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MALTA & GOZO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Neolithic temple, Mnajdra | konArt/getty images ©

Exploring the Knights of St John’s improbable fortress of Valletta is always a highlight, but I also love uncovering the bars, restaurants and galleries now making the capital a cosmopolitan and dynamic destination. Beyond Valletta, both Mdina and Gozo’s Il-Kastell are superbly preserved hilltop citadels crowning the interior of Malta’s two main islands, with their rural hinterlands cascading down to rugged coastlines punctuated by concealed rocky coves ideal for swimming. Packed with dual influences of history and geography, Malta’s excellent food scene continues to develop, especially in historic Rabat, and smaller towns and villages like Dingli and Gozo’s Xagħra.

Following my fourth trip here, my respect for Malta’s WWII history continues to grow. I’m also amazed by the millennia-spanning insights offered by the astonishing legacy of Neolithic temples. All this and more is just an easy day trip from anywhere in the country.

Brett Atkinson

@travelwriternz

[image: jpg]

My favourite experience is absorbing centuries of history around the streets of Valletta, starting with the Knights of St John’s victory in the Great Siege, and including the heroic defence of the country in WWII.
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Grand Master’s Palace, Valletta | Ryzhkov Serhii/Shutterstock ©
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HARBOUR SIGHTS

Malta’s history has been shaped by its geography, more so than many other places. Its safe-haven natural harbours – protective inlets around this rocky coast – wrote its historic destiny. Of these, the most magnificent is Grand Harbour. This naturally sheltered port is overlooked on three sides by Valletta, Vittoriosa and Senglea, beautiful 17th-century cities built from golden stone, and ringed by five forts and topped by domes.

Views

Valletta’s Upper Barrakka Gardens (pictured) and Lower Barrakka Gardens offer soaring harbour perspectives, while from the Three Cities’ side there are views back over Valletta.
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Festivals

Fireworks explode over the harbour during the Malta International Fireworks Festival in April (pictured), and the harbour fills with sails during the Rolex Middle Sea Race in October.
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Boating

Ferries and dgħajsa (traditional water taxis) run across Grand Harbour from Valletta to the Three Cities’ marina, or across to Sliema.

[image: jpg]

Grand Harbour | Tu xa Ha Noi/Getty Images ©


BEST HARBOUR EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit 1 Fort St Angelo in Vittoriosa for thrilling views back towards Valletta.

Head to 2 Upper Barrakka Gardens and the Saluting Battery for the daily cannon-firing ceremony, at noon and 4pm.

Take a dgħajsa between Valletta and the 3 Three Cities, across one of the world’s greatest harbours.

Eat and drink at the harbourside restaurants along the 4 Valletta Waterfront.

Cross Marsamxett Harbour by ferry to Sliema for views of 5 Manoel Island.







PREHISTORIC GIANTS

Both Malta and Gozo were home to ancient and complex civilisations. Explore the ruins of great temples including Gozo’s Ġgantija and Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra on Malta, or seek out prehistoric cart ruts within Malta’s interior. The subterranean Hal Saflieni Hypogeum still retains its delicate carving and traces of 5000-year-old paint.

[image: jpg]

Mnajdra | RobNaw/Shutterstock ©

Complexes

Gigantic prehistoric temple-like buildings include Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra, atop a clifftop in the southeast of Malta, and Ġgantija on Gozo, which predate the Egyptian pyramids.

Underground

Malta’s most extraordinary prehistoric treasure, the Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, is underground. Go even further back in time at Għar Dalam cave with fossilised remains of pygmy elephants and giant swans.


BEST PREHISTORY EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Explore the magnificent clifftop 1 Ħaġar Qim & Mnajdra at the solstice as the sun’s rays highlight the stones.

See extraordinary ancient statuary at Valletta’s 2 National Museum of Archaeology.

Learn about the mysteries of the 3 Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, the world’s best-preserved Neolithic structure.

View artefacts found on site and wonder at Gozo’s ginormous 4 Ġgantija Temples.

Examine weird and wonderful findings from Birżebbuġa’s prehistoric 5 Għar Dalam cave in the museum’s Victorian display cabinets.







FRAMED BY THE MED

Malta’s coastline contrasts dizzying limestone cliffs with sheltered bays concealing gin-clear water and red-gold beaches. Marinas jostle with boats, and you can explore on traditional craft, stately yachts or speedboats. Active options include kayaking and paddleboarding, and post-exercise dining is popular at many ocean-view restaurants. Keen walkers can stretch their legs on well-marked hiking trails with a backdrop of the shimmering Mediterranean.

Walking

Hit the walking trails of Malta, Gozo and Comino for do-it-yourself adventures, detouring through villages packed with history, or down to hidden bays and coves.

[image: jpg]
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Ferries

Enjoy Comino views on the ferries between Malta and Gozo. Cross-harbour services with stellar urban views include from Valletta to Sliema and the Three Cities.
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Races

Competitive races always make for a great spectacle. The Rolex Middle Sea Race in October sees boats departing Grand Harbour on a 606-nautical-mile odyssey around Sicily.


BEST SEA & SUN EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Take a boat trip to Comino to swim in the 1 Blue Lagoon and explore the sea caves around the island.

Launch by kayak from 2 Ħondoq ir-Rummien beach on Gozo to explore the rocky coastline of Malta’s second island.

Take out a paddleboard from an operator at 3 Golden Bay or Mellieħa Bay.

Enjoy a Sunday lunch of fresh seafood at 4 Marsaxlokk with its massive fish market and traditional luzzu fishing boats.

Discover the loveliest swimming spots, such as 5 St Peter’s Pool or Għar Lapsi on Malta, or Gozo’s Wied il-Għasri, Ramla and San Blas Bays.







UNDERWATER THRILLS

Featuring downed WWII bombers, the reef swirling around the remains of Gozo’s famed Azure Window, and caves teeming with marine life, Malta and Gozo deservedly earn their accolades as Europe’s best diving location. The islands’ compact size allows easy shore dives and there’s something to suit all levels, from beginners to technical divers. Long-established diving companies will ease your way underwater – recommended even for experienced divers. Some of the deeper wrecks require Heritage Malta tickets.

Visibility

Malta’s sea has unusually clear visibility due to the lack of algae, so typically divers can see 20m to 40m and light penetrates as deep as 100m below the surface.

[image: jpg]
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All Levels

There is a range of sites for beginners, intermediate and technical divers, and the small size of the islands allows easy access to a large number of highlights.

[image: jpg]
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Temperature

Malta’s water temperature ranges from 25°C to 29°C year-round, so it’s possible to dive any time.

[image: jpg]

Reef diving, Gozo | Wirestock/Getty Images ©


BEST DIVING EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Learn to dive at one of Malta’s many PADI-accredited schools, for example in 1 Mellieħa or Marsalforn on Gozo.

See the 2 Blenheim bomber, a WWII aircraft in the waters to the east of Malta.

Dive the 3 Blue Hole at the site of Gozo’s famous Azure Window, which collapsed into the sea, creating an underwater marvel.

Explore undersea sites at 4 Ċirkewwa with two wrecks, tugboat Rozi and P29 patrol boat.

Do a technical wreck dive, 5 SS Polynesien, to explore a 19th-century French ocean liner sunk in WWI.







BEAUTIFUL CAPITAL

Valletta was built after the triumph of the Knights of St John over the Ottomans at the Siege of Malta in 1565. It’s Europe’s first planned city, and is a beauty. Its streets run parallel to each other across a Lilliputian peninsula, lined by four- and five-storey townhouses fronted by enclosed balconies and painted in pastel colours or pillar-box red.

[image: jpg]

St John’s Co-Cathedral | Kurka Geza Corey/Shutterstock ©

Restoration

Valletta was badly bombed in WWII but its grand 17th-century buildings were reconstructed and restored, apart from the Opera House, which was left as a reminder of the war.

Size Matters

Within its halo of defensive walls, Valletta has a surface area of just 0.55 sq km. The only world capital smaller is the Vatican City (0.44 sq km).


BEST VALLETTA EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Combine a sunset drink with views over 1 Grand Harbour from venerable spots like Bridge Bar or Cafe Society.

Be awestruck by the gilded baroque interior of 2 St John’s Co-Cathedral and Caravaggio’s largest painting.

See extraordinary prehistoric sculptures in the 3 National Museum of Archaeology.

Take in sweeping harbour views from 4 Upper Barrakka Gardens or from Fort St Elmo’s ramparts.

Spot film settings for Game of Thrones, Gladiator and Napoleon, including 5 Fort St Elmo and Fort Risacoli.







FORTRESS ISLAND

Malta was vulnerable to attack and conquest for centuries, and the need to defend the islands has left both a wealth of sights and architecture and a resilient and independent streak in the local population. Foremost is Mdina, the atmospheric walled city that was the seat of power before the Knights of St John arrived, closely followed by the islands’ majestic ancient forts and towers, and later by WWII underground shelters.

Mdina

A hilltop city founded by the Phoenicians, and later a sprawling capital for the Romans. The Byzantines and Arabs rebuilt it as a smaller, easier-to-defend fortress.

[image: jpg]
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Air-Raid Shelters

Some ancient catacombs were repurposed as WWII shelters. See these at Rabat’s Wignacourt Museum, or explore other WWII shelters at Mellieħa or Mosta (pictured).

[image: jpg]

dario photography/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WWII

During WWII, Malta was bombed for over 154 days and nights with 6700 tonnes of bombs; King George VI awarded the islanders the George Cross for bravery.


BEST FORTRESS ISLAND EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit 1 Mdina after dusk, when the crowds have left and you can explore the atmospheric, silent backstreets.

Explore museums at Valletta’s 2 Fort St Elmo and Vittoriosa’s Fort St Angelo for a sense of the islands’ tumultuous past.

Go underground at 3 Lascaris War Rooms to see where leaders such as Eisenhower orchestrated WWII Allied responses.

Walk around the citadel 4 Il-Kastell in Victoria, Gozo, where all islanders used to sleep in medieval times in case of attack.

Explore medieval fortified watchtowers that once protected Malta – most spectacular is northern Malta’s 5 Red Tower.








REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Malta

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 Days     Distance: 58km


Malta’s diminutive dimensions (27km by 14.5km) mean you can cover a lot of ground while taking it easy. Hop from a UNESCO-listed capital to an extraordinary prehistoric site to a beautiful natural swimming pool in a day. You can also use just one city or resort as a base.


[image: jpg]
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Mdina | Nicholas Courtney/Shutterstock ©

1
Valletta [image: ] 2 days

Explore Valletta, Malta’s charismatic capital with magnificent sights on every corner and peeks of the sea from many streets. Explore the fortifications, savour views across Grand Harbour, and visit St John’s Co-Cathedral and the National War Museum at Fort St Elmo.

[image: ] Detour: Consider a day trip by passenger ferry to Gozo, picking up a rental car at Mġarr, or joining a jeep tour.

[image: jpg]
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2
The Three Cities [image: ] 1 day

Take a scenic boat trip across the harbour to explore the Three Cities. Head to the narrow, history-rich streets of Vittoriosa (pictured), including magnificent Fort St Angelo, before soaking up the atmosphere and dining in Senglea. From here it’s an easy trip to Tarxien Temples and the magnificent Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, in the neighbouring suburb of Paola.

[image: jpg]
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3
Ħaġar Qim & Mnajdra [image: ] 1 day

Back on Malta, visit the extraordinary hilltop temples of Ħaġar Qim & Mnajdra, with superb coastal views far out to sea, then stop off at either the swimming spot at Għar Lapsi, where you can lunch on seafood surrounded by fishing boats, or take a boat trip to the seven interconnected caverns of the Blue Grotto.

[image: jpg]

Rudy Mareel/Shutterstock ©


4
Marsaxlokk [image: ] 1 day

Have a long lunch and explore around Marsaxlokk, a burgeoning fishing village with a picturesque harbour full of traditional painted boats (pictured), and its vibrant Sunday fish market plus a regular market on other days. Complete the day with a leap into the azure waters of St Peter’s Pool, a natural rocky pool that’s a local favourite.

[image: jpg]
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5
Mdina & Rabat [image: ] 1 day

See the wonderfully preserved walled city of Mdina, before exploring the cata-combs, museums and St Paul’s Grotto (pictured) in neighbouring Rabat. Try Malta’s best pastizzi (filled pastries) at Ir-Serkin, and dine at some great restaurants. Head a few kilometres to the coast to walk on Dingli Cliffs and stop at the Clapham Junction cart ruts.

[image: jpg]

TheLiftCreativeServices/Shutterstock ©

6
Mellieħa [image: ] 1 day

Base yourself at the northern Maltese resort of Mellieħa. From here you can visit the Malta National Aquarium and relax on Malta’s best beaches. Linked by a 500m walk with brilliant views, both Golden Bay and Għajn Tuffieħa are nearby.

[image: ] Detour: Journey along the Marfa Peninsula by car for magnificent views and hidden beaches. [image: ] 3 hours.
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ITINERARIES

Highlights of Gozo

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 Days     Distance: 31km


At 14km by 7km, the pretty island of Gozo is much smaller than Malta. Part of the joy of visiting laid-back Gozo is slowing down and taking it easy. You can explore its coastal saltpans, rocky coast and red-gold beaches, as well as the prehistoric Ġgantija Temples, in a few days.


[image: jpg]
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Ramla Bay | Martin Froyda/Shutterstock ©

1
Victoria (Rabat) [image: ] 1 day

Spend some time exploring Victoria, Gozo’s small capital. You’ll see across the island from the bastions of the medieval walled citadel (pictured) and you can explore its eclectic museums. Take the time to absorb the local atmosphere of this cultured, charming town and sample some of the lovely places to eat and drink around the town square.

[image: jpg]
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2
Mġarr ix-Xini [image: ] 1 day

Spend a languorous day swimming and lunching at the remote and rocky cove of Mġarr ix-Xini, where the water is translucent. Locals come in by boat to feast on superb fresh seafood on the menu at a relaxed beachfront restaurant where your toes are almost in the water. Kayaks are also available to explore the compact bay.

[image: jpg]

CoolR/Shutterstock ©

3
Xlendi [image: ] 1 day

Enjoy superb coastal walks from the southwest seaside resort of Xlendi, with views from its fortified tower (pictured) along the coast and over saltpans. Its sheltered bay is the perfect base for swimming, diving and snorkelling. Tie in a trip to nearby Sannat to wander the clifftops and take in the views from Ta’Ċenċ, especially at sunset.

[image: jpg]
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4
Dwejra [image: ] 1 day

Although Gozo’s iconic Azure Window – a great arc of rock – is no more, having collapsed in a storm in 2017, Dwejra remains a beautiful place to visit. You can take a quick and easy boat trip out from the area’s Inland Sea (pictured) to view some of the coastal rock formations.

[image: jpg]

arkanto/Shutterstock ©

5
Għarb [image: ] 1 day

Enjoy the atmosphere of Għarb, a sleepy village with a beautiful church (pictured), a couple of restaurants and an eclectic folklore museum. Stop at the nearby Ta’Dbieġi Crafts Village, before snorkelling at dramatically beautiful Wied il-Għasri, a rocky coastal chasm, with a small shingle beach and azure water.

[image: jpg]

anyaivanova/Getty Images ©

6
Xagħra [image: ] 1 day

The large hilltop village of Xagħra makes for a base full of local charm, centred on a lovely square dotted by some excellent restaurants. There are several curious grottos, a windmill (pictured) and the sublime, gigantic Ġgantija Temples to visit in town, and it’s only a few kilometres from the beaches of Ramla and San Blas.

[image: jpg]
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WHEN TO GO

With over 300 days of long sunshine hours a year, Malta and Gozo offer an inviting escape almost year-round.


Malta is on a simlar latitude as Los Angeles and winter never gets freezing here – you can often wear T-shirts from March to November. The Mediterranean Sea around the islands also remains remarkably balmy, and is the warmest in Europe. No wonder the Maltese regularly look so contented.

In July and August when schools are out, summer tourists are on the move and the Maltese diaspora return from overseas. These small islands become packed with people, and festivals – from fireworks to food – add to the party atmosphere. Spring and autumn are great and less busy times to travel as well. From September to October, especially, the sea has been warmed all summer.

However, don’t discount winter, as the days are often bright and this is when January’s Valletta Baroque Festival takes place, with concerts held in beautiful venues including St John’s Co-Cathedral and Manoel Theatre. Carnival in February also enlivens many towns and villages.

[image: jpg]

Carnival, Gozo | Sigarru/Getty Images ©


I LIVE HERE

MY FAVOURITE SEASON

Kenneth Zammit Tabona is an artist and is also artistic director of the Valletta Baroque Festival, kztabona.com

The Valletta Baroque Festival takes us into deep midwinter, when for a short period you can wear three-piece suits, coats and even a fedora as you make your way to the Manoel Theatre. Come March, the cultural scene gets more hectic with opera in Gozo. Then, the days become longer; a prelude to a different kind of magic: the long hot summer.




SUNNY DAYS

Malta has a Mediterranean climate, with hot summers and mild winters. July 2023 saw a recorded monthly high of 42.7°C.



WATER TEMPERATURE

The water temperature around Malta averages around 20°C but this conceals differences throughout the year. August surges to around 26°C – still not tropical – but drops to around 15°C in January. From May to October it is usually warm enough to swim.

Village Feasts


Every town in Malta and Gozo has its own village feast. These celebrate the local village saint and feature brass bands, dancing, eating, fireworks and processions. July in Marsaskala includes the Village Feast of St Anne.

There is a smattering of winter feasts, for example on 10 February for the Festival of St Paul’s Shipwreck in Valletta and St Paul’s Bay.

Multiple village celebrations take place in June, including Christ the Saviour in the Eucharist in Rabat on 16 June.

In July and August, as the weather heats up, so does the pace of celebrations – there are 33 village feasts in August alone. The biggest holiday in August is on the 15th when the Assumption of Our Lady is celebrated in Mosta, Attard and five other towns.

Festivals


Malta knows how to throw a party, and there’s plenty of opportunity year-round, from fine art to regattas, to Holy Week. Held in Floriana and attracting fans from all around Europe, Isle of MTV is Europe’s biggest free music festival. [image: ] July

Malta’s Gay Pride includes a parade with floats and dancers, plus boat parties and open-air discos around the islands. [image: ] September

Valletta Baroque Festival takes place amid some beautiful baroque settings. [image: ] January

The Malta Jazz Festival also makes the most of the Maltese architecture as a backdrop. [image: ] July

Food and wine festivals include the Delicata Classic Wine Festival in Valletta and the Malta International Food Festival nearby in Floriana. [image: ] August


I LIVE HERE

MY PERFECT DAY

Justin Ciappara is a photographer and the founder of @maltaphotography

Summer in Malta is the most popular season for visitors. I’d start the day with a traditional Maltese pastizz (filled pastry) at Is-Serkin in Rabat. Then head to Mdina for a tour on a horse-drawn carriage, followed by lunch in Valletta with views of the Grand Harbour. In the afternoon, I’d take a luzzu (traditional boat) to Vittoriosa to enjoy the architecture. I’d end the day watching the sunset at Golden Bay.



[image: jpg]

Golden Bay | Mariia Kamenska/Shutterstock ©

SIROCCO

Malta’s temperature soars when the hot sirocco wind blows across from the Sahara in Africa in the summer. It can last several days, or sometimes just a few hours.

Weather through the Year


[image: gif]

JANUARY

Ave. daytime max: 16°C

Days of rainfall:
15

[image: gif]

FEBRUARY

Ave. daytime max: 16°C

Days of rainfall:
12

[image: gif]

MARCH

Ave. daytime max: 17°C

Days of rainfall:
9

[image: gif]

APRIL

Ave. daytime max: 20°C

Days of rainfall:
6

[image: gif]

MAY

Ave. daytime max: 25°C

Days of rainfall:
3

[image: gif]

JUNE

Ave. daytime max: 29°C

Days of rainfall:
1

[image: gif]

JULY

Ave. daytime max: 32°C

Days of rainfall:
0

[image: gif]

AUGUST

Ave. daytime max: 32°C

Days of rainfall:
1

[image: gif]

SEPTEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 28°C

Days of rainfall:
5

[image: gif]

OCTOBER

Ave. daytime max: 25°C

Days of rainfall:
9

[image: gif]

NOVEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 21°C

Days of rainfall:
13

[image: gif]

DECEMBER

Ave. daytime max: 17°C

Days of rainfall:
16





GET PREPARED
FOR MALTA & GOZO

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.


[image: jpg]

View of Valletta | Patryk Kosmider/Shutterstock ©

Clothes

Shorts and trainers Malta is fairly informal, and wearing shorts and trainers is fine near beaches such as St Julian’s, Buġibba and St Paul’s Bay. In smaller towns and rural villages it’s better to dress more conservatively. When going out in the evening, ditch the shorts and make a bit of effort: the Maltese are usually pretty dapper.

Visiting churches Wear long trousers or a skirt when visiting churches, or pack a sarong or scarf as a temporary cover-up when entering these establishments.

Walking shoes Pack some comfortable shoes for Valletta’s many stepped streets and walking tracks.

