatest military defeat of her history and was looking down the barrel of a German invasion.


Malta was alone, sandwiched to the north and south by her enemy and almost defenceless.


Not that Frank Rixon knew any of this as he dived into his slit trench at the Marsa Race Track. ‘We knew were getting ready for war and had every confidence that all was in hand. I didn’t know what to expect, to be honest,’ says Frank. ‘I was only nineteen.’ Was John Agius aware of the shortage of guns on the Island? ‘No. We knew we were up to scratch.’ After all, Cunningham, the greatest British admiral since Nelson, was in charge of the Mediterranean Fleet, and large numbers of Maltese were answering the call to arms.


With a large anti-aircraft gun right outside her billet, Suzanne Parlby also had complete faith that an enemy attack would be seen off. Mussolini was a bit of a joke anyway. She could not see how the Italians could possibly pose a major threat. And although she’d been a bit put out at having to move to barracks, she was now rather enjoying living with Midge, Elisabeth and the two children.




CHAPTER THREE


Faith, Hope and Charity


JUNE–AUGUST 1940


After the initial onslaught, the raids lessened over the ensuing days. The weather was fine and sunny on 12 June, but although the Italians sent over a reconnaissance plane to assess the damage, they did not bother with any further incursions that day. Then the weather turned and for the next three days low cloud provided the Island with some shelter from the attackers.


If Suzanne Parlby had been unimpressed by the Italians on the first day, her opinion of them was further lowered during the days that followed. Every time the air raid warning sounded, she, Elisabeth, Midge and the two boys would dash over to the slit-trench outside the house and wait for explosions that never came. Occasionally, the ack-ack gun would blast its charge into the sky, but Suzanne never saw a thing. It seemed the Italians could barely hit the Island. They were also amused to read in the paper about Italian radio bulletins claiming their bombers had hit the non-existent railway station and sunk the equally mythical ship HMS St Angelo in Valletta Harbour. Suzanne was torn between laughing and utter contempt.


Still, orders were orders and, despite the seemingly ineffectual bombing, they continued, as instructed, to make for the trench every time the siren wailed, waiting obediently until the All Clear was sounded. Soon they brought deckchairs, rugs and cushions into the slit-trench, and biscuits, water and insect repellent. Sandflies lived in the rock and soon became a source of considerable irritation. The odd bite, rather like a mosquito’s, was harmless enough, but multiple bites could lead to sandfly fever, which was extremely unpleasant. If the ear-splitting ack-ack gun was firing, they would try to sing over the noise, belting out verses of lewd army songs taught to them by Midge’s son, Peter.


Suzanne was enjoying the company in her new surroundings. The domestic chores were divided among them, but there was still plenty of time for talk and for playing any number of word games. Sitting round the kitchen table eating large chunks of bread spread with honey, they would have lengthy discussions and arguments about the meaning and spelling of words, with the Oxford Book of Quotations and a Pears’ Encyclopaedia by their side. A dictionary was also added to their list of slit-trench comforts.


Although their husbands were in the same regiment, Suzanne had not known Elisabeth Young very well before they moved in with the Labbetts, but they were becoming good friends. Suzanne was impressed by Elisabeth’s independence and ability to make the best of everything. Now that the Italians had come into the war, the hectic social life Elisabeth had previously enjoyed was largely cut short – the men were out in the field and the women all living in barracks. Undeterred, Elisabeth took this as the perfect opportunity to try something new and, since she’d always wanted to be a ballet dancer when she was younger, now took up lessons. With her polo pony – called Toby – and trap, which she kept at the barracks stables, Elisabeth would disappear off to nearby St Julian’s or St George’s. Back at the Labbetts’, she would then practise her moves. ‘Elisabeth was always waving her arms about like a ballet dancer and prancing about the house on tiptoes,’ says Suzanne, who thought her new companion ‘great fun’.


One day, Suzanne, Midge and Elisabeth decided to plaster their faces with oatmeal – it was, they had heard, good for the complexion. But no sooner had they done so than the air raid warning droned out once more. Putting their tin hats on their heads, they rushed to the balcony. The army dentist who lived next door had also made for his balcony and looked with abject horror at the three ghost-like women next to him. They went down to the shelter giggling like schoolgirls.


Both Suzanne and Elisabeth also served as VADs at the barracks surgery – or MI room, as it was called. With the barracks now housing a sizeable population of army wives and children there were always people at the daily surgery. Suzanne and Elisabeth would help out with basic duties – putting on dressings, administering basic first aid and other simple tasks. They were also both involved with a roster for dishing out meals to the Other Ranks’ families.


Suzanne was adapting quickly to this new existence. Although she didn’t see her husband for three weeks – and then only for an hour or so – she was rather enjoying herself. Keeping busy, and finding her companions both lively and stimulating, she was, for the first time in her life, starting to feel truly independent, and the long shadow of her father was fading fast. Suddenly, the world seemed to be full of possibilities. The war was making her grow up.


In many ways, Suzanne’s scorn for the Italian war machine was justified. After firing the opening salvoes over Malta – a warning shot and signal of future intent – Mussolini pulled back his attacks in order to concentrate the bulk of his airborne forces against the now-dying France and French-held Tunisia, which he determined should be his first objective. As France’s resistance crumbled, Mussolini gambled that the now-isolated Britain would sue for peace. With Western Europe tamed and subdued, he believed he would have a golden opportunity to pursue Italian expansionism in the Mediterranean and Africa, a slice of the pie that was of little interest to Germany. But the truth was that Italy was ill-prepared for war and the slackening of the attacks over Malta demonstrated not only how limited his resources were, but also his woeful lack of judgement.