Layers Weather is fairly balmy year-round, but you will need layers from around November to March/April.


READ

[image: jpg]

The Siege of Malta (Francisco Balbi di Correggio; 1568) Eyewitness account of the 1565 siege.

[image: jpg]

Fortress Malta: An Island Under Siege (James Holland; 2003) Vivid history of Malta during WWII.

[image: jpg]

Murder on the Malta Express (Manuel Delia, John Sweeney & Carlo Bonini; 2019) Malta’s dark side and the killing of Daphne Caruana Galizia.

[image: jpg]

A Death in Malta (Paul Caruana Galizia: 2023) Written by Daphne Caruana Galizia’s journalist son.




Manners

Despite the relaxed Mediterranean lifestyle, Malta has a strong Roman Catholic heritage, and is largely conservative.

Cover knees and shoulders when visiting churches.

It’s not the done thing to go topless at the beach.

If meeting for the first time, a handshake is appropriate. If visiting someone’s home, bring biscuits or cakes.

Greetings

Merħba Hello

Bonġu Good morning/day

Bonswa Good evening

Saħħa Goodbye

Jekk jogħġbok Please

Grazzi Thank you

Skużani Excuse me

Kif inti? How are you?

Tajjed, grazzi I’m fine, thank you

For more language tips.




WATCH

Luzzu (pictured; Alex Camillieri; 2021) Insightful documentary-style drama about a Maltese fisherman facing difficult choices.

Limestone Cowboy (Abigail Mallia; 2017) An elderly man decides to runs for president, in the guise of a vigilante cowboy.

Merjen (Abigail Mallia; 2020) TV series about two friends who grow up to become lovers, a fascinating view of the contemporary island.

The Boat (Alessio Liguori; 2019) Almost dialogue-free, discomforting Maltese film about a sailor taken out to sea by a sinister boat.

Kannizzati Fishing (Maurice Micallef; 2018) Award-winning documentary about the dangerous work of catching lampuki (dolphinfish).



[image: jpg]

Collection Christophel/Alamy Stock Photo. Prod DB © Noruz Films - Pellikola.


LISTEN

Treasures from Malta (FPM; 2021–23) Francesca Balzan interviews notable Maltese figures on this podcast.

We Have Ways of Making You Talk (Goalhanger Films; ongoing) Military history podcast hosted by historian James Holland and comedian Al Murray.

The Siege of Malta (BBC: In Our Time; 2018) Melvyn Bragg and expert guests delve into the Great Siege.

My Mother’s Murder (Tortoise Media; 2020) Investigation series, led by Daphne Caruana Galizia’s son, Paul.







THE FOOD SCENE

Like Maltese culture, the cuisine is a melting pot of flavours and influences, featuring Mediterranean ingredients, seafood and rabbit.


[image: jpg]

Pastizzi | Vladimir Zhoga/Shutterstock ©

One of the best ways to experience the soul of Maltese culinary culture is to visit Marsaxlokk’s Sunday fish market, where you’ll see Maltese families enjoying leisurely lunches. The seafront is lined by fabulous fresh fish restaurants, serving local seasonal fish such as spnotta (bass), dott (stonefish) and lampuka (dolphinfish). Likewise, nearby Marsaskala is a popular weekend family lunch spot. However, considering Malta’s abundance of seafood, meat (especially rabbit, which was introduced to the islands by the Phoenicians) still takes precedence in many Maltese kitchens: rabbit feasts even have a special name, fenkati. Although there are Michelin-starred restaurants here and plenty of international cuisine, Maltese foodie traditions still hold strong, with grocery vans pulling up in village squares in the mornings, and 24-hour neighbourhood bakeries selling Maltese bread. Local wine is excellent, though not often exported. For tastings, try Markus Divinus close to Dingli, or Mar Casar in Siġġiewi for natural wines. Local craft beer is also making its mark.

Maltese Snacks & Staples

Malta’s national gap-filler is the pastizz, a small parcel of flaky pastry, Arabic in origin, which is filled with ricotta cheese and parsley or mushy peas and onions. Pastizzi are eaten for breakfast, lunch, elevenses, afternoon snacks: you get the idea.

Maltese bread is generally crusty ħobż, made in a similar manner to sourdough bread, or ftira, the flatter option that’s ideal for sandwiches, usually filled with a mix of tuna, olives, capers and onions. Local bakeries may be found by following your nose: there’s usually a good one in each town. Xagħra on Gozo has two, famous for serving freshly made Gozitan pizza.


Vegetarians & Vegans

There are plenty of traditional Maltese vegetable dishes that use seasonal ingredients such as artichokes, broad beans, cauliflower and cabbage, depending on the season. However, these often use meat stock or tuna, so check before you order. Most restaurants offer vegetarian pizza and pasta options.

In terms of traditional Maltese food, vegetarians may like soppa tal-armla (widow’s soup), which is traditionally made with green or white ingredients: a mix of cauliflower, spinach, endive and peas, with protein provided by a poached egg, ġbejniet (Gozitan cheese) and ricotta. Minestra is a thick soup of tomatoes, beans, pasta and vegetables; thicker and more golden than the Italian version as it includes pumpkin.
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The Lure of Rabbit

For a country that’s so close to the water, it’s somewhat counterintuitive that the national dish is fenek (rabbit). Introduced by the Normans, the bunny became a symbol of feudal repression when the Knights of St John, to save enough game for the hunt, banned the peasantry from eating it. Adding insult to injury, rabbits persistently attacked the farmers’ crops. The Maltese have certainly got their own back: it’s now the island’s favourite national dish, whether fried in olive oil, roasted, stewed, served with spaghetti or baked in a pie.

A fenkata is a rabbit feast, for special occasions, particularly L-Imnarja on 29 June, the Feast of Sts Peter and Paul.


FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Malta International Wine Festival Maltese and international wines. Takes place in June.

Farsons Beer Festival Held in Ta’Qali for 10 days from late July, annual celebration of music, food and Cisk lager.

Malta International Food Festival (pictured) Malta’s largest food festival, held in August, with international foodstuffs in Floriana.

Delicata Classic Wine Festival One of the country’s oldest winemakers, hosted in Valletta’s Upper Barrakka Gardens in August.

Mir-Raħal tas-Sajjieda Fish festival held in Marsaxlokk on 11 September, with fishing competitions and traditional foods.
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Best Maltese Dishes

ALJOTTA

Fish soup, with lots of garlic (the name is from the Italian for garlic, aglio).

BRAĠIOLI

Beef ‘olives’: slices of beef braised in red wine and tomato sauce.

TIGIEJA

Roast chicken stuffed with beef, pork, ham, eggs, parsley and basil.

TIMPANA

A pastry pie with a macaroni, pork, beef, tomato, onion, cheese and egg filling.

ZALZETTA TAL-MALTI

Maltese sausages, either fresh (which have more garlic) or cured.

STUFFAT TAL-LAHAM

Beef stew cooked with mushrooms, onions, carrots and potatoes.

TORTA TAL-LAMPUKI

Pie filled with dolphinfish, capers, onions, cauliflower, tomato and potatoes.

KAPUNATA

Ratatouille with tomatoes, onions and capers – Malta’s version of the Italian caponata.




Specialities


Maltese Delicacies

Fenek bit-tewn u l-inbid Rabbit cooked in garlic and wine.

Torta tal-lampuki Pastry pie containing dolphinfish cooked in a sauce of onions, garlic, cauliflower, peas, tomatoes and eggs.

Żebbuġ mimili Stuffed olives (filled with tuna, breadcrumbs, capers, garlic and herbs).

Best Snacks

Ħobż biż-żejt Slices of bread rubbed with ripe tomatoes and olive oil until they are pink and delicious, then topped with a mix of tuna, onions, capers, olives, garlic, black pepper and salt.

Ftira Traditional Maltese bread baked in a flat disc. Used for delicious sandwiches filled with a substantial, punchy mixture of olives, capers and anchovies, together with the tangy local tomato paste made from sun-dried tomatoes ground with rosemary, sugar and other secret ingredients.

Ġbejniet A small, hard, white Gozitan cheese traditionally made from unpasteurised sheep’s or goat’s milk. It’s often steeped in olive oil and flavoured with salt and crushed black peppercorns. The best is said to come from Żebbuġ.
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Dare to Try

Bebbux Snail salad, cooked in herbs and water, then dipped in a chilli and garlic paste, and served with salad.

Fenek moqli Fried rabbit

Stuffat tal-fenek Stewed rabbit


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Noni Michelin-starred modern Med cuisine in Valletta.

Azar Wood-fired dining and superb service in residential Sliema.

Aft Galley Lebanese dishes made for sharing on the edge of Paceville.

Tartarun Superb seafood at this locals’ favourite in the harbour town of Marsaxlokk.

Diar il-Bniet Farm-to-table dining with local produce at a family-run farmhouse restaurant in Dingli village.

Barbajean Bistro dining with assured international touches. Also in Dingli.

Rebekah’s Elevated Maltese cuisine delivered with flair and care in Mellieħa.



THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Broad beans, courgette, chickpeas, olives, apricots, cherries, loquats and medlars. Lent specialities are warezimal (almond cakes without fat or eggs). For Easter try almond-studded qagħqa tal-appostli (‘apostle’s bagel’).
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SUMMER
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Aubergines, peppers, capers, wild fennel, melons, white-skinned peaches and bambinella (miniature pear). The first fig crop is the ‘tin ta San Gwann’ (of St John), which starts on St John’s Day (24 June).

AUTUMN

Artichokes, fennel, grapes, olives, pomegranates, strawberries. St Martin’s Day (11 November) calls for recipes involving walnuts, almonds, hazelnuts and dried figs. Lampuki (dolphinfish) is at its most plentiful.
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WINTER

It’s time for fragrant blood oranges. At Christmas eat qaghaq tal-ghasel (pastry honey rings) and imbuljuta (sweet chestnut soup). Carnival sweets include prinjolata (pastry, candied fruit, cream, pine nuts, chocolate and meringue).
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TRIP PLANNER

DIVING & SNORKELLING

Divers love the calm waters surrounding Malta and Gozo and great visibility ranging from 25m to 30m. The islands are renowned for wreck dives, but there are also caves and reefs, often accessible from the shore. This is a great place to learn to dive, with many dive schools and professional and multilingual instructors.


[image: jpg]

Wreck diving, Tugboat Rozi | Wojciech-P/Getty Images ©

Diving

MALTA’S MARINE LIFE

Malta’s marine life is richer than in many other parts of the Mediterranean, though it has suffered from the effects of boat traffic and overfishing across recent decades.

You’re likely to see crabs, lobsters, octopuses, swordfish, sea bream, sea bass, grouper, red mullet, wrasse, dogfish and stingray, and migratory shoals of sardine, sprat, bluefin tuna, bonito, mackerel and dolphinfish (lampuka) are common in late summer and autumn.

Potential spots to see the maned seahorse are HMS Maori and Mġarr ix-Xini, while Ċirkewwa has barracuda, amberjack, tuna and squid. Comino’s Santa Marija Caves feature saddled bream and cow bream, and Gozo’s San Dimitri Point is noted for barracuda, plus dentex, grouper and rays.

Loggerhead turtles are occasionally sighted and common dolphins (denfil in Malti) and bottlenose dolphins are occasional highlights on boat trips. Nature Trust Malta (naturetrustmalta.org) runs a Wildlife Rescue Team supporting stranded dolphins and turtles. Shark sightings in inshore waters are extremely unlikely.

DIVE SCHOOLS

There are around 50 dive-school operators in Malta, all licensed by the Malta Tourism Authority. Most are also members of the Professional Diving Schools Association (pdsa.org.mt).


Dive schools we recommend provide a comprehensive menu of PADI-, BSAC- or CMAS-approved training and education courses, guided diving and the rental of scuba equipment to experienced divers. All are suitable for beginners, and most also offer technical diving.

For wreck diving, it’s best to choose a centre in Malta rather than Gozo, as there’s a much wider choice of wrecks. If you’re travelling with non-divers in the low season, you may also want to choose Malta, because there’s more for them to do here while you’re diving. For just diving, Gozo is a good choice.

See for dive operators around northern Malta and for dive schools in northern Gozo.


WHEN TO GO

Main Season

The main season for diving is from April to November, but even in winter the water temperature rarely drops below 13°C.

Winter

Many dive companies offer PADI tuition and guided dives in winter, and accommodation prices and visitor numbers are at their lowest.

Summer

Snorkelling is best in the warmer waters of summer, but locations like Blue Lagoon and St Peter’s Pool are often very busy. Consider June to September for still-warm waters and a (relatively) quieter experience. Avoid weekends when spots like Għar Lapsi and Gozo’s Wied il-Għasri will be busy with both visitors and locals.



COURSES & QUALIFICATIONS

Most schools offer a ‘taster course’ or ‘beginner’s dive’ (around €50), which includes one or two hours of shore-based instruction, instruction in breathing underwater in a pool or shallow bay, and a 30-minute dive in the sea.

A two- or three-day resort-based scuba course (around €350) gives you shore-based instruction plus open-water dives accompanied by an instructor. Such a course would qualify you for dives up to 12m, and with two more days of instruction you can upgrade it to an open-water diving qualification.

A course that will give you an entry-level diving qualification (CMAS One-Star Diver, PADI Open Water Diver, BSAC Ocean Diver) takes three to five days and costs from €450.

For certified divers, guided dives usually cost around €60 for one dive (including all equipment), but multidive packages are better value, costing around €280 for six dives (price dependent on the amount of gear included). Transport to dive sites may be included in these packages, but if you’re staying in Malta, boat trips to Gozo or Comino will often be an additional cost.

An unaccompanied six-day dive package that includes use of cylinder, weight belt and unlimited air fills costs from around €200.

REQUIREMENTS

Operators usually teach junior open-water diving from 10 years of age; those under 18 must have written parental consent. Most dive schools operate PADI ‘Bubblemaker’ programs designed to introduce kids aged eight and nine to breathing underwater.

If you have a medical condition that may restrict your diving practices, you will be requested to have a medical to determine your fitness. The medical can be organised by the dive school, usually at a cost of around €30. You should also heed medical warnings and not fly within 24 hours of your last dive.

Qualified divers wishing to lead their own groups must do so through a licensed dive centre, and must be certified advanced open-water diver.


DIVING SAFETY

Speedboat and ferry traffic can be heavy, especially in peak summer months and in the Gozo Channel area. All divers are required to fly the code-A flag and use a surface-marker buoy. Boats are required to keep a distance of over 100m from divers’ buoys, but it’s wise to remain vigilant.

Malta’s public general hospital is Mater Dei Hospital, southwest of Sliema; there is a hyperbaric decompression chamber here. Staff at the hospital can be contacted for any diving incidents requiring medical attention on 2545 5269. There is another decompression chamber at Gozo’s General Hospital.



Snorkelling

You can sample the delights of a shallower underwater world by donning a mask, snorkel and fins and exploring the rocks and bays around Malta’s coastline. You can usually rent or buy the necessary equipment from hotels, lidos (recreational facilities with a swimming pool) and watersports centres in all the tourist areas. Many dive centres also offer snorkelling trips.

Top snorkelling spots are off Comino and Gozo. On Comino they include the Blue Lagoon, where you can rent equipment from the kiosk, and the crags and caves east of Santa Marija Bay. On Gozo, head for the cave-riddled coastline at Dwejra, the long, narrow inlet at Wied il-Għasri and San Dimitri Point, and the saltpan rocks west of Xwieni Bay near Marsalforn. Good spots off Malta include the natural rocky haven of St Peter’s Pool near Marsaxlokk and Għar Lapsi.

[image: jpg]

Blue Lagoon | ZGPhotography/Shutterstock ©


MALTA & GOZO’S BEST

Best Dive Sites for Beginners

• HMS Maori, Valletta

• Għar Lapsi, Southern Malta

• Anchor Bay, Northern Malta

• Ċirkewwa Arch, Northern Malta

Best Dive Sites for Experienced Divers

• Blenheim Bomber, Southern Malta

• Fessej Rock, Southern Gozo

• Double Arch Reef, Northern Gozo

• Bristol Beaufighter, Valletta & St Julian’s area

Best Dive Sites for Caves

• Coral Cave, Western Gozo

• Wied iż-Żurrieq, Southeast Malta

• St Marija Caves, Comino

Best Dive Sites for Wrecks

• HMS Maori, Valletta

• P29, Northwest Malta

• Tugboat Rozi, Northwest Malta

Best Dive Sites for Dramatic Scenery

• Ċirkewwa Arch, Northwest Malta

• Marfa Point, Northwest Malta

• Delimara Point, Southeast Malta

Best Dive Sites for Coral & Sea Life

• Xatt l’Aħmar, Southern Gozo

• Lantern Point, Comino

• Reqqa Point, Northern Gozo

Best Dive Sites for Seahorses

• HMS Maori, Valletta

• Wied il-Għasri, Northern Gozo

• Mġarr ix-Xini, Southern Gozo

Best Sites for Snorkelling

• Wied il-Għasri, Northern Gozo

• San Dimitri Point, Western Gozo

• Blue Hole & Chimney, Western Gozo

• Aħrax Point, Northern Malta

For more information about diving in Malta, including a detailed map of all sites, see MaltaDives (maltadives.com). Underwater Malta (underwatermalta.org) is a fascinating Virtual Museum showing many different wrecks. Highlights include a Phoenician shipwreck, the HMS Stubborn (a WWII submarine) and a Spitfire fighter plane.







THE OUTDOORS

Boating, windsurfing and kayaking, mountain biking, rock climbing, horse riding, walking and birdwatching: Malta and Gozo’s outdoor pursuits punch way above these small-scale islands’ weight.
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Sunbaked Malta is a country whose soul is half on the land and half in the sea. The clarity and warmth of the sea makes it a superb destination for swimming, kayaking, boating, sailing, windsurfing and paddleboarding, and it’s not only water-based activities that are great here. Land-based adventures range from horse riding to country hikes, and from rock climbing to birdwatching. Malta, especially the main island, may sometimes seem crowded and busy, but outdoor activity and relaxation is usually just a short drive away.

Hiking

Both Malta and Gozo are excellent for hiking, with most trails relatively gentle and achievable for a wide range of travellers, and often with a bluer than blue Mediterranean background. Spring (April to June) and autumn (September to November) are best for walking in balmy days without overwhelming summer heat. Walking highlights on Malta include exploring the historic Victoria Lines, taking in vertiginous views from atop the Dingli Cliffs, or negotiating the coastal trail linking Golden Bay to Għajn Tuffieħa. Both beaches are incorporated in the Park tal-Majjistral, an exposed and rugged region with endless horizon views.

Across on Gozo, well-planned walking trails supported by excellent maps and visitor information bisect most parts of the compact island, linking historic towns and villages to coastal highlights, or steering a careful path along exposed clifftops. On nearby Comino, escape crowds at the Blue Lagoon by exploring the islet’s historic and rugged interior.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Take a boat trip with Charlie on his adrenaline-pumping speedboat from Golden Bay.

Enjoy a trip to the magical rocky island of Comino to swim in the limpid Blue Lagoon, follow walking trails to its fortified tower, and take your boat around its coves.

Discover the undersea world in Mellieħa, the ideal place to learn to dive, with PADI courses available for ages 10 and up.

Go kayaking with Kayak Gozo, with three-hour trips for over-eights around Gozo’s hidden coves and secret beaches.

Take a fun electric buggy tour around the Three Cities with Rolling Geeks.

Go pony trekking at sunset along the coast with GoldenBay Horse Riding.



Watersports

The islands could have been created merely to sail and surf around, with warm weather and wind most of the year. Sailing School Malta (sailingschoolmalta.com) offers RYA (Royal Yachting Association) Start Sailing courses.

Mellieħa Bay is most popular for surfing, with an exposed sandbar break and inconsistent waves in a large sheltered bay. Experienced surfers also head to Ghallis Rock (near St Julian’s). Other locations include Armier, St Thomas Bay and the channel between Gozo and Malta (for experienced surfers).

For windsurfing lessons contact Surfing Malta (surfingmalta.com). For board-riding lessons, hook up with Malta Surf School at Għajn Tuffieħa Bay.

Kiteboarding is not permitted between June and September, but the rest of the year Mellieħa is an excellent location when the wind is blowing from the east. Torri, near Armier, is a tiny bay, but popular for its northeasterly winds. Golden Bay and Ġnejna Bay also offer prime conditions and waves.

Sheltered bays and lagoons provide an ideal setting for stand-up paddleboarding. and you can hire equipment at Mellieħa, Xlendi and Golden Bay. Kayaking is popular around Gozo and Comino. Contact Gozo Adventures (gozoadventures.com) or Kayak Gozo for rental and guided tours.

Rock Climbing

With rocky cliffs, gorges and outcrops, Malta offers superb climbing, though you should avoid the heat of high summer. There are more than 1500 established routes (all on limestone). Popular sites include below the Dingli Cliffs and around Għar Lapsi.

Gozo has more than 300 climbs, many concentrated in the Wied ix-Xlendi (Xlendi Valley; for all abilities) and Mġarr ix-Xini. Local organisations include Malta Rock Climbing Club (climbmalta.com), Gozo Climbing Association (facebook.com/gozoclimbingassociation) and Gozo Adventures.


Best Outdoor Activities

HORSE RIDING

Go horse riding at Golden Bay, or take polo lessons at back-in-time Malta Polo Club.

BIRDWATCHING

Spot birds migrating between Africa and Europe through local bird-lovers Birdlife Malta, especially around Malta’s northeastern coast.

ELECTRIC CARS

Take a fun self-drive electric tour with Rolling Geeks in Vittoriosa.

SEGWAY TOURS

Take a motorised scooter tour around Gozo taking in spectacular saltpans.

SWIMMING

Swim in some of the islands’ natural swimming pools, including St Peter’s Pool and Għar Lapsi.

HIKING

Follow the British-built Victoria Lines or try Gozo Adventures for guided walks exploring many parts of Gozo.

MOUNTAIN BIKING

Go off-piste on craggy, trails around the islands, including along the coastal saltpans outside Marsalforn, Gozo.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Malta & Gozo’s best outdoor activities.
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MALTA & GOZO

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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Valletta
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BAROQUE ARCHITECTURE AND HARBOUR VIEWS

Malta’s pocket-sized capital is a 16th-century expression of Christian might, with tall townhouses towering over narrow streets.
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Named after the Grand Master when it was built, Jean Parisot de la Valette, this is a capital like no other: a perfect grid of undulating, many-stepped streets. Its balcony-fronted townhouses, as tall as sea cliffs, perch on the Sceberras Peninsula, a frond of land that lies between two glorious natural harbours. The only building on the rocky, barren headland was once Fort St Elmo. Following their victory against the Ottoman Turks after the Great Siege of 1565, the Knights of St John set about building a new capital, centred on the hidden grandeur of the Grand Master’s Palace and St John’s Co-Cathedral. Badly bombed during WWII, it was restored, but over the next decades the population began to leave to live in other parts of Malta, where they could build new houses and have more space, although Valletta remained the centre of government. It was only in recent decades that Valletta began to revive. A new entrance and parliament buildings were designed by Renzo Piano. The city’s beautiful, historic houses were converted into boutique hotels and chic restaurants, and bars began to open. Forts and museums were revamped and relaunched. Today the city feels vibrant and alive, yet retains its local character. Wander down to the quieter and less-visited streets close to St Elmo for a glimpse of Valletta’s more laid-back and authentic recent past.
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THE MAIN AREAS

VALLETTA

Pocket-sized capital.

FLORIANA

Valletta’s garden suburb.

THE THREE CITIES

Knights’ first harbourside towns.

KALKARA

Reenactment fort and science museum.

PAOLA

Small town with prehistoric magnificence.




Find Your Way

Valletta is incredibly easy to find your way around as it’s based on a grid pattern and built on a peninsula that’s only 1km long and 600m wide.
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Plan Your Days

Valletta’s small size allows you to see a lot with ease in just a few days: this UNESCO-listed wonder has an incredible 320 historical monuments within 55 hectares.
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Pressed for Time

• Visit the lavish, gilded St John’s Co-Cathedral with its mesmeric Caravaggio painting in the oratory, the stately Grand Master’s Palace and the National Museum of Archaeology. Admire Renzo Piano’s Parliament Building and City Gate, take in astounding Grand Harbour views from Upper Barrakka Gardens and visit the time-capsule Lascaris War Rooms and War HQ Tunnels.

• Don’t miss the fascinating National War Museum at Fort St Elmo and make sure you stop to see the roof garden at Valletta Design Cluster.

• Then take a luzzu boat trip around the harbour and explore the beguiling Three Cities area. Essential places to eat and drink include the Michelin-starred Noni and Strait St cocktails at Yard 32.




Three Days to Explore

• Wander Valletta’s history-laden streets to explore all the main sights, but add in some contemporary extras at MUŻA, an art museum in a historic auberge. Also showcasing more modern works is the Valletta Contemporary gallery.

• After learning about Maltese prehistory at the National Museum of Archaeology, take a guided tour of the extraordinary, prehistoric Hal Saflieni Hypogeum in nearby Paola (be sure to book a few months ahead). Also make time for magnificent Fort St Angelo in Vittoriosa (Birgu), before dining on fresh seafood right under the ramparts at Terrone.

• Take in an evening show at the Manoel Theatre or head to the Bridge Bar for a harbourside combo of cocktails and live jazz on a Friday night.




If You Have More Time

• As well as visiting the major sights, if you’re staying for longer you could take a tour of Casa Rocca Piccola to gain a taste of aristocratic Maltese life. Peaceful green spaces in Valletta offering an escape from the city’s touristy throng include Hastings Gardens and St Catherine’s Monastery.

• Return back across Grand Harbour for further in-depth exploration of the Three Cities. Embark on the recommended walking tour around the heritage labyrinth of Vittoriosa and discover the interesting history of the Inquisitor’s Palace.

• Complete the day with a cocktail at the Cugó Gran Macina Grand Harbour hotel followed by harbourside dining at AcquaBlu in Senglea. Views back to Valletta from Senglea’s vedette are superb.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer is hot, but you’re never far from the sea, and there are plenty of festivals. Spring and autumn are sunny too, and the sea is still warm.

FEBRUARY

A week of floats, fancy dress and mask, as Carnival is celebrated throughout the country. The streets of Valletta are extra colourful. The Malta International Wine Festival takes place in Floriana’s Argotti Gardens.

MARCH

Holy Week sees Malta’s most spectacular and important celebrations, with statues depicting the Passion of the Christ carried high in processions. Weather-wise, the Mediterranean spring is kicking off, but Valletta is still quieter tourist-wise.

APRIL

The Malta International Fireworks Festival lights up Grand Harbour. In even-numbered years, the Malta Biennale transforms historic buildings in Valletta and the Three Cities into pop-up galleries.

MAY

Head to Floriana’s Argotti Gardens and to various venues around Valletta for performances from the Ritmu Roots Festival. Look forward to events with a focus on għana, traditional Maltese folk music.

JUNE

Isle of MTV, one of Europe’s most popular music festivals, enlivens Floriana, while the Valletta Film Festival is recommended for travelling film lovers. Also the Malta International Arts Festival.

JULY

The hottest and busiest period for visitor numbers, but Valletta is offering interesting festivals, including the annual Malta Jazz Festival and Dance Festival Malta. Peak cruising season, so expect Valletta to be busy.

OCTOBER

BirguFest is three days of music, dance and pageantry in Vittoriosa. Look forward to the streets being lit by candles. Notte Bianca in Valletta sees museums and galleries opening late for free concerts and events.




Valletta
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Golden-stone baroque Valletta is Malta’s Lilliputian capital, built by the Knights of St John on a peninsula that’s only 1km by 600m. The city may be small, but it’s practically bursting with sights. When UNESCO named Valletta a World Heritage site, it described it as ‘one of the most concentrated historic areas in the world’.

The Renzo Piano–designed City Gate, Parliament Building and Opera House, and the conversion of some of the city’s beautiful townhouses into handsome boutique hotels, restaurants and bars, have remade this beautiful cityscape and galvanised it into life. As well as Valletta’s historic sights, it’s almost entirely skirted by brilliant blue Mediterranean. One of the many joys of being here is that you can take a boat trip to the Three Cities, visit the astounding prehistoric Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, and nowadays even hop on a fast ferry trip to a slowed-down rural escape in Gozo.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Fort St Elmo & National War Museum

2Grand Master’s Palace

3National Museum of Archaeology

4St John’s Co-Cathedral

5Upper Barrakka Gardens

SIGHTS

6Auberge de Castille

7Carmelite Basilica

8Casa Rocca Piccola

9Church of St Paul’s Shipwreck

10City Gate

11Hastings Gardens

12Lascaris War Rooms

13Lower Barrakka Gardens

14Malta Postal Museum

15MUŻA

16National Library

17Palazzo Castellania

18Palazzo Parisio

19Parliament Building

20Royal Opera House

21Saluting Battery

22Shrine to Daphne Caruana Galizi

23St Catherine’s Monastery

24St James’ Cavalier

25Upper Barrakka Lift

26Valletta Contemporary

27Valletta Design Cluster

28War HQ Tunnels

ACTIVITIES,

29Il Foss

SLEEPING

30Casa Asti

31Casa Ellul

32Casa Rocca Piccola

33Iniala Harbour House

34Phoenicia Hotel

35Valletta Vintage

36Vincent Hotel

EATING

3759 Republic

3867 Kapitali

39Caffe Cordina

40eeetwell

41Grano

42Guze Bistro

43Harbour Club

44Is-Suq Tal-Belt

45King’s Own Band Club

46Legliglin

47N Bistrot

48Nenu the Artisan Baker

49Noni

50Piadina Caffe

51Rubino

52Sumarine

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

5333 Steps

54Bridge Bar

55Buddies

56Cafe Society

57Coffee Circus Lisboa

58Ginscal

59Ġugar Hangout & Bar

60Kamy

61Lot Sixty One

62Maori

63Rootz

64Rumi

65Sunday in Scotland

66Tico Tico

67Wild Honey

68Yard 32

ENTERTAINMENT

69Manoel Theatre

70Offbeat Music Bar

71Pjazza Teatru Rjal

SHOPPING

72Agenda

73Ċekċik

74Chocolate District

75il-lokal

76Silversmith’s




GETTING AROUND

Valletta is walkable and the Upper Barrakka Lift (€1) connects Valletta to the Sea Passenger Terminal at Valletta Waterfront. Valletta Ferry Services (adult/child €1.50/0.50) runs from the waterfront to the Three Cities and from Marsamxett Harbour to Sliema. You can also catch a traditional dgħajsa (water taxi) to the Three Cities. Valletta’s main bus station has buses to all over the island. Bus 133 is a circular route that zips half-hourly around the city walls. Parking is limited within the city walls. It’s best to use the underground car park outside the gate in Floriana.
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Gozo High Speed (gozohighspeed.com; one-way adult/child €7.50/3; 45min) runs ferries from Triq Pinto near Valletta Waterfront to Mġarr on Gozo.



A Journey into Prehistory

A treasured cache of prehistoric artefacts

Valletta’s National Museum of Archaeology (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €5/2.50) contains Malta’s richest archaeological pickings, displayed in the former headquarters of the Provence langue, built in 1571, and a building that once had its own stables and bakery. Now the slightly dilapidated, beautifully frescoed building houses a remarkable collection, beginning with relics from the Neolithic Għar Dalam cave era, including delicate stone tools dating from 5200 BCE. Most thrilling are the beautifully modelled prehistoric figurines, including the monumental yet miniature Sleeping Lady, found at the Hypogeum, which is around 5000 years old. It shows a recumbent woman with her head propped on one arm, apparently deep in slumber. There are stones from Tarxien with dimpled decoration, and an amazing temple model from Ta’Ħaġrat – a prehistoric architectural maquette. As well as a Phoenician gallery, with pottery artefacts and amulets, there is fascinating background on Malta’s mysterious cart ruts.

To explore other examples of Malta’s prehistory including the archaeological sites of Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra, and Gozo’s Ġgantija Temples, consider buying a Heritage Malta Multisite Pass.
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SWIMMING FROM VALLETTA
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Chris Briffa, architect and owner of Valletta Vintage (vallettavintage.com) shares his recommendations for living the Valletta lifestyle.

For me Valletta is about being at the edge of the water. In summer, I go almost every day after work for a dip. Normally, we go to Il Foss, on the Marsamxett side. It’s very deep and there are lots of WWII wrecks and diving opportunities. There are also a few laid-back bars, such as Maori. So that’s my sunset beach. My sunrise beach is on the other side, beneath the Malta Conference Centre. You have the divide between that urban side and the rocks, and then you jump into the sea and you’re in nature.



A Contemporary Entrance

Renzo Piano’s spectacular architecture

Visitors to Valletta flow in and out of the City Gate, which has the dimensions of the original 1633 entrance, rather than the 1960s version that it replaced. It feels more like crossing a drawbridge than passing through a gate. The architecture is pared down and stark, and the gate is framed by a pair of metal blades, each 25m high, designed to look like knights’ sabres. Inside the gate, a pair of wide, gently sloping flights of steps, inspired by the stairs that framed the original gate, link the bastions of St James’ Cavalier and St John’s Cavalier to the lower-level Republic St. Looking back up Republic St, you’ll notice the City Gate forms a distinct ‘V’ shape (for Valletta).

Just beyond the City Gate, Renzo Piano’s Parliament Building is an arresting sight, with two massive volumes of stone that look suspended in air, but are supported by stilts. The blocks have been machine-cut to lighten their appearance, while reducing solar radiation and letting in daylight.

The third element of Piano’s design is Valletta’s Royal Opera House, around 100m from the City Gate. Built in the 1860s, the once imperious Opera House was destroyed during an air raid in 1942. Its shell was left as a reminder of the war, and now acts as a framework for the open-air performance space.


VALLETTA’S BEST SHOPPING

il-lokal: Stationery, prints, apparel, homewares and jewellery sourced from artists, creators, makers and designers from all across Malta.

Silversmith’s Shop: Fine filigree work is the speciality at this traditional workshop that’s been in the same family since 1972.

Ċekċik: Vintage and refurbished treasures and offbeat Malta souvenirs. Quirky T-shirts and tote bags are lots of fun.

Agenda Bookshop: Excellent selection of travel guides and Maltese history and reference books. Also a branch at Valletta’s Embassy shopping centre.

Chocolate District: Locally crafted artisan chocolate with ingredients including Gozo sea salt, prickly pear, olive oil and carob.



Upper Barrakka Gardens Vistas

Harbour views, tunnels and lifts

There are top-of-the-world Grand Harbour views from this colonnaded haven, which was originally created as a relaxing retreat for the Knights from the nearby Auberge d’Italie. The views across the water to the Three Cities on the other side of the bay are stunning. The Upper Barrakka Gardens were opened to the public in 1824, but suffered intense damage during WWII. From here you can visit the Saluting Battery (salutingbattery.com; adult/child €3/1) on the terrace below, where a cannon once fired salutes to visiting naval vessels. The guns are still fired with much ceremony by attendants in traditional uniform at noon and 4pm.

This is also the location for the Upper Barrakka Lift (€1), which transformed Valletta’s accessibility when it opened in 2012, allowing fast, efficient transport between Valletta Waterfront, where cruise ships and ferries dock, and Valletta. There are two lifts, which replaced the original lift here that had opened in 1905 and closed in 1973, with its decline reflecting the reduction in traffic in the Grand Harbour. However, the growth in cruise and tourist traffic gave new impetus for a route between the harbour and the city. You pay a small fee before descending, but nothing for the ascent, and if you have a ferry ticket it’s included. The lift is 58m high, and only takes around 23 seconds, carrying a maximum of 21 passengers.

In mid-August, the gardens host the annual Delicata Classic Wine Festival (delicata.com).
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Eating in Valletta: Where to Go for Maltese Food

Nenu the Artisan Baker: Nenu’s wood-fired oven turns out a dizzying selection of ftira, Malta’s traditional stuffed flatbreads. noon-3pm & 6-11pm €

King’s Own Band Club: Traditional Maltese dishes include aljotta (fish soup) and stuffat tal-fenek (rabbit stew). Lovely heritage interiors, too. 8am-3pm & 5-11pm €€

Rubino:Maltese Italian flavours mingle on seasonal blackboard menus, a popular local spot for leisurely lunches. 12.30-2.30pm Mon-Fri, 7-10.30pm Tue-Sat €€€

Legliglin: Featuring tiled floors and brick arches and serving tasting menus of Maltese tapas alongside a fine list of tipples. 12.30-10.30pm Mon-Fri, from 6pm Sat & Sun €€€


Lascaris War Rooms & War HQ Tunnels

Valletta’s fascinating WWII history

A ventilated underground tunnel complex lying 40m beneath the Upper Barrakka Gardens, the Lascaris War Rooms (wirtartna.org; adult/child €14/7) housed Britain’s top-secret command in Malta during WWII from mid-1943 and remained in use until 1977.

Now restored, the rooms are laid out as they would have been, are staffed by waxwork figures, and provide fascinating behind-the-scenes insights. They preserve the maps and antique switchboards, dusty desks and manual information systems in use during the Allied defence of the islands, including a huge map in the rooms where President Eisenhower oversaw Operation Husky, the Allied onslaught on Sicily. Note there are many steps as the guided tours go downstairs.

Stairs also lead from the gardens to the War HQ Tunnels, (wirtartna.org; adult/child €17/7), another rock-hewn complex which was the Combined Headquarters for Britain’s three fighting services between August 1940 and May 1943 before being superseded by the opening of the Lascaris War Rooms. Most fascinating are the anti-aircraft-gun operation rooms and the Royal Air Force’s fighter operations’ rooms detailing the Allied defences around Malta and Gozo – so vital during the Siege of Malta from June 1940 to November 1942.

Individual tickets are available for both guided tours, but a combined ticket covering seven different WWII heritage sites around Valletta and the Three Cities is also available. This includes the excellent Malta at War Museum. See wirtartna.org.


MORE WWII SITES

Learn about Malta’s arduous WWII experience at the extraordinary National War Museum at Fort St Elmo and explore the air-raid shelters at the Malta at War Museum in Vittoriosa.




WWII’S SIEGE OF MALTA

Two monumental sieges almost 500 years apart shaped both European history and world order. The Great Siege of 1565 saw the Knights of St John successfully repel Ottoman invaders, while during WWII the island was under attack by Axis aircraft from Germany and Italy from 1940 to 1942. Malta’s position at the heart of the Mediterranean made it vital for Axis forces seeking to logistically support their armies in North Africa, and Operation Herkules, an Axis amphibious landing on Malta, was planned. Through the extreme resilience of the Maltese people and brave defence by the Royal Air Force, this never eventuated, and by December 1942 Allied victories in North Africa had made Malta safe.



Eating in Valletta: Cheap Spots

Grano: Delicious Italian-style sandwiches to takeaway or enjoy alfresco with a good selection of gins and craft beer. 9am-11pm Mon-Sat €

Piadina Caffe: Hole-in-the-wall cafe with great piadina sandwiches. Good platters and harbour views, too. 12.30pm-midnight Mon-Sat, from 6pm Sun €

Submarine: Just maybe central Valletta’s best-value lunches with baguettes and wraps crammed with a global array of ingredients. 8.30am-5pm Mon-Sat €

eeetwell: Salads, wraps, smoothies and wellness bowls to add a healthy balance to eating in Valletta. 8am-5.30pm Mon-Thu, 8am-8pm Fri & Sat, 10am-6pm Sun €

Mighty Fort & War Museum

Trace history at Fort St Elmo

The great Fort St Elmo occupies the tip of the Sciberras Peninsula. It was named after the patron saint of mariners, and built by the Knights in 1552 in just four months. When the Ottomans attacked in 1565, they concentrated first on the smaller Fort St Elmo, a grave mistake as they wasted much effort. The fort took a month to fall, paving the way for the Knights’ victory. Later expanded by the British, the fort has fabulous harbour views.

The 1st floor contains the National War Museum (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €10/5.50), vividly evoking the Great Siege with a multimedia installation explaining all the action. Other displays showcase the struggle to get supplies through to the islands under German bombardment in WWII. Artefacts include the Gloster Gladiator biplane called Faith (minus wings), the sole survivor of the three planes that valiantly defended Malta when Italy declared war in 1940. Pride of place goes to the George Cross medal that was awarded to the entire population of Malta in 1942.

The courtyard outside the entrance to the fort is studded with the lids of underground granaries. You can visit the parade ground and the 1559 chapel where Knights fought to the death during the siege trying to protect the altar, as well as the later 1729 church.

The military pageant In Guardia takes place here between October and June.
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TOP EXPERIENCE
St John’s Co-Cathedral

The plain, fortress-like exterior of St John’s Co-Cathedral gives no hint of what lies within. It’s full-throttle baroque, with its mind-boggling interior the result of a 17th-century revamp. Designed by architect Gerolamo Cassar, the original church was built between 1573 and 1578, taking over from Vittoriosa’s Church of St Lawrence as the place where the Knights would gather for communal worship.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Mattia Preti altarpieces

Chapel of Germany

Chapel of the Holy Relics statue of St John

Preti ceiling

Caravaggio’s Beheading of John the Baptist

Caravaggio’s St Jerome



Cathedral Interior

The nave is long and low and every wall, pillar and rib is encrusted with rich ornamentation, giving the effect of a dusty gold brocade. There are eight chapels allocated to the various langues (divisions, based on nationality).

Chapel of Germany

This chapel is a frenzy of gilding. Gold coins (mainly Dutch florins) were melted down and applied to the Globigerina Limestone of the cathedral. The design is crowned by the German Langue’s emblem of a double-headed eagle.

Chapel of Castille, Leon & Portugal

This chapel has a Mattia Preti altarpiece and monuments to Grand Masters António Manoel de Vilhena and Manuel Pinto de Fonseca. It’s dedicated to St James, and holds the remains of St Clement.


Chapel of Aragon

Dedicated to St George, who is depicted in the Preti altarpiece, this chapel also contains the extravagant tombs of the brothers (and consecutive Grand Masters) Rafael and Nicolas Cotoner.