One person who had no intention of suing for peace was Admiral Cunningham, who immediately set forth from Alexandria to sweep the Central Mediterranean as far as southern Italy with his fleet: two battleships – his largest, most heavily armoured ships with massive sixteen-inch guns and a firing range of nearly fifteen miles; five cruisers, slightly less well armed and protected than his battleships, but faster; an aircraft carrier; and a force of the much smaller but highly manœuvrable destroyers, which specialized in hunting down enemy submarines. Eager to confront the enemy fleet at the earliest opportunity, he was determined to show the Italians he would not be cowed by their superiority in numbers and modernity. He also hoped to catch some Italian supply shipping heading for North Africa and, most important, to test the Italian air capabilities. They sighted neither ship nor plane. ‘I expected to spend most of the daylight hours beating off heavy bombing attacks on the fleet,’ ABC wrote to the First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, but ‘the battle squadron never saw a ’plane.’1


Although encouraged by this, Cunningham was deeply concerned by the lack of British aerial reconnaissance, for although the Italians were still using the same ciphers that had been decrypted back in 1937, once they changed codes – as they surely would – the Navy would be blind. In the cat-and-mouse war that would be played out in the Mediterranean, reliable intelligence would be the critical weapon.


But on that first sweep, Cunningham’s force also encountered one of the fifty-odd enemy submarines operating in the Mediterranean; off the coast of Crete an Italian submarine torpedoed the cruiser Calypso. While they were away from port the Italians had also been laying mines outside Alexandria. Cunningham was able successfully to weave his way through on their return, but the absence of minesweepers was another serious concern. Undeterred, the fleet left port again and kept itself busy, bombarding Bardia on the Libyan-Egyptian border on the North African coast, and sweeping for Italian submarines. In this latter role they had some success, sinking six by the end of the month. Still, the Italians could afford to lose a few submarines, while the British could not; with just ten in the Mediterranean on 11 June, the First Flotilla had only seven left a week later.


Lack of equipment, ammunition, ships and planes was a constant concern for Cunningham during those opening weeks. His men were proving their ability and spirit, but that would not keep them going for long. He was equally concerned about Malta, which was in much the same predicament. Furthermore, his wife and two nieces were still there, and although the numbers of enemy raids had decreased, bombs were being dropped most days and it remained a far from safe place to be.


Valiantly climbing to the skies each day to meet the Italian bombers were George Burges and his companions of the Malta Fighter Flight. After the lack of success on the first day, they realized that by sitting in deckchairs waiting for a warning bell to be rung, they would never have any chance of reaching the incoming bombers in time. To try to shave off precious minutes, they decided to split themselves into different watches, and, when on duty be strapped into their cockpits ready to go. Three of the pilots would take the first and third watch of the day, while the other three would cover the second and fourth. This, in theory, would give them as much as an extra 2,000 feet by the time the enemy reached the Island. The problem was that sitting in the cockpit for hours on end, wearing heavy flying suits, boots and helmets, was stiflingly hot and uncomfortable, and they began to get piles; so instead, they decided to operate two days on, one day off, which meant watches of two pilots, not three.


It was not as if their efforts made a huge impact on the Italians anyway, as the Gladiators were still struggling to keep pace with the bombers. But they did play an important role in boosting morale, and the value of this should not be underestimated. On the first day, an Italian plane pursued by one of the Gladiators was seen to dive, with smoke trailing behind it. It did, in fact, make it back to Sicily, but for those on the ground watching the dogfights above, this was the first victory to their gallant defenders, and the three planes they saw swooping and turning in the skies over Grand Harbour. Harry Kirk, an RAF corporal based at their headquarters in Scots Street, saw the Gladiators flying in tight formation and thought they looked rather like the three silver hearts on a brooch of his mother’s. Each heart had a name – Faith, Hope and Charity. ‘Look, there go Faith, Hope and Charity,’ he told a fellow airman.2 The names stuck; soon everyone at HQ was calling them that. It was the beginning of a myth that endures to this day. ‘People got the impression that our aircraft were shooting down enemy planes left, right and centre,’ says George Burges. ‘They did not, but morale was kept high.’3


Another bomber was damaged on the 17th, but then calamity struck the Fighter Flight on the 21st. They had acquired two more of the crated Gladiators from the Navy and had them assembled, but this still gave them little cushion for manœuvre, and so when, in the morning, one of the planes crashed while taking off, it was a major set-back; the pilot was all right, but the Gladiator was not. Worse was to come when that afternoon, a second plane struck a packing case on landing, causing the plane to flip over on its back. Again the pilot walked away, but two fifths of their planes were now out of action, until it was decided that the two crashed planes could – just about – be morphed into one. Burges was impressed and frustrated in equal measure by the amount of improvisation that went on in order to keep the planes going. Under the guidance of their engineering expert, Wing Commander Louks, wings were chopped off one and added to another, engines were souped up in an effort to increase power and speed; new fuselages were hastily constructed. By pinching parts from damaged twin-engine Blenheim bombers, their performance was so increased it was superior to those of the two Hurricanes that reached the Island later that day after flying in stages from Gibraltar and North Africa.
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