Chapel of Auvergne

Dedicated to St Sebastian, this chapel contains the tomb of Fra Annet de Clermont de Chattes Gessan, grandmaster for only five months. It’s a frenzy of gold, flanked by twisting 17th-century columns.

Chapel of the Blessed Sacrament

This chapel once contained an icon of the Virgin brought from Rhodes, but it was removed from here when Napoleon expelled the order. It has a 15th-century crucifix from Rhodes and keys of captured Turkish fortresses.

Chapel of Provence

The altarpiece of the langue of Provence depicts St Michael the Archangel, leading God’s armies against Satan. This dark chapel has the tombs of Grand Masters Antoine de Paule and Jean Lascaris Castellar. The crypt (usually closed) contains the first 12 Grand Masters, including Jean Parisot de la Valette.


Belfry & Clock-Tower Tour

Guided tours (20 minutes, additional €5) of the cathedral’s belfry and clock tower are also available. Tours ascend 99 steps up a spiral staircase for spectacular views across Valletta’s rooftops and to see the cathedral’s historic mechanical clock in action. The clock’s iconic chimes also take centre stage. It’s not possible to book the belfry and clock-tower tour online. Buy a ticket at the entrance.



Anglo-Bavarian Chapel

Also known as Chapel of the Relics, this chapel guards a wooden figure of St John, said to be from the galley in which the Knights departed from Rhodes in 1523. The altar is dominated by the Baptism of Christ by Giuseppe Mazzuoli; Preti’s paintings of St John decorate the vaulted ceiling. This chapel used to contain more holy relics, but when Henry VIII broke away from the Catholic church, the Anglo order had to relinquish their property. They later joined the Bavarian league, hence the name.

Chapel of France

The austere Chapel of France, with a Preti altarpiece depicting the Conversion of St Paul on the way to Damascus, houses lavish funerary monuments. Preti’s painting, The Mystic Marriage of St Catherine, hangs in the exquisite baroque Chapel of Italy, overlooking a bust of Grand Master Gregorio Carafa.

Oratory & Museum

The oratory contains Caravaggio’s Beheading of John the Baptist. His largest ever painting is dark and gloomy, and its casual realism is shocking. Two onlookers peer through a window, curious yet detached. Only the elderly spectator shows any emotion. It is the only work Caravaggio ever signed, in the puddle of John the Baptist’s blood. In a room beyond this is displayed his moving portrait of an aged St Jerome, and there is a short film, Meet Caravaggio, imagining his Malta sojourn in swashbuckling style.


TOP TIPS

• Visitors should dress appropriately for a house of worship; wraps are provided if you have bare arms and shoulders.

• Stiletto heels are not permitted, to protect the marble floor.

• You should allow plenty of time to explore, and to get the most out of the detailed audio guide.

• For the best view of the interior, take the narrow stairs up to the balcony at the back of the cathedral.

• During Valletta’s Baroque Music Festival (January to February) there are often concerts in the cathedral or the oratory; a rare chance to see classical music with Caravaggio as a backdrop.





BEST PERFORMANCE VENUES

Pjazza Teatru Rjal: Popular performances amid the poignant and skeletal shell of the Royal Opera House range from Beatles to the blues.

Rumi: Poetry slams, open mic nights, and even the occasional flurry of karaoke. Check Facebook for what’s on.

Offbeat Music Bar: This long-established bar is known for hosting Malta’s best jazz musicians. Cover charge and well-priced drinks.

Bridge Bar: Live jazz on the harbour steps every Friday night from May to October. Book ahead for a spot outside.

Rootz: Jazz, blues, soul and reggae from wandering musos from around Malta and Europe. A Strait St favourite.



Eating in Valletta: Coffee & Cake

Lot Sixty One: Organic and fair-trade beans roasted locally. Good homestyle baking and outdoor tables with harbour views. 8am-6pm €

Coffee Circus Lisboa: Order downstairs and return to street level for harbour vistas. Good snacks including pasteis de nata (egg tarts). 8.30am-10pm €

Caffe Cordina: Central grand dame cafe with a stucco facade. Ideal for coffee and people-watching since 1837. 8am-8pm Mon-Sat, to 6pm Sun €

Sunday in Scotland: Excellent coffee and a dizzying array of delicious baking. Try a pistachio cookie or the lemon meringue pie. 7.30am-8pm €


Secret Gardens

Valletta’s little-known green spaces

Everyone goes to Upper Barrakka Gardens, but far fewer know about Lower Barrakka Gardens at the other end of the city. This harbourfront park contains a Doric temple commemorating Sir Alexander Ball, the British naval captain who successfully captured Malta from the French in 1800. Visit for glorious harbour views at sunset.

Around 500m away along Triq San Duminku is the hidden-feeling Valletta Design Cluster (vca.gov.mt) roof garden, a 495-sq-metre escape atop an abattoir that has been converted into studios, workshops and exhibition spaces. There’s a winding path around the garden, a water-lily-filled fishpond, and a lush 950 trees and shrubs.

Just 130m back along Triq San Duminku, St Catherine’s Monastery (mysteriumfidei.mt; adult/child €8/4) was reopened in 2023 after 400 years and frames a verdant central garden. Take a 45-minute audio tour to explore the monastery. Highlights include Mysterium Fidei, an underground complex of subterranean cloisters. Augustinian nuns still live on the upper floors of the monastery.

Hastings Gardens are west of Valletta’s City Gate – go up the steps to the left as you enter the gate – and contain two bastions, St John’s and St Michael’s. They also feature the grave of Lord Hastings, former British governor of Malta (1824–26). and previously governor of India. There are good views of the Triton fountain and Marsamxett Harbour.

Art & Heritage Maps at MUŻA

Less-visited but glorious gallery

The National Museum of Art (Muźew Nazzjonali tal-Arti), MUŻA (muza.mt; adult/child €10.5.50), is housed in a grand 17th-century edifice, the Auberge d’Italie, which used to host the Italian Knights of Malta. Highlights of the stunning space include works from local artists, as well as those like Victor Pasmore who moved to Malta to work. There are some lovely early maps upstairs, as well as a painting attributed possibly to Caravaggio. A comprehensive collection of the works of Mattia Preti includes the painting he presented as a sample to the Knights when seeking their patronage. The museum also includes inlaid furniture of Maltese high society and an excellent restaurant in the inner courtyard.


REMEMBERING DAPHNE CARUANA GALIZIA

Facing Valletta’s Courts of Justice is a shrine to Daphne Caruana Galizia with flowers, candles and photos of the murdered Maltese journalist. Galizia fearlessly investigated and exposed Malta’s corruption scandals in her blog, Running Commentary (daphnecaruanagalizia.com). Aged 53, she was assassinated by a car bomb on 16 October 2017. Two of the hitmen convicted of conspiring to commit the murder were sentenced to 40 years in prison, but many suspect the killing was ordered by local establishment figures and the search for justice continues. Read A Death in Malta: An Assassination and a Family’s Quest (2023) by her son, journalist Paul Caruana Galizia, and visit the daphne.foundation website, established to protect journalistic freedom and seek the truth about her death.



Drinking in Valletta: Cocktail Action

Yard 32: Gins from around the world and Spanish pinchos tapas. Next door is the equally fine Ginscal mezcal bar with tacos. both 6pm-late Wed-Sun

Cafe Society: Popular bar featuring regular DJ sets and outdoor seating with brilliant Three Cities and harbour views from a stepped street. noon-1am Mon-Sat

33 Steps:Innovative mixology delivered with precision and passion. Look for the retro neon ‘Cocktails’ sign. 11am-midnight Tue-Sat, from 5pm Mon

Kamy: Creative cocktails concocted by a cocktail-making veteran with more than 20 years in the business. Hip and bohemian retro decor. 6pm-1am



CATHOLIC POWERHOUSE ARCHITECTURE

Negotiate Valletta’s historic, honey-coloured streetscape to palaces and churches signifying the wealth of the Knights of St John.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Pjazza Kastilja	Carmelite Basilica	1km; one to 1½ hours



Begin at 1 Pjazza Kastilja and the Auberge de Castille, the 16th-century headquarters of Knights from Spain and Portugal, and now the Maltese prime minister’s office. Walk down Merchant’s St. On your right the 1740s 2 Palazzo Parisio is home to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Napoleon spent six days here in June 1798 during the French occupation.

Opposite is the entrance to the courtyard restaurant at 3 MUŻA, Malta’s National Museum of Art. and formerly the Auberge d’Italie Also on Merchant’s St, 4 Palazzo Castellania (1757–60) used to house Valletta’s law courts and prison. The figures above the 1st-floor balcony represent Justice and Truth.

Turn right down Triq San Ġwann and left down Triq San Pawl to 5 Church of St Paul’s Shipwreck. The facade is 19th century, while the glorious 16th-century interior houses a gilded statue of St Paul carved in Rome in the 1650s.

Continue left down Triq it-Teatru l-Antik and visit the 6 Grand Master’s Palace in St George’s Sq. Walk for 200m to 7 Manoel Theatre, built in 1731, and one of Europe’s oldest theatres. Book ahead for guided tours.

Dominating the skyline is the 42m-high dome of the 8 Carmelite Basilica. It was originally raised in 1750, but rebuilt after being damaged during WWII.




Exploring Valletta’s Galleries

Eclectic and diverse art and culture

The grand classical National Library was the last building erected by the Knights, and is worth a nose around for its magnificent book-lined stacks, plus it hosts temporary exhibitions. Even the grand exterior, highlighting a late-18th-century neoclassical building on Republic Sq, is worth a look.

Sandwiched between a pub and some restaurants on Triq l-Arċisqof is the surprisingly absorbing Malta Postal Museum & Gallery (maltapostalmuseum.com; adult/child €7/free), which includes the fascinating story of the postal system of the Knights of St John, and often shows heritage and contemporary photographic exhibitions.

A few minutes’ walk away and you’re at Valletta Contemporary (vallettacontemporary.com) on Triq il-Levant, a modern gallery in a 400-year-old warehouse, with exhibitions by local and international artists.

Palazzo Style at Casa Rocca Piccola

One of Valletta’s lovelist private mansions

To visit the glorious 16th-century palazzo Casa Rocca Piccola (casaroccapiccola.com; adult/child £9.50/free) is to gain an insight into Maltese aristocratic life, with beautiful interiors and painted antique furniture. It’s the family home of the 9th Marquis de Piro, who still lives here and may even show you around. He has opened part of the palazzo to the public, and you’ll see beautiful antiques, the family parrot and WWII air-raid shelters, which lie 30m underground. Options include a guided tour or you can explore independently with an app-based audio tour. You can even stay here, at the Casa Rocca Piccola B&B.


IS-SUQ TAL-BELT

Inspired by Covent Garden in London and Les Halles Centrale in Paris, the wrought-iron-framed Is-Suq Tal-Belt (City Market) opened in 1861 as Valletta’s main public market with 150 stallholders selling fresh produce. After being bombed in WWII, the market underwent a decline in importance and turnover until it was barely viable. As part of Valletta’s regeneration and makeover as a European Capital of Culture in 2018, the market was restored and revitalised. Visit to take in the heritage architecture, dine at more than 15 international food stalls, or shop at the downstairs Arkadia supermarket if you’re self-catering, Valletta-style. The Malta Artisan Markets (maltaartisanmarkets.com) are occasionally held upstairs. Check the website for dates.



Eating in Valletta: Fine Dining

Noni: Chef Jonathan Brincat’s Michelin-starred menus could include fusion surprises like confit Muscovy duck with black sesame. 6-10pm Tue-Sat €€€

Guze Bistro: Located in the flagstone interior of a 16th-century house, Guze offers a concise and consistently innovative seasonal menu. 6-10pm Mon-Sat €€€

59 Republic: Fresh and seasonal produce is proudly showcased in 59 Republic’s compact and stylish space. 12.30-3pm & 6.30-10pm €€€

Harbour Club: Converted from 17th-century boathouses, it has harbour views. Good-value seasonal two- or three-course menus. 6.30-10pm Wed-Mon €€€

Sampling Strait Street

Bars, sailors and late-night duels

Only 4m wide and 660m long, Strait St is one of the narrowest thoroughfares running through the city. Built by the Knights of St John, it was the only place where duelling was permitted, and later became the notorious haunt of British sailors on shore leave, nicknamed ‘the Gut’ by members of the Royal Navy.

The long alley was once peppered by hole-in-the-wall bars, frequented by sex workers and their clients, as well as talented musicians. It was undoubtedly Valletta’s seediest strip, but a part of the city that pulsated with life.

As locals quit Valletta post-WWII and the British Navy left in 1979, Strait St became a shadow of its former self, with faded vintage bar signs the only clue to its past.

Only in the last 15 years has it been revived, and it’s now once again the hub of Valletta nightlife, especially on Friday and Saturday nights. Popular hot spots include the retro Tico Tico, one of the street’s longest-running bars, and N Bistrot, a basement dining room with Tokyo vibes. Nearby is the spirited combo of Yard 32 for gin and Ginscal for mezcal and a Mexican vibe. Go exploring and see what appeals.

Check out ‘Strada Stretta’ on Facebook for details of art, music and cultural events happening along Strait St. Maltese craft-brewery Stretta is named after Valletta’s most lively laneway.
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THE MALTESE NAME GAME

Spend time wandering the streets of Valletta and the city’s faded heritage shopfronts soon reveal many of the same names. Surnames like Borg, Grech, Camilleri, Azzopardi, Zammit and Micallef all feature, showcasing a provenance from Arabic, Italian, French, Spanish or Sicilian. In fact, Maltese census data indicates around a quarter of the total population has one of the country’s top 10 surnames, and looking at the top 100 family names, more than 75% of the population is covered.

Across on Gozo, having a particular surname virtually guarantee roots in a specific village. It’s a telling indicator of Malta’s location in the centre of the Mediterranean with historical links stretching north and west to Europe, south to Africa, and east to Arabia and the Levant.




FOOD TOURS

The producers of the Definitive(ly) Good Guide to Restaurants in Malta & Gozo, Offbeat Food Tours (offbeatmaltafoodtrails.com), run private tours with local guides, including tastings plus historical and cultural context. Locations include Valletta and Mdina.



Drinking in Valletta: Craft Beer

67 Kapitali: Tap beers from Gozo’s Lord Chambray Brewery and a concise selection of decent Euro and international drops. Good food, too. noon-midnight

Wild Honey: At the lower end of Merchant’s St with Belgian and Italian beers. A classic rock soundtrack and good pizza. 12.30pm-1am Tue-Fri & Sun, from 5.30pm Mon & Sat

Ġugar Hangout & Bar: Ġugar’s bohemian vibe includes Cisk lager, a few crafty surprises, and vegan and vegetarian snacks. 10am-1am Wed-Sat, 5pm-1am Tue & Sun

Buddies: Intimate laneway seating and surprising beers from around Europe. Book ahead for live music on Friday nights. 4pm-2am




Beyond Valletta
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There are prehistoric wonders, baroque splendours and grand forts just a short walk, bus or boat ride from Valletta’s fortified walls.


Outside Valletta’s City Gate is the restored Triton fountain, sculpted by Maltese sculptor Vincent Apap in 1959, and restored to perfection for Valletta’s 2018 stint as Capital of Culture. From here, you can wander into Floriana, a town that grew up in the shadow of the city in the 18th century. Valletta Waterfront is part of Floriana, with a line of warehouses converted into restaurants alongside the cruise-ship dock. Beyond here are the regal pleasures of Malta’s Golf Club and Polo Club, for 18 holes, polo games and cart races, and it’s also an easy trip to the Three Cities, Hypogeum and Tarxien Temples.


Places

Floriana

The Three Cities

Kalkara

Paola




GETTING AROUND

You can walk from Valletta to Floriana. Valletta Waterfront is accessible via the Upper Barrakka Panoramic Lift: for this you buy a ticket when you get on, and it also covers your return journey. There’s a large underground car park in Floriana, just outside Valletta’s City Gate. Ferries and water taxis (per person €2) cross to Cospicua in the Three Cities from the Lascaris Water Taxi Station in Valletta. Kalkara and Paola can be reached by bus.



FlorianaTIME FROM VALLETTA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Gardens and fortifications

A few minutes’ walk from the Triton Fountain in Floriana is the vast Pjazza San Publiju, which is used for some of Malta’s biggest festivals, including the Isle of MTV (isleofmtv.com) music festival every July. In August, culinary delights feature at the Malta International Food Festival (maltainternationalfoodfestival.com). This is an unusually huge urban space, shadeless and lying alongside the long, tree-lined mall, which leads down from Valletta’s Triton fountain.

Apart from its size, the first thing you’ll notice is that the square is studded by curious, circular stones the size of cartwheels. These are the lids of beehive-shaped underground granaries, which are around 9m deep and 4.5m in diameter. Grain, an essential foodstuff, has for centuries been imported to the island – usually from nearby Sicily – and stored. The first underground granaries were built by Grandmaster Fra Martin de Redin (better known for the fortified towers built around the islands), dotted around close to St Elmo. Floriana has the largest concentration, with 76 outside the church of St Publius. These later proved very useful during the onslaughts of WWII. In 1942 the church was bombed, but the underground storage escaped fairly unscathed. The square is known locally as Il-Fosos (the granaries). From here you can walk to Floriana’s Argotti Gardens. These botanical gardens, founded in 1774 for the study of medicinal plants, are a tranquil spot off the beaten track, with views over Floriana’s fortifications.


VALLETTA WATERFRONT

These 500-year-old boathouses are barely recognisable, having been given a major makeover and filled with waterside restaurants. Most of Valletta Waterfront’s services, including shops, restaurants and bars, cater to the passengers of the cruise ships that dock here. This is also the launch place for bus and boat trips around Valletta.

Passenger ferries to the Three Cities and Gozo depart nearby from the Lascaris Water Taxi Station just northwest of the waterfront along Triq Pinto. Boaters also offer to take visitors over to the Three Cities by għajsa (traditional rowing boat or water taxi; pronounced ‘die-sa’) for a few euros.

Walking to Valletta from the waterfront takes around 20 minutes.



 

Watching polo and playing golf

If you fancy a round of golf on a historic course, Royal Malta Golf Club (royalmaltagolfclub.com), with its pristine, palm-dotted lawns and tees, offers temporary membership. Just outside Floriana, its bijou 18-hole course has a long history, dating from 1888, when it was founded by Sir Henry Torrens, British Governor and keen golfer, one month after he arrived on the island. It moved to this location in 1904.

A bit further away, close to Malta Airport and part of the Malta Equidrome, including the Malta Racing Club, is the wonderful Malta Polo Club (maltapoloclub.com). After Kolkata in India, it’s the second-oldest active club in the world, and was likewise founded during the British period, dating from 1868. Many of the British Army Officers stationed here had previously been in India and had developed a taste for the game, which is thought to have originated among nomadic tribes in Central Asia over 2500 years ago. Admission is often free and polo tournaments are held on the grounds inside the horse-racing track. You can learn to ride and play polo here. See the website for details.

Eating and drinking venues include the Pony Bar overlooking the polo grounds. Check the website to see when polo tournaments are scheduled. The arena with its vintage stands and lettering looks like an ideal location for a Wes Andersen film.
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Eating Around Floriana: Our Picks

Samizu: In Pieta, at the northern edge of Floriana, with a creative menu and excellent cocktails. noon-3pm & 6-10pm Tue-Sun €€

Bistro 516: Waterfront bistro serving big plates of pasta and risotto; great for a laid-back lunch in the sunshine. 10.30am-10.30pm €€

Balzunetta: Locals’ favourite with good pizza served in a spacious beer garden. Crafty brews from Gozo’s Lord Chambray on tap. 5-11pm Tue-Sun €€

Onda Blu: Brilliant seafood, including plenty of briny-fresh crudo options, served with marina views. noon-3pm & 7-11pm €€€

 

Triton Fountain, a Maltese classic revitalised

Sculpted by Maltese sculptor Vincent Apap in 1959, this grand fountain was restored to perfection and reopened in early 2018 in time for Valletta’s inauguration as a European Capital of Culture. The fountain sits outside Valletta’s main gate.

 

Elegant heritage at Phoenicia Hotel

Just outside Valletta’s main gate near the Triton fountain, this 1940s grand dame reopened in 2017 after a €15-million refurbishment, and the Phoenicia is again one of Malta’s most luxurious hotels. Five bars and restaurants include Contessa, a classy southern Mediterranean eatery. Classic afternoon teas in the opulent Palm Court Lounge are popular. In 1949, Princess Elizabeth (soon to be Queen Elizabeth) and Prince Philip danced in the ballroom.

The Three CitiesTIME FROM VALLETTA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Tour a magnificent fort and historic museum

Crowning the headland of Vittoriosa, the grand Fort St Angelo (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €10/4) was originally a medieval fort, which the Knights of St John took over and strengthened in 1530, as they saw its defensive value. It was the residence of the Grand Master of the Order until 1571 and was the headquarters of la Valette during the Great Siege, from where he directed the defence against the Ottoman onslaught. In the 17th century, the talented engineer Don Carlos Grunenberg added more defences, and later, the British used the fort until the navy’s departure in 1979. The fort has been beautifully restored by Heritage Malta, with vivid multimedia displays. Wander its vastness to see film footage from its past as a British asset, artefacts from its long use, and rooms displayed as if the occupants have just popped out. Best of all, you’ll see view after fabulous view across the harbour to Valletta. This is an especially good viewpoint to see the cannon fired from the Saluting Battery across the water, at noon and 4pm.

Game of Thrones fans might recognise the fort as a backdrop for some of the series, and its dungeons were used as a location for the Red Keep Prison and the Underground Chambers in Season 1.


GETTING ACROSS GRAND HARBOUR

A dgħajsa (traditional rowing boat or water taxi; pronounced ‘die-sa’) can be hailed to cross from the Lascaris Water Taxi Station to the Three Cities for a few euros, and for under €10 the friendly boatpeople will take you on a 30-minute cruise around Grand Harbour. In the past, the compact and historic vessels were propelled by oars, but now they’re more likely to have outboard motors. In such a small craft, it’s a real thrill to approach the towering walls of Fort St Angelo, often framed by a flotilla of impressive superyachts provisioning before exploring the Mediterranean.



Eating Around Vittoriosa: Our Picks

Terrone: Waterfront setting right under St Elmo bastion. Fantastic seafood. 12.30-3.30pm daily, 7-10pm Mon & Wed-Sat €€

Mykonos by Yiamas: Good-value Greek taverna with harbourside tables. Mix and match mezze or feast on a platter. 8.30am-11pm €€

Tal-Petut: Intimate Tal-Petut occupies a former grocery store and serves daily seasonal menus of Maltese favourites. 6.30-10pm Mon-Sat €€

Don Berto: On Vittoriosa’s waterfront, this family-friendly bistro overlooks the yacht-filled marina. noon-11pm €€

 

Ethnography, history and a garden courtyard

Vittoriosa’s sinister Inquisitor’s Palace (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €6/3), on Triq il-Palazz Ta’ l’Isqof, was built in the 1530s and served as law courts until the 1570s, when it became the tribunal (and prison) of the Inquisition, whose task it was to find and suppress heresy. Today, the palace houses a small ethnographic museum, but the most disturbingly fascinating parts of the building are the former prison cells, with elaborate carvings by prisoners on the walls. Particularly gruesome is the torture chamber, with its rope contraptions for extracting confessions. The building was strengthened in 1698, as before then a prisoner managed to dig his way out eight times in one year.


MOVIE-MAKING MAGIC

Near Fort Rinella, Malta Film Studios (screenmalta.com) is regarded as one of Europe’s most versatile movie-making hubs. Facilities include massive indoor and outdoor pools – the outdoor one blends seamlessly with the horizon so it can look like scenes are filmed on the open sea – and it was where the modern piracy movie, Captain Phillips (2013), was filmed. The historic ambience of nearby Fort Risacoli was harnessed for Troy (2004), Assassin’s Creed (2016) and Napoleon (2023). It also featured as the Red Keep in the first series of Game of Thrones. Fort Risacoli was also used for the Colosseum scenes in Gladiator (1999). More recent movies filmed in Malta include Gladiator 2 (2024) and a new Jurassic World title slated for release in July 2025.



Senglea uncovered: historic city with Valletta views

Across the harbour from Vittoriosa, Senglea is a quieter area of the Three Cities and a good dining destination. Walk around the harbour over the footbridge, and pay a local boatperson a few euros to ferry you across. In Senglea, you’ll discover steep, narrow and many-stepped streets, all built to a grid pattern. The town was pretty much razed during WWII, but there are some historic buildings and the neighbourhood has a local feel. The American University of Malta is located in the former Auberge of Castille, and the Gardjola Gardens have fabulous views of Valletta and Vittoriosa. The little vedette (watchtower) at the peninsula’s tip is one of Malta’s classic landmarks. Stop for lunch at one of the great restaurants around the Senglea promenade that skirts the small city.

 

Sleepy Cospicua, the least visited of the Three Cities

Southwest of Vittoriosa and Senglea, Cospicua (formerly Bormla) is even more off the beaten track, and features narrow streets filled with local life and flapping with laundry. It’s known for its formidable fortifications, which, again, were additions by the Knights, and the source of its name change in the 18th century to ‘the conspicuous one’. Bormla suffered during the Great Siege when many of its buildings were destroyed by the Knights to prevent them being occupied by the Turks, and then again in WWII, but the 16th-century Church of the Immaculate Conception survived unscathed, and is a lavish, imposing sight.

 

Drive yourself with Rolling Geeks

A fun way to explore the Three Cities is on self-drive electric buggies. Rolling Geeks provides pre-programmed directions via GPS so it’s impossible to get lost as the compact vehicles negotiate the narrow streets with an accompanying audio commentary in eight languages.

Eating Around Senglea & Kalkara: Harbourside Dining

AcquaBlu:Fine views from the Senglea promenade over to Vittoriosa, with seafood pasta, fish and shellfish. noon-3pm & 6.30-10.30pm Tue-Sun €€

Enchanté: Delicious fish and seafood right beside the harbour at Senglea. Ask for an outdoor table. noon-3.30pm & 6.30-10.30pm Wed-Mon €€

Le Regatta Bistro: On the northwestern tip of the Senglea promontory; a great place for seafood with Valletta views. 6-10pm Thu-Sat, 11.30am-3.30pm Sat-Sun €€

Marea: Stylish Kalkara water’s-edge restaurant with Grand Harbour views and Mediterranean and Japanese flavours. 7-10pm Mon-Fri, noon-10pm Sat & Sun €€



VITTORIOSA WALKING TOUR

Get occasionally (and pleasantly) lost on this stroll around Vittoriosa’s meandering labyrinth of piazzas and narrow lanes.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Malta Maritime Musuem	Auberge d’Angleterre	600m; 45min



Begin on Vittoriosa’s waterfront at the 1 Malta Maritime Museum, housed in a grand 19th-century bakery, but currently closed for refurbishment.

Turn left at the 2 Freedom Day monument on the traffic roundabout and continue up Triq San Lawrenz to the 3 Church of St Lawrence, the Knights’ convental church before the move to St John’s Co-Cathedral in Valletta in 1530.

Further uphill to the right, the 4 Oratory of St Joseph contains relics of Grand Master la Valette. Cross nearby 5 Misraħ ir-Rebħa (Victory Square), crowned by the Victory Monument, erected in 1705 in memory of the Great Siege. Turn right into Triq Hilda Tabone, and wander through 6 Il Collachio, a maze of alleys with the city’s oldest buildings.

Detour right down Triq it-Tramuntana to the 7 Norman House at No 11. The 1st-floor twin-arched window, with its slender central pillar and zigzag decoration, dates from the 13th century and is in a style described as Siculo-Norman.

At the southern end of Triq it-Tramuntana, turn right into Triq il-Majjistral. In this area are the first auberges built by the Knights in the 16th century. The 8 Auberge d’Angleterre, the auberge of the English Knights, is now occupied by Malta’s health department.





TOP EXPERIENCE
Hal Saflieni Hypogeum

In the unassuming suburb of Paola is the extraordinary UNESCO World Heritage–listed Hal Saflieni Hypogeum, an interlinked, sculpted subterranean set of rooms, and the world’s best-preserved Neolithic structure. It appears to have been conceived as a place of worship, and later turned into a burial site, with around 7000 tombs enclosed here. Book well ahead to experience Malta’s marvel of prehistory.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Multimedia display

Cave art of the Decorated Room

Amplified echoes in the Oracle Room

The incredible Holy of Holies



In previous decades, carbon dioxide exhaled by visitors did serious damage to the delicate limestone walls and cave paintings of the burial chambers, and the Hypogeum was closed to the public for 10 years until mid-2000. The subterranean microclimate is now strictly controlled and visitor numbers are limited to 10 people per tour and eight tours per day. Pre-booking online with Heritage Malta is essential, ideally at least three months before your visit.

Guided tours lasting around 45 minutes in total are in two parts. After descending in a lift, visitors experience an interesting multimedia presentation on the history of Malta’s most incredible sight, a subterranean necropolis dating from the Saflieni period (3300–4000 BCE), and only rediscovered during building work in 1902.

A Compact Exhibition

Also included before the group ventures down into the Hypogeum is time spent in an adjacent exhibition gallery with artefacts discovered during site works across the last 120 years. Audio commentaries are delivered to visitors’ headsets to explain what is on display.


A Treasure Across Three Levels

Hewn out of of easily worked Globigerina Limestone, the Hypogeum complex is constructed across three levels, with the ancient custodians of the site digging deeper down into the ground as space became more limited. It’s estimated that around 7000 bodies were interred here, and pottery, personal ornaments, small carved animals and larger humanoid figurines have all been discovered. Ongoing audio commentaries continue to explain the history and significance of the site as various chambers are explored.

The Upper Level

Consisting of a large hollow, the Hypogeum’s upper level combines a central passage with rooms and burial chambers cut precisely into each side. Some of the rooms were originally natural caves that have been extended. It’s thought one of the chambers still contains original burial deposits.

The Middle Level

Forming the focus of guided tours, the Hypogeum’s middle level consists of several different rooms and chambers. During their construction, it’s thought giant rocks were lifted to the surface by an ancient engineering system known as Cyclopean rigging.


Don’t Miss Your Slot

Late arrivals to the Hypogeum are strictly not admitted, so arrive on time. Parking is limited around Paola and bus or ride-share transport is recommended. Bus routes 1, 2 and 3 travel from Valletta’s main bus station (20 minutes) to the Pjazza stop on Paola’s main square. From the square to the Hypogeum is 400m south, and the Tarxien Temples are 600m to the east.



The Main Chamber

Circular in aspect, the main chamber of the middle level is carved out of rock. This chamber’s walls were originally daubed with red ochre, and it was here that the famous Sleeping Lady statuette, now in Valletta’s National Museum of Archaeology, was discovered.

The Oracle Room

One of the smaller side chambers, niches in the walls of this room produces an amplifying and echoing effect of human vocalisation made within it. Cave art of red spirals and circles decorates the ceiling of this slender space.

The Decorated Room

Adjacent to the oracle room, the walls of the Decorated Room are enlivened with a pattern of geometric spirals, and near the entrance is a petrosomatoglyph – a representation of a human hand carved into the rock.

The Holy of Holies

The most elaborate of the Hypogeum’s chambers, this room seems oriented towards the winter solstice, which may have illuminated its facade from the original surface opening. No bones were recovered in this room during excavations, and its carved trilithons and supported ceiling mimic the architectural style of Malta’s above-ground temples.


TOP TIPS

• Wear closed-toe shoes with good grip to negotiate the raised subterranean walkways.

• Photography is not allowed. Cameras and mobile phones are stored in numbered lockers during the guided tour.

• Wheelchair access is possible for the initial multimedia element of the guided tour but not for the underground section.

• Children under six years of age are not admitted to the Hypogeum.

• A limited number of last-minute tickets (€50 per person) may be available the day prior from the National War Museum at Fort St Elmo or the Gozo Museum of Archaeology in Victoria.





THREE CITIES RESTAURANTS

Lisa Grech, editor of the Defintive(ly) Good Guide to Restaurants in Malta & Gozo, has lived in Vittoriosa for almost 20 years. @restaurants_malta, restaurantsmalta.com

My favourite Vittoriosa restaurants include Terronem right on the water’s edge. Across in Senglea is French-owned Le Regatta, one of my favourite places to sit by the water and sample exciting cocktails and delicious French cuisine while watching the sunset. Other greats along the Senglea waterfront include Il-Hnejja, Enchanté and AcquaBlu, all offering delicious fresh fish and seafood. Cugó Gran Macina is also a lovely place for cocktails and tapas-style food indoors or on the terrace of this exclusive boutique hotel.



KalkaraTIME FROM VALLETTA: 40 mins  [image: jpg]

Hands-on family fun with science

Kalkara was once a fishing village huddled around Kalkara Creek, across the Grand Harbour from Valletta. It’s now considered to be fourth of the Three Cities and has some fascinating sights. Families with kids will love the interactive delights of Esplora (esplora.org.mt; adult/child €8/6), with cosmology, plate tectonics, wave action and other aspects of the natural world to explore in and around the historic Villa Bighi. It’s fabulous educational fun with kids, and there are superb views from the manicured gardens and rooftop decks, especially towards Valletta and Fort St Angelo.

 

Fire a cannon at Fort Rinella

Around 1.5km from Vittoriosa, the hulking Victorian Fort Rinella (fortrinella.com; adult/child €14/7) has been converted into an interesting military museum. There are regular reenactments, and the thrilling chance for visitors to fire a cannon or rifle (for a donation). Following restoration, you can now see guard and cook rooms, ablution facilities, and an artillery store complete with the ammunition trapdoor through which new ammunition was delivered to the magazine. The fort was one of two coastal batteries designed to counter the threat of Italy’s ironclad battleships. The batteries (the second one was on Tigné Point in Sliema) were equipped with the latest Armstrong 100-tonne guns – the biggest muzzle-loading guns ever made, with a range of 6.4km.

PaolaTIME FROM VALLETTA: 20 mins  [image: jpg]

Journey through the megalithic Tarxien Temples

Around 600m east of the Hypogeum, and another site that’s had an unassuming suburb grow up around it is Tarxien (pronounced ‘tar-sheen’). These megalithic structures (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €6/3) were discovered by a local farmer in 1913, and excavated from 1915 to 1919. They are thought to date from between 3600 and 2500 BCE, and are especially rich in Neolithic art, with beautiful spirals and some animal reliefs. The complex of buildings was later used as a Bronze Age cemetery. After you’re through the introduction, you’ll explore four linked structures, built with massive stone blocks up to 3m by 1m by 1m in size. The large statue of a broad-hipped female figure was found in the right-hand niche of the first temple, and a copy remains in situ. A cover protects the temples from the elements, and there’s a visitor centre giving some context.

Eating Around Tarxien & the Hypogeum: Snack Spots

Vi-Vi Cafeteria & Bistro: Worth the stroll 450m south of the Hypogeum; coffee, cake, breakfast and lunch specials. 7am-4pm Tue-Sun €

De Paule Band Club: On Paola’s Antoine de Paule Sq, with a beautiful building and inexpensive grub, drinks and snacks. 11am-11pm €

Maxims Pastizzeria: A handy pit stop for Malta’s favourite snack, pea and cheese-filled pastizzi (pastries). 8am-9pm €

Hermanos Burgers: Tasty burgers piled high with a variety of ingredients. Definitely arrive hungry. 11am-11pm Mon-Sat €



Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Valletta

Mandera Boutique Suites & Dorms € Offering respite for budget travellers in pricey Valletta, options at Mandera range from rooftop suites to affordable four-bed shared dorms with a fully equipped shared kitchen.

Vincent Hotel €€ Close to St Elmo, the Vincent is a good-value designer hotel in a historic building. More than 10 different suites feature diverse decor ranging from subdued and romantic to bright and colourful.

Casa Asti €€ Good value reigns supreme at this cosy, family-run guesthouse with flagstone walls and painted furniture. Casa Asti is very popular so try and book well ahead.

Casa Rocca Piccola €€ Five super-romantic rooms feature at this welcoming B&B in a stately 16th-century palazzo run with grace and charm by the Marquis and Marchioness de Piro.

Valletta Vintage €€€ Stylishly converted, good-value townhouse rooms with design classics, terraces with views, and kitchenettes. Try and book the upper-level Gallery room.

Casa Ellul €€€ Casa Ellul is one of Valletta’s loveliest boutique hotels. Features include freestanding bathtubs on the traditional Maltese balconies and Jacuzzis in two of the top-floor rooms. Downstairs there’s exquisite cuisine at Risette, an exemplary fine-dining restaurant.

Iniala Harbour House €€€ Beautiful hotel on St Barbara’s Bastion with views across Grand Harbour to the Three Cities. On site is the much lauded ION Harbour restaurant and the excellent Essensi Spa.

Floriana

23 Boutique Hotel €€ Stylish and modern accommodation with an inner courtyard and view-friendly rooftop. Great value and just a 10-minute walk to Valletta’s City Gate.

Tritoni Valletta Boutique €€ Modern hotel an easy walk to Valletta’s main bus station and main City Gate entrance. Elegant rooms, easy parking and a spacious shared rooftop.

Phoenicia Hotel €€€ Just outside Valletta’s main gate, this 1940s hospitality icon reopened in 2017 after a multi-million-euro renovation. Facilities include lush 3-hectare gardens, a heated outdoor pool, a bar, and brasserie and restaurant.

The Three Cities

Nelli’s € Belgian-run B&B right on the waterfront, with four harmonious, beautifully pared-down guest rooms. Breakfast is served on the 4th-floor roof terrace overlooking the harbour.

Indulgence Divine €€ Sumptuous, self-catering apartment (adults only) in a 16th-century townhouse, with a cool kitchen and sunny roof terrace.

Cugó Gran Macina Grand Harbour €€€ Luxurious boutique hotel in a 16th-century building with suites, stellar views, and a swish bar and bistro. Take in superyacht views from the rooftop pool.







Sliema, St Julian’s & Paceville
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SEAFRONT DINING, SHOPPING AND NIGHTLIFE

Sliema blends a retail and residential vibe, St Julian’s is an energetic mass of restaurants and cafes, and Paceville is a brash nightlife hub popular with young drinkers.
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Despite flowing into each other, this busy, built-up collection of districts is marked by very distinct characters. The districts share a long seafront promenade, with shimmering Mediterranean views, and are all packed with shops, restaurants and bars.

More exclusive-feeling Sliema has long been associated with the Maltese upper classes and makes for a relatively peaceful base, when compared with the clatter of St Julian’s and Paceville. Gracious townhouses sit along the backstreets, apartment blocks line the seafront, and rocky beaches and ocean pools make safe swimming spots.

On the southern side of Sliema’s peninsula, facing Valletta across Marsamxett Harbour, The Strand is a busy promenade of waterfront cafes and vendors selling boat trips to all around Malta. Continuing southwest past sprawling Manoel Island, the oceanfront route is often a tangle of traffic as it morphs into the Ta’Xbiex and Gzira neighbourhoods, upmarket areas characterised by good eating and drinking opportunities, and the occasional superyacht enlivening the Msida Marina.

St Julian’s was once a pretty fishing village, but now five-star hotels and apartment complexes are jostling cheek by jowl, threatening to overshadow its scenic bays. It closely adjoins the compact nightlife enclave of Paceville, hungover by day, rammed by night, and now in the shadow of the iconic and contemporary profile of Mercury Tower, one of Malta’s newest and most distinctive landmarks.
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St George’s Bay, St Julian’s | nito100/Getty Images ©


THE MAIN AREAS

SLIEMA

Swimming spots and elegant streets.

ST JULIAN’S

Hotels and restaurants lining busy bays.

PACEVILLE

Teen and 20-something party central.




Find Your Way

Sliema merges into St Julian’s to the northwest, and Gżira and Ta’Xbiex to the south; it is separated from Valletta by the narrow Marsamxett Harbour. The main seafront drag is Triq it-Torri (which turns into Qui-si-Sana further south).
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Plan Your Time

For convenient access to restaurants, cafes and nightlife, plus good shopping and plenty of urban energy, this area is an ideal base.
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Balluta and Spinola Bays, St Julian’s | maloff/Shutterstock ©


Pressed For Time

• Take a dip at Sliema Beach; swimming spots include rock-cut pools with steps leading into the water. Stroll along Sliema’s oceanfront promenade, stopping for gelato or coffee. Have a sunset meal on a restaurant terrace overlooking Spinola Bay or Balluta Bay, while evening options include cocktail bars and wine bars, or clubbing in the exuberant nightlife district of Paceville.




A Few Days to Explore

• Join a boat trip from The Strand in Sliema. Cruise the coast of Malta or explore Marsamxett Harbour with views of Valletta and the historic yacht yards of Manoel Island. Seek out the best of Malta’s food trucks around Sliema, or venture off the tourist trail to good restaurants in nearby Gżira. History fans should consider the coastal walk from St Julian’s Tower to St George’s Tower.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Fewer crowds equal discounts from boat operators. As the weather warms, wild flowers enliven the countryside.

SUMMER

Big-name DJs play Paceville’s clubs and St Julian’s beach bars. It’s a good time for a refreshing dip along Sliema’s promenade.

AUTUMN

Lower prices, guaranteed sunshine and fewer people. Hotels and boat trips offer seasonal discounts.

WINTER

Unpredictable weather, but good discounts. Plan a foodie sojourn, and explore nearby Valletta without the crowds.




Sliema
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RESTAURANTS | WALKING | SWIMMING


Slimizi are those born and bred in this exclusive-feeling district long associated with the Maltese upper classes. The name Sliema comes from ‘sliem’, meaning serenity in Malti, reflecting its history as a small fishing village. Although the area now merges seamlessly with St Julian’s, there’s definitely a less frenetic atmosphere here, and you can swim in natural sea pools directly from the rocky shore. With an expansive promenade, it’s also a popular place for walking, and on the southern edge of Sliema’s peninsula, waterfront cafes and beach clubs along The Strand have views to Valletta. There’s also a convenient passenger ferry across the harbour.

Sliema began to grow during WWII, when people moved here to escape the bombing around Grand Harbour. Nowadays it’s Malta’s most densely populated area. Gracious townhouses line backstreets, while apartment blocks line the seafront. At the peninsula’s eastern tip is The Point, Malta’s biggest shopping mall.
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SIGHTS

1Children’s Playground

2Esplanade

3Manoel Island

4St Julian’s Tower

5Strand

6Tigné Point (The Point)

activities & tours

7Fond Għadir

8Royal Malta Yacht Club

9Sliema Pitch

SLEEPING

10Amery House

11D Townhouse

12Granny’s Inn Hostel

13Valletta Apartments

EATING

14Ali Baba

15AYU

16Azar

17Bread & Beyond

18Briju

19Gemma Jones

20Hammett’s Gastro Bar

21L-Ahwa Bakery

22Mr Porchetta

23Oakberry

(see 8)Port 21

24Thaisty

25Wigi’s Kitchen

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26Aqualuna

27Brew Grill & Brewery

29City of London

26Hole in the Wall

30Manta

31Paradise Exiles

32POPP

SHOPPING

33Little Greens

34Plaza Shopping Centre

35Point, The

36Souvenirs That Don’t Suck

37TaylorMaid Vintage




GETTING AROUND

Buses link Sliema to other parts of the island. Key routes are bus 222 to Ċirkewwa for Gozo ferries, X2 from the airport, and buses 13 and 14 for Valletta’s main bus station. Bus 15 circles Gżira and Ta’ Xbiex. Valletta Ferry Services (adult/child €1.50/0.50) operates from The Strand across Marsamxett Harbour to Valletta. Sliema is walkable; narrow laneways cross the peninsula to an oceanfront promenade.
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L-Ahwa Bakery, opened over 125 years ago, uses wood-fired ovens to bake jam tarts and apple pies. At Christmas, locals bring meat to roast as many homes don’t have ovens. Walk up San Piju V for two blocks from The Strand, turn left at White Store, and look for the ‘Carmelo Micallef Bakery’ sign.



Experiencing The Strand

Boat trips, beach clubs and Valletta views

On the southern side of the Sliema peninsula, The Strand is in energetic contrast to the northern side’s relaxed oceanfront promenade. Facing Marsamxett Harbour with views of Valletta’s skyline, The Strand is characterised by denser traffic and many sales booths offering boat trips to all around Malta. Destinations include Comino and the Blue Lagoon, day cruises around the Maltese archipelago, and special evening cruises taking in the iconic, after-dark profile of Valletta. Choose from exciting powerboats or more relaxed sailing adventures on modern catamarans or replica historic sailing ships.

Beyond The Strand’s focus on boat trips, there’s usually a tasty array of food trucks parked up near the departure point for Valletta passenger ferries, and good shopping along nearby Tower Rd includes international brands like Marks & Spencer and Zara. For relaxation, especially during the warmer months of summer, consider spending time poolside at sleek new beach clubs including Aqualuna and Manta. Booking ahead for sunbeds or gazebos is recommended. Even if you’re not swimming, they’re a good option for cocktails or coffee.


Drinking Around Sliema: Our Picks

Hole in the Wall: Cosy and quirky backstreet bar with toasted sandwiches and a few crafty brews. Retro video games, too. 5pm-1am

Brew Grill & Brewery: Beers brewed on site, harbour views and live music most weekends. Good pub food including burgers and legendary ribs. noon-2am

POPP: Neighbourhood beer shop and craft-beer bar a short walk away in Gżira. Local craft beers and international surprises. 11am-10pm Mon-Sat

City of London: Classic pub on Sliema’s waterfront promenade with an outdoor terrace and a century of pouring frosty pints of Cisk lager. 11am-late


SLIEMA’S BEST SHOPPING

Souvenirs That Don’t Suck: Quirky and stylish apparel and homewares more interesting than the usual mass-produced tat.

TaylorMaid Vintage: Retro clothing from around Europe showcased in a compact spot on The Strand.

The Point: Malta’s biggest shopping mall includes fashion boutiques and an excellent bookshop. Also adjacent outdoor cafes.

Plaza Shopping Centre: Compact multi-level mall near The Strand with a good food court reflecting Malta’s increasingly diverse population mix.

Little Greens: Handy grocery store with an excellent bakery and deli section. Convenient if you’re staying in one of Sliema’s many self-catering apartments.



Eating Around Sliema: Cafes & Restaurants

Bread & Beyond: Customise your own gourmet sandwich from a global array of flavours. Good salads, too. 7.30am-3pm Mon-Sat €

Hammett’s Gastro Bar: Shared plates with Asian influences and a good wine and cocktail list. Great-value happy-hour 2-for-1 deals. 5-11pm Mon-Thu, noon-11pm Fri-Sun €€

Azar: Wood-fired cuisine in a cosmopolitan dining room in a quiet residential neighbourhood. Top service and a good wine list. 6.30-10pm Mon-Sat €€

Wigi’s Kitchen: Balluta Bay views and excellent Med cuisine blending Italian and Maltese influences. 12.30-2.30pm Tue-Fri, 6.45-10.45pm Mon-Sat €€€

Malta’s Finest Seafront Stroll

Upmarket neighbourhood for walking and relaxing

When the Mediterranean is shimmering the most intense of cobalt hues, the esplanade along Tower Rd on the northern face of Sliema’s peninsula is one of Malta’s most enjoyable places for a seafront stroll.

The long promenade stretches several kilometres and is ideal for a walk or run. Morning is especially popular as Fitbit-wearing locals get an early start at achieving their daily steps targets, stopping at cafes and kiosks en route for a coffee or juice.

For visitors to Malta, attractions along the way include the welcome greenery of the Independence Garden (with a children’s playground), and St Julian’s Tower built in the 17th century for coastal defences.

Heading southeast along the promenade, the wide walkway leads past popular summer-only beach clubs to eventually reach Malta’s largest shopping mall, The Point. From The Point, pedestrian access then continues for around 300m to The Strand and the southern side of the peninsula. More ritzy beach clubs and lidos offer views across Marsamxett Harbour to Valletta.

During the Great Siege in 1565, Turkish commander Dragut Reis ranged his cannons on nearby Tigné Point in order to pound Fort St Elmo. The tip of the peninsula is known as Dragut Point and is crowned by Fort Tigne, built in 1793 by the Knights of St John. Restoration of the fort is ongoing, and incorporating development of nearby apartments.

Sliema’s Swimming Spots

Find a place to cool down

It’s a little surprising there’s good swimming so close to a busy town, but the Sliema waterfront is edged by flattish rocks, and stepped access at various points is mostly open to the public. The waterfront also offers good places to relax before or after you take a dip, including areas of flat rocks where you can stretch out a towel to bask in the sun.

Usually the water is fairly deep without a shallow incline into the sea. However, the access at Fond Għadir has a shallower option, despite the name, which means ‘deep water’. This stretch of the Sliema seafront is carved out with a row of il-banijiet (baths). These rock-cut pools are sometimes referred to as the Roman baths, but they are actually thought to date from the 19th century when sea bathing first came into vogue. It’s thought 19th-century bathers would have rigged up curtains to shield these pools from prying eyes so bathers could swim with their modesty intact.

Although no longer curtained, the pools still serve a modern purpose. Being more sheltered, they are ideal for families travelling with kids, and many local children learn to swim here. Sliema Pitch is another area that’s particularly good for swimming. With the choice of an outdoor lido or deep open water for swimming, it is ideal when the weather is calm.

Ta’Xbiex & Gżira’s Local Vibe

Eating and drinking beyond the tourist trail

From The Strand, Sliema’s busy amalgam of ferry station, waterfront shops and cafes, and departure point for boat trips, the coastal road continues via an all-day tangle of traffic southwest to seamlessly segue from Sliema into Gżira, and then subsequently into the suburb of Ta’Xbiex.

Both Gżira and Ta’Xbiex are upmarket neighbourhoods, and they loop around the low-slung sprawl of nearby Manoel Island and a brace of Malta’s largest yacht marinas. There are no traditional tourist sights per se, but it’s a great area to relax and recharge in just a short journey from the tourist hustle and bustle of Sliema. Popular restaurants enjoy brilliant marina and harbour views at the Royal Malta Yacht Club, and for travelling families there’s a good playground looking out to the nearby Manoel Island yacht marina.

Due to the area’s proximity to L-Università ta’ Malta (the University of Malta), and its popularity with overseas students learning English in Malta, there’s a youthful vibe with plenty of good-value ethnic restaurants and an armada of popular food trucks serving global flavours ranging from Greek and Thai to Serbian and Vietnamese. Higher-end dining is also well-served with several of Malta’s favourite restaurants.

Bus number 15 from Valletta’s main bus station links to The Strand and Sliema, winding a circuitous but convenient route around the coastal road via both Ta’Xbiex and Gżira.


WHERE TO HANG OUT IN SLIEMA
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Aaron & Julia run yoga sessions and Granny’s Inn Hostel (grannysinn.com). Aaron Falzon (instagram.com/aaronfal); Julia Markovska Falzon (instagram.com/julimarkovska).

Sliema is a pretty special city. We love walking from Granny’s Inn Hostel to the Exiles beachfront area. Chasing the shade in the cat park, swimming, jogging or practising sunset yoga with Aaron & Julia while feeling the sea breeze kissing your skin. Paradise Exiles bar is one of our hangout places with lovely tunes and a chilled crowd. In the area, we would head to Oakberry for a refreshing acai, mint or balance bowl for some plant-based food and KuYa Asian Pub in St Julian’s for tasty food.



Eating Around Gżira & Ta’Xbiex: Our Picks

AYU: International flavours from Sri Lanka and the Philippines to Iran and the Levant in a self-described ‘travellers’ kitchen’. 10am-1am Tue-Sun €€

Ali Baba: Lebanese cuisine with more than 50 different dishes, all designed to be shared mezze style. 6-11pm Tue-Sat €€

Briju: Seasonal Maltese flavours with ingredients often sourced from local farmers and producers. Try the harissa-laced lamb sausage. 7-10pm Mon-Sat €€€

Port 21: Stunning waterfront views and Mediterranean cuisine amid a showy, see and be seen, Malta Royal Yacht Club ambience. 10am-10.30pm €€€




St Julian’s & Paceville
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RESTAURANTS | COASTAL VIEWS | NIGHTLIFE


For restaurants, bars and a satisfying urban buzz, head to St Julian’s, located on a peninsula northwest of Sliema. The most scenic action is around the compact coves of Balluta Bay and nearby Spinola Bay where a gently bobbing, mini-armada of traditional luzzu boats is watched over by terraced restaurants, five-star hotels and snack bars targeting international students at nearby English language schools. North past the glitzy Portomaso Marina, ringed by restaurants and high-end apartments, is the white monolith of Mercury Tower, Malta’s tallest building since 2020. Continue past Mercury Tower, and the roads quickly narrow to morph into Paceville, a focused scattering of a few lanes packed with pubs, nightclubs and ‘gentlemen’s clubs’, and a prime location for young party-loving crowds to revel until another Maltese dawn. St George’s Bay, a narrow cliff-framed cove that’s popular for swimming and sunbathing is just metres away from Paceville’s northern edge.
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SIGHTS

1Balluta Buildings

2Mercury Tower

3Palazzo Spinola

4St George’s Bay

5Villa Dragonara

SLEEPING

6Ddream Hotel

7Hostel Malti

8Hotel Juliani

9Hotel Valentina

10Inhawi

11Marriott Hotel & Spa

EATING

12Aft Galley

13Crudo

14Eat

15La Crema

16Salumeria Gardens

17Sole by Tarragon

18Two Buoys

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19505

20Gin Room

21KuYa Asian Pub

22Thirsty Barber

entertainment

23Eden Cinema




GETTING AROUND

St Julian’s and Paceville are walkable, especially around the oceanfront promenade linking from Independence Gardens near Sliema around Balluta Bay and Spinola Bay. Beyond Spinola Bay towards Paceville is often packed with traffic. Street parking may seem nonexistent – Pendergardens Public Car Park is a good paid option. St Julian’s is reached from Valletta’s main bus station on route 13A via Ta’Xbiex, Gżira and Sliema. Route 11 heads northwest from St Julian’s to Buġibba, St Paul’s Bay and Mellieħa.
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The cosmopolitan seafront dining hub is popular, but kiosks with simpler food and good-value menus also dot the seafront. Try Balluta Kiosk in Balluta Bay, or popular Pearly Bay Kiosk at St George’s Bay.



Balluta Buildings

Heritage Art Nouveau treasure

In a compact island nation with ongoing debate about new developments versus preserving heritage architecture – witness the number of construction cranes dotting the horizon around St Julian’s and Tigne Point – one elegant edifice along Balluta Bay lingers as an important part of the area’s history.

Located near the neo-Gothic towers of Knisja tal-Karmnu (Church of Our Lady of Mt Carmel), the Art Nouveau Balluta Buildings were built in 1928 for the Marquis John Scicluna. They’re regarded as one of Malta’s finest remaining examples of Art Nouveau architecture, and when first opened featured some of the most spacious and luxurious apartments in all of Europe. Just 20 apartments are in the buildings, all with high ceilings and decorated with heritage tiles and ironwork. The name of the Balluta Buildings comes from the oak trees (ballut in Malti) that used to grow nearby and gave the bay its name.

Good cafes in the base of the Balluta Buildings include Crudo – especially for breakfast – and La Crema for coffee, pastries and shaded outdoor seating.


Eating Around Sliema & St Julian’s: Food Trucks

Thaisty: Authentic Thai flavours teamed with esplanade and ocean views. Check @thais.tyy on Instagram for regular specials. 11.30am-9pm Tue-Sat, to 5pm Sun €

Gemma Joes: Retro American-style ice-cream sundaes, waffles and shave ice beside the Sliema departure point for the Valletta ferry. 4pm-2am €

Mr Porchetta: Authentic Italian porchetta (roast pork) and salsiccia (sausage) sandwiches. On The Strand in Sliema with Valletta views. 10am-5pm €

Eat: Barbecue, smoked meats and burgers near Mosta, and at Pembroke near St Julian’s. 9am-3pm Mon-Fri (Mosta), Tue-Sat (Pembroke) €


A TALE OF TWO VILLAS

Sitting on Dragonara Point on the rocky eastern headland of St George’s Bay, Villa Dragonara offers echoes of a gracious heritage past. Originally built in 1870 as the summer residence of the Marquis Scicluna, a wealthy banker, it became the Dragonara Casino in 1964. Now it attracts highish rollers seeking to make a few euros, but it’s definitely not Monte Carlo.

Nearby, initial construction work started in June 2024 on the Villa Rosa mega-development, with foundations being laid despite considerable opposition to the massive scale of the project. Three towers from 27 to 34 storeys are planned, a soaring cityscape at odds with the currently more low-key charms of Dragonara Point and St George’s Bay.



Hobnobbing in St Julian’s

Busy town and bijou beaches

St Julian’s has perhaps the best range of restaurants on the islands, with international menus offering everything from pan-Asian to South American cuisine. This is where you come to see and be seen, and there’s a continual buzz in this youthful-feeling area fronted by a fairly busy coastal road and a popular promenade. Stroll the prom and settle down with the chattering classes over a sunny lunch or some water-side cocktails. There’s a bit of beach here, but mostly of the bare rock or private lido variety (the five-star hotels offer beach clubs and watersports). At the head of St George’s Bay there’s a small, sandy beach.

Admiring St Julian’s History

Heritage palazzo and urban gardens

A little set back from Spinola Bay is a small square, with a palace to the south, a relic of St Julian’s past as a retreat for the wealthiest Maltese. This is Palazzo Spinola; back when this was a rural area and an escape from the busy life of the capital across the harbour, this was one of the only houses around. The house was built for the Italian knight Rafael Spinola and is now home to the Parliamentary Assembly of the Mediterranean. Two ornamental fountains sit in front of the palazzo, while north of the building’s heritage splendour the compact but leafy Ġnien Spinola (Spinola Gardens) are a handy haven if the hustle and energy of nearby streets gets a little overwhelming.

Eating Around St Julian’s & Paceville: Dining Well

Salumeria Gardens: Malta’s best gourmet pizza served with local beers from Stretta, POPP and Huskie, in a leafy location. 4pm-1am Mon-Thu, noon-1am Fri-Sun €

Aft Galley: Lebanese dining on the quieter edge of Paceville. Mix-and-match mezze and Bekaa valley wines for a Levantine feast. 6-11pm Mon-Sat €€

Two Buoys: Malta meets Melbourne at this relaxed cafe serving excellent coffee and Down Under brunch classics. Brilliant views. 9am-4pm Sun & Tue, to 11pm Wed-Sat €€

Sole by Tarragon: Malta’s classiest seafood served in an elegant and elevated spot high above St George’s Bay. 6-11pm €€€

Paceville after Dark

A young and energetic nightlife scene

Paceville is only a couple of streets lined by bars and clubs, yet it makes a lot of noise, and is the place to go for a big two-for-one cocktails, slammers and shots high-energy night out. Many international students are in town learning English at local language schools, so the age range is definitely at the younger end. If you’re in Malta to learn English, you’ll probably enjoy the area’s energetic student vibe, but if you’re over 25 you’ll feel pretty ancient. Traditionally, Paceville was Malta’s go-to spot for after-dark fun, but in recent years more sophisticated and low-key wine bars and cocktail bars catering to (slightly) older punters have thankfully opened in Valletta.

There’s not much to differentiate the bars and clubs lining the surprisingly compact stepped laneway of Paceville’s Triq Santa Rita, and choosing the best spot on any given night comes down to what music is being played or what drinks deals are on offer. Across the peak of summer, it’s worth checking out which Euro-famous DJs are in town. In the streets around Triq Santa Rita is a wider range of cocktail bars and restaurants, and the adjacent Eden Cinemas complex is Malta’s best movie emporium. During the day, a few more low-key cafes and pubs are open, and it’s just metres from St George’s Bay if you’re keen on swimming.

The Rebirth of Mercury House

Paceville’s reconstructed heart

On the edge of Paceville, historic Mercury House dates from 1903, and was originally built to house Malta’s original telecommunications infrastructure. Reportedly, two underground vaults dating from the Cold War sit underneath the building’s restored limestone facade, but now, in a new century, Malta’s most iconic and most spectacular new building towers above the heritage structure. Surging high into Mediterranean sunshine from Paceville’s tangle of streets and laneways, the 33-storey Mercury Tower is visible from all across Sliema and St Julian’s, besting the nearby Portomaso Tower, opened in 2001 and previously Malta’s tallest building.

Designed by Zaha Hadid Architects, Mercury Tower was the last project the Iraqi-British architect signed off on before her death in 2016, and its subtly twisting profile is now adding a contemporary sheen to what’s been traditionally a more garish part of town. High-end retailers feature in a new shopping mall opened in late 2023, and a spacious ground-floor piazza is on track to be enlivened by restaurants and bars by late 2024. Upper floors will feature apartments, the ME Malta hotel from luxury brand Melia, and Radio Rooftop Bar, a cocktail bar with 20th-floor views. As it’s much larger than surrounding buildings, the project has been controversial, and construction has been disruptive in what’s already regarded as an overdeveloped area. Pay a visit and make up your own mind.


PACEVILLE’S DARKER SIDE

Paceville is not the most salubrious area, and there are occasional outbreaks of alcohol-fuelled violence late at night. In recent years, there have been knife attacks and a murder. There have also been reports of drinks being spiked so be vigilant and take necessary precautions to keep yourself and fellow travellers safe. Interspersed with the bars are ‘gentlemen’s’ clubs, a misnomer if ever there was one, giving a smattering of late-night sleaze to the proceedings. The nightlife zone is very noisy with music and thumping beats continuing well into the early hours of the morning on weekends. Ongoing construction can also make this mini-district noisy, so you may prefer to secure quieter accommodation elsewhere.



Drinking Around St Julian’s & Paceville

The Gin Room: Gins from around the world partner with savvy cocktails on a buzzy laneway with a glimpse of Spinola Bay. 5pm-1am

Thirsty Barber: Popular bar blending a 1920s-style speakeasy vibe and a serious approach to cocktail wizardry. Occasional live music. 6pm-1am Tue-Sun

505: Elegant wine bar in the 400-year-old stone-lined cellar of a historic Spinola Bay mansion. Good cheese and charcuterie platters. 6pm-1am

KuYa Asian Pub: Craft beers, cocktails and an Asian-street-food-inspired menu of snacks perfect for sharing. 10am-3pm & 6-10pm



FROM ST JULIAN TO ST GEORGE

Enjoy endless ocean views on this coastal exploration linking two of Malta’s 17th-century defensive watchtowers.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	St Julian’s Tower	St George’s Tower	4.5km; two hours



Wend a leisurely route around Malta’s most famous urban bays, starting off from 1 St Julian’s Tower, completed in 1658, and now housing a popular oceanfront cafe. Passing by 2 Independence Gardens with its popular children’s playground, make your way around the shallow arc of 3 Balluta Bay. 4 NAAR Restobar is a top spot for afternoon cocktails.

Continue along 5 St Julian’s Bay to elegant 6 Spinola Bay, framed by cafes and restaurants and crowned by boutique hotels. Just after the 7 LOVE art installation, detour to the water’s edge and follow the fishing-boat harbour past boat sheds before turning left up Vjal Portomaso.

Continue along Church St, detouring to the tiny rocky cove of 8 Westin Beach before returning to join Church St’s transition to Triq Dragonara.

At the Westin Dragonara Resort, turn right to the historic 9 Villa Dragonara, now a popular casino with brilliant views of St George’s Bay. Return to Triq Dragonara and follow the road downhill to a St George’s Bay, a popular beach for swimming and sunbathing.

After refuelling at St George’s Bay’s popular b Pearly Bay kiosk, continue uphill to the Corinthia St Georges Bay Hotel. In the hotel’s leafy grounds near reception sits c St George’s Tower, completed in 1638.





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Sliema

Two Pillows Hostel € Sparkling clean boutique hostel in a converted 300-year-old Maltese townhouse. Includes a spa pool, and private suites are also available. Conveniently across the road from Sliema’s best wood-fired bakery.

Granny’s Inn Hostel € Family-run in a traditional Maltese townhouse with a wooden balcony and tiled floors. Look forward to plenty of local recommendations.

D Townhouse €€ Spacious, sunny and spotless studios a short stroll to The Strand in Sliema. Self-contained with kitchenettes and a brilliant shared rooftop.

Amery House €€ Stylish boutique accommodation a short walk from Sliema’s waterfront promenade. Rooms range from compact but good-value ground-floor options to rooftop terrace suites with private spa pools.

St Julian’s & Paceville

Inhawi € In a former Catholic school surrounded by greenery on a hill above Balluta Bay; chic accommodation. There’s a compact swimming pool promoting a sociable and easygoing vibe. Rates include breakfast.

Hostel Malti € Cheery hostel aimed at backpackers with a hot tub and sea views from the roof terrace. A good place to meet people and have a laid-back time.

Ddream Hotel €€ A stylish hotel near Paceville, with colour-pop walls in the good-value rooms. Downstairs is the equally chic Quench & Taste Bistro.

Hotel Valentina €€ Tucked away in a relatively quiet Paceville backstreet, rooms at the bijou Valentina have a jazzy modern look. Across the road excellent cocktails are dispensed at the Apothecary bar.

Hotel Juliani €€€ Boutique hotel in a seafront townhouse with views over Spinola Bay. There’s no beating the panorama from the rooftop pool and terrace or from the hotel’s Zest restaurant.

Marriott Hotel & Spa €€€ Celebrating the best views in town high above Balluta Bay, services and amenities at this five-star hotel include a rooftop sun-drenched pool, and multiple bars, restaurants and cafes. Contrasting with the cobalt marine vistas, decor in the rooms and suites is neutral and relaxing.







Northern Malta
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RUGGED COAST, GOLDEN BEACHES AND GREAT RESTAURANTS

Some of Malta’s favourite destinations for bargain packages can be found on the northeastern coast, while the western side remains wild and beautifully unspoilt.
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Għajn Tuffieħa Tower | Karina Movsesyan/Getty Images ©

Northern Malta’s coast is punctuated by small, sheltered bays, rocky coves and the bulk of the island’s best sandy beaches. These range from the wonderfully accessible Mellieħa Bay, a long stretch of white sand speckled by sunbeds, kiosks and watersports, to the more remote Għajn Tuffieħa Bay, less crowded because of its steeply stepped approach. This area is thus the prime location for holiday fun and where the biggest holiday-devoted resorts have developed. It’s an ideal base if you’re looking for a busy, sun-basking break of watersports, boat trips, birdwatching, horse riding and walks along the dramatic coastline. Buġibba, Qawra and St Paul’s form Malta’s largest resort area, with the added attraction of the fabulous Malta National Aquarium on the beautifully landscaped Qawra promenade. St Paul’s, the bay to the north, is still built up, but quieter, and has some excellent restaurants.

You can also veer pleasingly off the beaten track at wild Selmun Bay, a well-kept and adventure-to-reach local secret, or roam to discover splendid views from the cliffs at Ras il-Qammieħ, Malta’s westernmost point. As well as harbouring the island’s biggest resorts, northern Malta is the heartland of Malta’s rural community and the rugged landscape is dotted with farms, fortified towers and small-scale agricultural enterprises, including orchards and vineyards. Explore the windswept Marfa Peninsula for immense contrast with nearby Mellieħa.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MELLIEĦA

Hilltop resort town close to sandy beach.

ST PAUL’S & BUĠIBBA

Busy resorts with good-value accommodation.

MARFA PENINSULA

Rugged, remote coast and views.




Find Your Way

The easiest way to get around this area is by car. However, the larger towns and beaches are all accessible by air-conditioned bus.


[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

There’s plenty to explore in this diverse area of Malta, from watersports to wild views and beaches, to creative restaurants and ecotours.
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Pressed for Time

• Take a speedboat trip from the long beach of Golden Bay, stopping at caves along the coast and swimming in the cobalt-blue ocean. Walk across the headland for beautiful sunset views at Għajn Tuffieħa Bay. With your own transport, venture to even quieter Ġnejna Bay and secluded Selmun (Imgiebah) Bay. Watersports and opportunities for coastal walking abound.




Three Days to Explore

• Beyond beautiful beaches, explore the Marfa Peninsula, punctuated by the Red Tower, with views across the Gozo Channel to Gozo and Comino. Around Mellieħa, combine watersports and WWII history, before dining either beside the ocean, or shadowed by a towering church. Highlights of St Paul’s Bay and Buġibba are a relaxed resort vibe and the Malta National Aquarium.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Holy Week celebrations, shoulder-season discounts, and the the ocean is usually warm enough for swimming by May.

SUMMER

Sunshine and blue skies make this peak season for seaside fun. Beach clubs and bars often feature international DJs.

AUTUMN

Warm seas and balmy weather in September. Good shoulder-season accommodation discounts kick in around October and November.

WINTER

Outside Christmas and New Year, there are accommodation bargains. Weather is coolish, occasionally rainy and windy.




Mellieħa
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HISTORY | WATERSPORTS | RESTAURANTS


The small town of Mellieħa (mell-ee-ha) is perched atop the ridge between St Paul’s Bay and Mellieħa Bay. It’s a popular resort, but hasn’t been overdeveloped due to its distance from the beach, and outside the centre the town has a laid-back and local feel. There are numerous large hotels, but Mellieħa retains a relaxed elegance and has some good cafes and restaurants. Around the town’s main square, highlights include a towering church celebrating an important place of pilgrimage, and subterranean reminders of Malta’s dogged defence during WWII. A 15-minute walk leads down the steep hill to Mellieħa Bay (also known as Għadira Bay), where shallow waters and soft white sand are easily accessible, safe for kids and great for swimming. Factor in watersports, waterfront restaurants and a reliable northeasterly breeze that’s ideal for windsurfing, and Mellieħa Bay has plenty of opportunities for both relaxation and oceanside action and fun.
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SIGHTS

1Church of Our Lady of Victory

2Grotto of the Madonna

3Mellieħa Air-Raid Shelters

4Mellieħa Bay

activities

5Oh Yeah Malta

6OrangeShark Diving Centre

7Paradise Diving

8Sea Shell Dive Centre

9SurfingMalta

SLEEPING

10Ghand in-Nanna

11Lure Hotel & Spa

12Maritim Antonine Hotel & Spa

EATING

13Amami

14Commando

15Debbie’s Cafe

16Doms Brasserie

17Espiral

18one80 Kitchen & Lounge

19Villager by Munchies

ENTERTAINMENT

20Popeye Village




GETTING AROUND

Buses from Valletta pass through Mellieħa and continue to Ċirkewwa for the Gozo ferry (car & driver €15.70). From Mellieħa, buses travel east to St Paul’s and Buġibba, and southwest to Golden Bay. A car is good for exploring the broader region, but parking can be difficult along Mellieħa’s main street. From Mellieħa town, it’s a 2.5km walk downhill to Mellieħa Bay. Buses run from Mellieħa Bay to Mellieħa to make the uphill journey easier. Parking at Mellieħa Bay is OK on weekdays, but can be difficult on weekends.
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The Għadira Nature Reserve site, outside Mellieħa, was used for salt panning for centuries; it’s now a protected reserve run by BirdLife Malta.



Film-Set Fun

Picturesque Popeye village

Just 2km north of Mellieħa, steep-sided Anchor Bay is named after the many Roman anchors found on the seabed here by divers. In 1979 it was transformed into the fishing village of Sweethaven (popeyemalta.com; adult/child €24/16), the set for the 1980 Hollywood musical Popeye, starring Robin Williams and directed by Robert Altman. It resembles a cartoon drawing, but is actually the real thing, with 20 sturdy houses, a village built out of logs from the Netherlands, and wooden shingles on the roofs sourced from Canada. The set has definitely stood the test of time, and it’s now one of Malta’s most endearing family attractions. Visitors are greeted by actors dressed as Popeye characters, there are several charming if cheesy shows, a boat trip and a small swimming area for the under-eights. Special events take place over Christmas and during summer, and throughout the year, for an additional fee, you can make a movie along with other visitors. Visitors get to take on certain roles and then gather to watch their own premiere.


BEST ACTIVITIES AROUND MELLIEħA

Sea Shell Dive Centre: Award-winning family-run PADI diving centre. Located in the Blu Beach complex on Mellieħa Bay.

SurfingMalta: Surfing, windsurfing, sailing…all your wind, waves and sail needs are covered. Mega SUP tours are great family fun.

OrangeShark Diving Centre: This five-star PADI centre also offers snorkelling trips and introductory scuba experiences.

Oh Yeah Malta: Convenient one-stop shop for boat trips, kayak and jet-ski rental and family-friendly paddleboats.

Paradise Diving: Popular and long-established dive centre offering PADI scuba tuition and dives all around Malta, Gozo and Comino.




Mystical Shrines

Sacred place of pilgrimage

Mellieħa is a place of pilgrimage and is dominated by several important shrines, a trio that illustrate the mysticism of Maltese Catholicism. It’s fascinating to explore whatever your religious persuasion. The Church of Our Lady of Victory is the focus of the town, perched on a rocky spur overlooking Mellieħa Bay. It’s attached to the Sanctuary of Our Lady of Mellieħa, which has been a place of pilgrimage since medieval times – it is believed to have been blessed by St Paul and was consecrated as a church in around the 5th century. You’ll see the walls covered in baby clothes and plaster casts; these are votive offerings, presented here in the hope that their owners will be blessed or cured from illness. The fresco of the Madonna above the altar is, according to legend, said to have been painted by St Luke, who had accompanied St Paul on his journey when shipwrecked on Malta in around 60 CE. In fact, the Byzantine icon is thought to date to the 13th century.

The underground Grotto of the Madonna forms part of the complex and is a chapel carved out of brownish limestone. Mario de Vasi, a wine merchant from Catania and Marian devotee, used to visit Malta frequently and funded the construction of the cave chapel. Here there are more votive offerings, left in gratitude for answered prayers.


A MALTESE FEAST

[image: author]

Michael Diacono, head chef of Giuseppe’s, St Paul’s Bay, has written several cookbooks and curated Simply Rita, by his mother, which compiles 108 of her favourite family dishes.

A stay in Malta is not complete without a taste of our local delicacies. High up on the list for me is fres, crunchy local sourdough bread smeared with sun-ripened local tomatoes, fresh sheep’s cheeselets, a drizzle of Maltese EVOO, sea salt and basil. Head to a local deli to source all the ingredients.

Save space for a plate of rabbit simply fried with garlic and bay leaves or a pie filled with lampuki (vegetables and spices).



A War Underworld

Historic WWII tunnels

Gain a sense of the cramped escape from WWII bombs through visiting these fascinating Mellieħa Air-Raid Shelters (adult/child €3/1). The tunnels were dug by hand using pickaxes to hollow out the limestone rock, creating a safe shelter for the town’s population and people from the surrounding countryside. As an important Allied military base, Malta was one of the most bombed places during WWII, with the onslaught especially ferocious during 1942, a period known as the ‘Siege of Malta’. From 1941 to 1942, there were over 3000 bombing raids on the country. All over the islands, the population retreated underground for survival.

Mellieħa is one of the largest and most evocative underground shelters in Malta, with a depth of 12m and a length of around 500m. It gives a haunting sense of what it was like to shelter down here. Spooky mannequins show how families might have arranged themselves, and some furnishings bring home the way locals adapted to this environment, where each person was allotted 0.6 sq metres of space. Vintage glass cases display ancient-looking gas masks, tools and toy aeroplanes: artefacts from the local population’s time underground. These are not mere tunnels, but a complex, including a mini-hospital with a maternity area, private rooms for families and a guarded room for national treasures. Closed Sundays.

Eating Around Mellieħa: Best Restaurants

Debbie’s Cafe: Breakfast including salmon and eggs, good coffee and homestyle baking. 8am-2pm Tue-Sat €

Villager by Munchies: Brunch including shakshuka and breakfast burritos in a sunny, alfresco town-square location. 8am-10pm €

Amami: Sushi and Japanese-inspired tacos and bao buns. Ramen for lunch is a good option just a short walk from the beach. noon-11pm €€

Espiral: Tapas and Spanish classics on the main square near the famous church. noon-11pm Mon-Thu, 9.30am-11pm Fri-Sun €€

one80 Kitchen & Lounge: Cocktails and craft beers plus great views. Menu includes ceviche and superb steaks. noon-10pm €€

Doms Brasserie: Bistro dining on the parish square. Shared plates focus on seasonal, local ingredients. noon-3pm & 6-11pm €€

Commando: Try the spiced lamb rack or braised pork cheeks in Commando’s heritage space. 6.30-10pm Tue-Sat, noon-3pm Sun €€€

Rebekah’s: Seasonal flavours and elevated Mediterranean classics served in one of Mellieħa’s oldest houses. 6.30-10pm Mon-Sat €€€




Beyond Mellieħa
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Popular and more remote beaches, poignant evidence of prehistory, and a clifftop national park popular for hiking and birdwatching.


Venture beyond Mellieħa and within a 20-minute drive, three of Malta’s best beaches can be visited. Both Golden Bay and Għajn Tuffieħa are (deservedly) popular, while Ġnejna Bay is almost always a quieter option. For travellers diving into Maltese prehistory, the temple ruins at Skorba and Ta’Ħaġrat are some of the islands’ oldest. More recent history is evident in the rural village of Mġarr with the dual attractions of a towering church that was funded in a unique way, and a WWII bomb shelter. Complementing good hiking and birdwatching, the Park tal-Majjistral also offers superb coastal views between Golden Bay and Anchor Bay, while the coastal vistas are even more rugged at Selmun Bay.


Places

Golden Bay

Għajn Tuffieħa Bay

Park tal-Majjistral

Selmun Bay

Mġarr

Żebbiegħ

Ġnejna Bay




GETTING AROUND

For exploring this area hving a car is definitely recommended, and both Golden Bay and Għajn Tuffieħa have expansive and convenient car parks. During summer, you’ll probably still want to visit on a quieter weekday, however. On-street parking in Mġarr and at Skorba is usually easy to secure. If you’re travelling by bus, there are services linking Valletta to Mġarr and Golden Bay, but you’ll need your own transport from Mellieħa.



Golden BayTIME FROM MELLIEħA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Glittering sea and soft sands

Settle down for some R&R on the shimmering sand that is Golden Bay, the go-to beach for the Maltese for a day in the sun. There’s only one major building, the big Radisson Blu Resort, a five-star property with pools, restaurants and views. Nonguests can eat at the resort’s seven restaurants, and there’s also a cafe and kiosk on the beach. There’s a small beach club with loungers and shade for hire, but the rest of the beach has free access. Golden Bay gets very busy in summer as it’s easy to get to and there’s parking next to the beach, but its popularity is deserved. It’s particularly good for boat trips, watersports and sun-bathing.

If plunging in, keep an eye out for red warning flags in case of currents, which can be strong in rough weather. It’s a lovely clifftop walk of around 500m from here over to Għajn Tuffieħa, the next bay along. On the headland is Għajn Tuffieħa Tower, built by Grand Master Lascaris in the 17th century to boost the coastal defences. Both beaches are within Malta’s oldest national park, Park tal-Majjistral. This is also a great area to go exploring with Golden Bay Horse Riding (goldenbayhorseriding.com) along the coast. Riders of all experiences are catered to. Book ahead.


BEST ACTIVITIES AROUND GOLDEN BAY

Charlie’s Discovery Speedboat Trips: Look out for Charlie in his red hat and yellow T-shirt on Golden Bay. Great boat trips.

Aquamarine Water Sports: On Golden Bay, offering every type of water-borne fun, including jet skis, boat trips and SUP.

GoldenBay Horse Riding: Enjoyable rides for all levels of experience on fields overlooking the northwest beaches.

Malta Surf School: Surf lessons at Għajn Tuffieħa along with SUP and wakeboard experiences. Look for the Malta Surf School van in Għajn Tuffieħa car park.

Ġnejna Watersports: Paddleboat, SUP and kayak rental on quieter Ġnejna Bay. Also rents self-drive boats for exploring nearby sea caves.



Għajn Tuffieħa BayTIME FROM MELLIEħA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Steps down to golden sands

Descend a long flight of 186 steps to Għajn Tuffieħa Bay (ayn too-fee-ha, meaning ‘Spring of the Apples’). The 250m-long scoop of copper-gold sand is particularly lovely as there are no buildings around it, only rocky slopes covered in samphire, acacia and tamarisk trees and guarded by a 17th-century watchtower, and a protected natural park area. There are facilities here: sunloungers and pedalos can be hired and snacks and drinks are available. There’s often a lifeguard on duty at busy times. A red flag indicates when currents make swimming dangerous. A headland divides Għajn Tuffieħa from Golden Bay, and there’s a scenic path (around 500m) between the two. The surf can be good on Għajn Tuffieħa when there’s an easterly wind. Contact Malta Surf School (maltasurfschool.com) for lessons. From Għajn Tuffieħa’s southern headland, an exposed walk of around 600m circles a leviathan rocky outcrop with views to the south of Qarraba Bay and Ġnejna Bay.

Park tal-MajjistralTIME FROM MELLIEħA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Bird-spotting and clifftop hiking

The area between Golden Bay and Anchor Bay was once earmarked for a golf course, but opposition from environmental groups led to the creation of Park tal-Majjistral (majjistral.org).

Information boards show walking trails and there are occasionally guided walks for a small fee from October to April, generally on Sundays. Also sometimes available are 2½-hour snorkelling trips July to September and birdwatching tours to spot wintering birds such as black redstart and stonechat. Other birds spotted on the dramatic headland north of Golden Bay include the hoopoe and the honey buzzard.

Bus 44 from Valletta stops at the Għajn Tuffieħa stop at the park’s southern end. If you’re driving, park nearby at the public car park at Golden Bay and head north past the Radisson Blu Resort. Birdwatching information and maps detailing the geology, flora and fauna, and history of the park can all be downloaded from the website.

Eating Around Golden Bay & Għajn Tuffieħa: Our Picks

Jesmond’s Food Truck: Colombian snacks with a side order of friendly chat in the car park above Għajn Tuffieħa. 10am-5pm €

Dine West: A good spot for lunch when visiting the Egg Church or the Skorba temples. Try the lime and swordfish ravioli. 8.30am-3pm €€

Munchies Spiaggia D’Oro: Versatile spot just metres from Golden Bay’s shimmering sands with brunch classics, salads and grills. 8am-10pm €€

Singita Miracle Beach: Sprawling cafe/bar/restaurant with beach-club vibes and expansive sunset views across Għajn Tuffieħa. 10am-7pm €€

Selmun BayTIME FROM MELLIEħA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Secret local inlet

Secluded Selmun (Imgiebah) Bay is a great place to escape the crowds. Take the road to Selmun Palace from Mellieħa and bring refreshments and a sunshade. The beach is signposted, but the road is quite rough along the last section. It should be fine with a normal car if there hasn’t been recent rainfall. Note it’s best to park before you turn off to the final stretch to the beach. The reward is a completely unspoilt, wild-feeling beach.

MġarrTIME FROM MELLIEħA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Crowdfunding one egg at a time

Just 2km southeast of Għajn Tuffieħa, the village of Mġarr (mm-jarr) is dominated by the dome of the famous Egg Church (services 7-8am & 3-7pm Mon-Sat, 5am-noon & 4-6pm Sun). The Church of the Assumption is so-called as it was built in the 1930s with money raised by local parishioners, largely from the sale of local eggs. Some estimates put the number sold at more than 300,000. The church dominates the main square of Mġarr. To see inside, visit when a service is being held.

ŻebbiegħTIME FROM MELLIEħA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Journey back in time at Skorba & Ta’Ħaġrat

The excavation of the Skorba Temples (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €3.50/2.50) in the village of Żebbiegħ, just 2km east of Mġarr, exposed two temples and some habitations dating to the temple builders’ phase. Some even predate this and are among the oldest prehistoric structures discovered on the islands.

Nearer to Mġarr and located down a side street off Triq Fisher, the remains of the Ta’Ħaġrat Temple (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €3.50/2.50) date from around 3600 to 3300 BCE. For temple completists, there’s not that much to see, except a few tumbled stones, but they represent some of the earliest temple buildings in Malta, dating from around 4850 BCE.

Note that tickets for both Skorba and Ta’Ħaġrat are not available at the site and must be bought online, from any other Heritage Malta site or from Il-Barri restaurant or Mġarr Farmers Bar in Mġarr.

Ġnejna Bay TIME FROM MELLIEħA: 20 mins [image: jpg]

Relaxing at a more remote beach

Backed by terraced hillsides with boathouses built into the rocks on one side, the nearest beach to Mġarr is gentle red-sand Ġnejna Bay. The sheltered beach is recommended for both snorkelling and canoeing, and equipment can be hired from Ġnejna Watersports. Options for swimming include from the beach or from flat limestone rocks. Built in 1637 by the Knights of St John, the Lippija Tower on the northern skyline makes a good target for a short walk. The beach can also be seen from atop the headland at the southern end of Għajn Tuffieħa. Even if both Golden Bay and Għajn Tuffieħa are busy, the more remote Ġnejna Bay is usually quieter.


CROSSING THE GOZO CHANNEL

Northern Malta is the departure point for vehicle ferries crossing to Gozo with Gozo Channel ferries (gozochannel.com; car/adult/child €15.70/4.65/1.15) making the 30-minute journey between Ċirkewwa on Malta and Mġarr on Gozo. Ferries run on a 24-hour basis with daytime departures approximately every 30 minutes, and from 9pm to 6am around every 45 minutes. Outside busy holiday weekends, there’s usually a short wait to catch the next ferry. Payment for both legs is taken when leaving Gozo. Passengers without vehicles can also use the service, with the X1 service linking Ċirkewwa to the airport. From Valletta’s main bus station, catch bus 41 or 42. The Gozo Channel usually still runs if the passenger ferry from Valletta is cancelled due to rough seas.






St Paul’s & Buġibba
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RESTAURANTS | HISTORY | AQUARIUM


St Paul’s Bay is named after the saint, who was shipwrecked here in 60 CE, bringing Christianity to the islands. Despite being a built-up area, there’s a scenic view across the bobbing boats of the harbour, and there are some excellent restaurants here, too.

Although there are hotel developments, the promenade east along the Qawra part of the coast is stunningly pretty, with the fantastic Malta National Aquarium at its tip. There are panoramic views from waterfront restaurants and cafes, and also a scattering of scenic rocks from which to swim. The Buġibba area is the most built-up, entirely devoted to tourism, and has the most facilities and places to eat and drink.

This is the heartland of Malta’s package-holiday trade, and it’s mobbed and lively in summer. The area is full of hotels, bars and restaurants and is the perfect base for a spell of inexpensive, sun-filled hedonism.
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SIGHTS

1Buġibba Beach

2Buġibba Square

3Church of St Paul’s Bonfire

4Għajn Rasul

5Malta Classic Car Collection

6Qawra Point Beach

7Qawra Tower

8Salina Catacombs

9Salina Nature Reserve

10St Paul’s Island

11Wignacourt Tower

activities, courses & tours

12Dive Deep Blue

13EcoSports

14Hornblower Cruises

15Malta National Aquarium

16Qawra Pool

17Quattro Water Park

17Sea Adventure

SLEEPING

19AX ODCY

20Seaview Hotel

21The Village Apartments

EATING

22Acqua Marina

23Giuseppi’s Bar & Bistro

24La Nave

25LOA

26Lovage

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

27Cafe del Mar

28Cheeky Monkey

29Craftsman Tap

ENTERTAINMENT

30Buġibba Water Park




GETTING AROUND

This area is linked by bus to Valletta, St Julian’s and Sliema, and Mdina and Rabat. Buses also run from Buġibba via Mellieħa to the departure point for Gozo ferries (car/adult/child €15.70/4.65/1.15) at Ċirkewwa. There are also buses from Buġibba to Għajn Tuffieħa and Golden Bay. Buġibba is walkable, with a lovely oceanfront promenade, and quieter, cafe-lined streets beyond the waterfront. Walking or riding a bike around the waterfront is popular as it’s only around 3km from St Paul’s Bay east to the aquarium.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Although the resorts are busy and built up, there are some hidden-feeling beaches and lonely places along this coast, like Selmun Bay and the coastal walk near Little Armier Bay.



Where Christianity First Arrived on Malta

Visiting the Church of St Paul’s Bonfire

The old fishing village of St Paul’s Bay merges with Buġibba to the east, but has retained more of its traditional Maltese character and has a few historical sights.

The 17th-century Church of St Paul’s Bonfire stands on the waterfront south of Plajja Tal’Bognor, supposedly on the spot where the saint first arrived on the Maltese mainland. A bonfire is lit outside the church during the Festival of St Paul’s Shipwreck (10 February). Mass times are listed at the front of the church. Around 1.5km west of the church is Għajn Rasul (Apostle’s Fountain), the spot where St Paul is said to have baptised the first Maltese convert to Christianity.

Built in 1609 and around, Wignacourt Tower (dinlarthelwa.org) was the first of the towers built by Grand Master Wignacourt. It guards the point immediately west of the church and houses a tiny museum with exhibits on local fortress history, including a small selection of guns and armour. There are stupendous views from here. It’s volunteer-run, so opening hours can sometimes be flexible.


FUTURE FERRIES

Currently, northern Malta’s only scheduled service is the vehicular ferry from Ċirkewwa to Mġarr harbour on Gozo, but in the near future, it’s envisaged passenger ferries will run from St Paul’s Bay southeast down the coastline to link with Sliema, Valletta and the Three Cities. Co-financed by the European Regional Development Fund, work on expanding the breakwater at Buġibba to accommodate ferries began in mid-2024.




BEST ACTIVITIES AROUND ST PAUL’S & BUġIBBA

EcoSports: Mountain bike or e-bike touring in Mdina and the west coast and also around Valletta and the Three Cities. Also bike and kayak rental.

Hornblower Cruises: Popular day trips to the Blue Lagoon and Comino via various caves.

Sea Adventure: A water slide, an onboard kids’ play zone and underwater viewing windows make this an excellent boat trip for families.

Dive Deep Blue: Well-regarded PADI and BSAC dive centre for all levels, run by an experienced husband-and-wife team.

Malta Rural Tours: Customised experiences exploring rural northern Malta with a culinary, vineyard and artisanal focus (maltaruraltours.com).



An Automotive Labour of Love

Admire shimmering sports cars

Housed in purpose-built 3000-sq-metre premises in Qawra, the Malta Classic Car Collection (classiccarsmalta.com; adult/child €10/4.50) is a tribute to Carol Galea’s love of cars. He passed away in 2021, and his legacy is this remarkable showcase of unique examples of automotive splendour and innovation.

Look forward to exploring a dazzling collection of mint-condition vehicles (cars and motorbikes) including plenty of 1950s and ’60s British- and Italian-made classics, plus vintage jukeboxes and memorabilia from these eras. Look for the classic blue Bugatti sports car outside to know you’re in the right place. Don’t miss visiting the museum’s compact cinema for screenings of documentaries on classic cars.

If you’re also heading to the Malta National Aquarium, ask at the car museum for a voucher offering discounted entry to the aquarium.
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Malta Classic Car Collection | Giannis Papanikos/Shutterstock ©

Eating Around St Paul’s & Buġibba: Best Restaurants

Lovage: Relaxed corner bistro with creative Mediterranean cuisine in the Buġibba backstreets. 7-10.30pm Tue-Sat, noon-3.30pm Sun €€

Acqua Marina: Cosy Sicilian eatery in Buġibba with simple yet delicious cooking and daily seafood specials. noon-3pm & 6-11pm €€

LOA: Delicious South American–inspired spot on St Paul’s Bay. Excellent cocktails. Regular DJ sets and a brilliant terrace. noon-midnight €€

Giuseppi’s Bar & Bistro: Superb seafood, waterside at Salini Resort in St Paul’s. Maltese classics. noon-3pm & 7-10.30pm Mon-Sat, 12.30-3pm Sun €€€


A Refuge for Migratory Birdlife

Annual visitors at the Salina Nature Reserve

On the outskirts of Buġibba is a nature reserve managed by BirdLife Malta (birdlifemalta.org). It’s a haven for gulls and terns, herons and egrets migrating between Africa and Europe, and, occasionally, flamingoes. The reserve is situated on the restored Salina Saltpans originally built by the Knights of St John in the 16th century.

A short walk away are Salina Catacombs (heritagemalta.mt), an abandoned-feeling but accessible site in the countryside; one has an agape table, which was rock-cut and used for relatives of the dead. They’re only open by prior appointment with Heritage Malta.

Sublime Sea Life, Sharks & Reefs

Discover an underwater world at Malta National Aquarium

Perched on the Qawra Headland with endless sea views, this glass and metal starfish-shaped national aquarium (aquarium.com.mt; adult/child €17/11) cost €15.6 million to build and looks like it’s landed here from the future. Enter the sleek construction and you get to explore huge walk-through tanks showing environments mimicking the waters around the islands (for example, there’s a replica of the bronze submerged Christ of the Abyss statue), as well as those further afield, such as tropical oceans swirling with pompano fish, unicorn tangs and batfish. In the Roman Times area, you can see an ancient ghostly shipwreck with replicas of Roman remains and the anchor of St Paul’s shipwreck, which was found in 2005 and is housed in the Malta Maritime Museum (maltamaritimemuseum.mt). Around them flit damselfish, clownfish, cleaner shrimps and others. There’s also a reptile and amphibian area, with creepy-crawlies ranging from Brazilian red and white tarantulas to leopard geckos.

There are plenty of ways to explore the tanks in the funnest possible way, including a 12m underwater tunnel allowing visitors to walk through a huge tank, as well as another smaller tunnel to crawl through. Daily educational sessions include learning about marine evolution and the aquarium’s shark conservation program. Check the website for times. The complex includes a children’s playground (free of charge) and stunning views from its La Nave restaurant and outdoor cafe.


SAVE THE SHARKS

If you visit the Malta National Aquarium, you’ll see some fascinating, alien-looking egg cases suspended in one of the tanks. These are shark eggs, rescued from the Pixxkerija (fish market), and some have been successfully hatched, helping to discover more about the development of oviparous (egg-laying) sharks.

Sharks tend to get bad press, but there is an organisation in Malta on their side. The NGO responsible is Sharklab (sharklab-malta.org), which is devoted to protecting elasmobranch species, namely sharks, rays and skates. Its activities include elasmobranch-spotting snorkelling trips, visits to the fish market to rescue eggs, and shark releases. Take part if you want to protect one of the world’s most misunderstood creatures; otherwise help by registering sightings on the website.



Historic Tower & Good Swimming

Explore around Qawra

Originally built in 1638 as part of the Knights’ network of Lascaris towers around the coastline of Malta, Qawra Tower is a squat construction now housing a pizza restaurant and a summer-only swimming lido. You’ll find it on the headland just east of the Malta National Aquarium.

Also popular for swimming is the nearby rock-cut Qawra Pool and the sheltered bay of Qawra Point Beach. Getting into the pool especially can be slippery, so pack some reef shoes with good grip.


ST PAUL’S LEGACY IN MALTA

Northwest from St Paul’s Bay, the tiny islet of St Paul’s Island is reputedly where St Paul was shipwrecked in 60 CE, and the site is now marked with a statue of the saint. Elsewhere across Malta, his importance in introducing Christianity is remembered at several locations.

In St Paul’s Bay, the Church of St Paul’s Bonfire commemorates his arrival, while the underground grotto where he preached can be visited in Rabat. Nearby in Mdina, St Paul’s Cathedral features paintings and a frescoed vault depicting scenes from his life.

In Valletta, parishioners at the Church of St Paul’s Shipwreck carry a statue of St Paul through the city’s streets on the saint’s feast day (10 February).



Family Fun Times

Waterparks around Buġibba

With good-value resorts and a wide range of self-catering accommodation, Buġibba, Qawra and St Paul’s Bay are very popular with travelling families. Many of the northern beaches are relatively sheltered and safe, and complementing the beaches are a brace of family-friendly waterparks. The Buġibba Water Park is a small, fun, supervised (and free!) waterpark that kids will love, and includes various loopy colourful fountains that are perfect for kids running around on a hot day. There are different sections for different ages (divided by height), and chairs so adults can relax (hopefully) around the edge. It’s usually open from June to September, and there’s also good swimming nearby at pebbly Buġibba Beach.

Also open during the Maltese summer is the nearby Quattro Water Park (facebook.com/quattrowaterparkbugibba), an inflatable, seasonal setup that floats around 100m off the beach. Look forward to slides, inflatable lily pads to run across, and a few elevated sections ideal for diving. A short walk away along the oceanfront promenade, there are options to refuel and refresh the family around pedestrian-only Buġibba Square, including gelato, pizza, pastizzi and fresh juices.

[image: jpg]

Buġibba | Olga Markush/Shutterstock ©

Drinking Around St Paul’s & Buġibba: Beach Clubs & Bars

Blu Beach Club: Classy cocktails and a waterfront location combine with happy-hour deals and good bar snacks. 8am-late

Cafe del Mar: Ritzy open-air spot near the aquarium with infinity pools, sunbeds and sofas. Regular DJ nights. 10am-late Apr-Oct

Craftsman Tap: This welcoming spot in St Paul is northern Malta’s best spot for craft beer. Decent pub food and big-screen sports. 11am-late

Cheeky Monkey: Unpretentious waterfront bar in Qawra with good music and hearty food. 4pm-late Mon-Fri, from noon Sat-Sun




Marfa Peninsula
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SWIMMING | DIVING | VIEWS


On the northeastern edge of Malta, the Marfa Peninsula has head-spinning views far over the sea to Gozo and Comino from its highest point. A good way to explore it is on the Watch Towers walking trail, starting and ending at Mellieħa (Għadira) Bay, and crossing the Marfa ridge through farmland and past Knights of St John fortifications. The length of the walk is around 15km so ensure you’re equipped with water and protection from the sun. Download a map from Visit Malta which also includes recommended buses for trailhead transport if you don’t have a car. To the east of the peninsula, there’s access by narrow roads to quiet and sheltered beaches (on weekdays, anyway), excellent views of Gozo and pleasant coastal walks, as well as the spectacular photo opportunity of the Coral Lagoon. It’s a good place for a mini road trip, detouring to bays and remote headlands.


GETTING AROUND

A car (or mountain bike) is best to explore this more remote region. By bus, the Red Tower is a 600m walk from the Qammieh bus stop en route from Valletta to Ċirkewwa. Buses do not run to the peninsula’s northeastern tip around Little Armier Bay and White Tower Bay. On the peninsula’s northwestern end, Ċirkewwa is the busy departure point for car and passenger ferries (car/adult/child €15.70/4.65/1.15) to Gozo and sightseeing boats to Comino and the Blue Lagoon.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Some of Malta’s most spectacular dive sites lie off the Marfa Peninsula.



A Spectacular Blend of History & Scenery

Ocean and island views from Red (St Agatha’s) Tower

The Marfa Peninsula is the island’s final flourish before dipping beneath the waters of the Comino Channel. Start your exploration from the chess-piece-like Red (St Agatha’s) Tower, which is visible from far away. Built in 1649 for Grand Master Lascaris as part of the chain of signal towers that linked Valletta and Gozo, the view from its flat roof is stunning. This simple fortress is one of the more elaborate towers and once housed a garrison of up to 49 men. Despite containing a chapel, the plaque above the entrance indicates that this is not a place of sanctuary. The tower is managed by Din l-Art Ħelwa (dinlarthelwa.org), the National Trust of Malta, and staffed by volunteers. It’s worth phoning ahead to check it’s open before venturing north. From the tower, the road continues west to the wild headland of Ras il-Qammieħ, with more incredible views north to Gozo and south along Malta’s western sea cliffs. It’s 129m at its highest point and feels like the end of the world. It’s home to an old radar station.



EXPLORING THE MARFA PENINSULA

Embark on this self-driving adventure around Malta’s wildest corner. It’s also a great experience on a mountain bike.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Għadira Nature Reserve	Daħlet ix-Xilep	14km; 1½ to two hours



Begin at 1 Għadira Nature Reserve opposite Mellieħa Bay, and turn left at the next junction uphill to the 2 Red (St Agatha’s) Tower. Detour down bumpy roads to the wild headland of 3 Ras il-Qammieħ for more incredible views north to Gozo and south along Malta’s sea cliffs.

Return to the main road down towards Ċirkewwa and the Gozo ferry terminal. Turn left down Triq Wied Musa, a narrow lane leading down to 4 Paradise Bay, a scenic patch of sand backed by cliffs. To explore the rest of the peninsula, drive back to the main road running along its spine.

Ramla Bay and Ramla Tal’Qortin are both dominated by a resort and beach shacks; bypass them and instead turn left to prettier 5 Little Armier Bay for lunch at the Tortuga Beach Club.

The road around the coastline leads to White Tower Bay. From the beach it’s 400m to 6 It-Torri l-Abjad, a watchtower built in 1658. A walking track then continues past the tower to the low cliffs of Aħrax Point from where a coastal walk leads 1km south to a statue of the Madonna on 7 Daħlet ix-Xilep.

By car from White Tower Bay, the Madonna statue and a small chapel are reached by returning to the main road east across the Marfa Peninsula.





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Mellieħa

Ghand in-Nanna €€ Run by friendly hosts Maria and Sue, the seven rooms at Grandma’s Place are cosy, colourful and quirky. It’s a short walk to good cafes and bars.

Maritim Antonine Hotel & Spa €€ Dominating Mellieħa’s main street, this swish hotel with relaxing, neutral decor features a spa, sun terrace and lush gardens with one of northern Malta’s biggest swimming pools.

db Seabank Hotel & Spa €€ Beachside hotel with bright, light nautical rooms, spa and pools. Oceanfront bars and restaurants and plenty of watersports operators are just a short stroll away.

Lure Hotel & Spa €€ Contemporary design and heritage style combine at this adults only (16+) boutique hotel. An indoor pool, another rooftop pool, and extensive spa and massage facilities make Lure an exceptionally relaxing place to stay.

Buġibba

The Village Apartments €€ Modern and spacious one-, two- and three-bedroom apartments with full kitchens. Ideal for families and an easy walk to Buġibba’s main oceanfront strip of cafes, bars and restaurants.

AX ODCY €€€ Expect a focus on good times and hedonism with multiple bars and restaurants, a waterpark and an adults-only rooftop pool. Rooms are cool and calming with neutral decor.

Seaview Hotel €€€ Adults-only (16 years plus) accommodation right opposite Buġibba’s seafront promenade with good cafes, restaurants and bars an easy stroll away. There’s a few bike-rental places nearby if you’re keen on a ride.

Golden Bay

Radisson Blu Resort & Spa €€€ More than 300 rooms and multiple bars and restaurants makes the Radisson Blu a destination in itself, but despite the size, there’s still a relaxed and welcoming vibe.







Central Malta
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CLIFFS, ARCHITECTURE, CAVES AND CATACOMBS

Edged by soaring cliffs, the site of Malta’s largest forest, and with some beautiful architecture, central Malta is a region full of local charm.
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Prehistoric cart ruts, Clapham Junction | Geography Photos/Universal Images Group via Getty Images ©

Central Malta has a strong sense of traditional Maltese life, and is a mostly inland area dotted by villages and forest. Mdina, Malta’s former capital, is the focal point – a golden-stone walled city, perched on a hilltop with views out to the coast and dark-blue sea beyond. Mdina adjoins Rabat (from ir-ribat, meaning ‘fortified monastery’), which is itself a lovely, historic town whose treasures lie mostly below ground, such as medieval frescoes in ancient catacombs and the grotto where St Paul preached the gospel. A few kilometres away in the countryside close to the coast are the extraordinary Clapham Junction cart ruts – mysterious prehistoric tracks – as well as previously inhabited caves.

Natural attractions here include the dizzying Dingli Cliffs, by far Malta’s highest point (and the perfect place to watch a sunset); Buskett Gardens, a forest thick with orange and lemon groves; and the difficult-to-find, usually deserted white-sand bay of Fomm ir-Riħ that’s ideal for swimming.

Sleeping and eating options in central Malta range from palatial five-star hotels to rustic village restaurants where locals come for theirweekend feasts of rabbit, and Mdina, Rabat and Dingli all have excellent restaurants. This is a great, off-the-beaten-track base for a holiday, where it feels simple to slot into local life and you’re within easy reach of myriad attractions.


[image: jpg]

Casa Bernard, Rabat | berm_teerawat/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MDINA

Walled hilltop city. 

RABAT

Mdina’s catacomb-rich sibling. 




Find Your Way

As is the case all over Malta, geographical distances are not great. Buses serve all of these destinations, but the easiest way to get around central Malta is to hire a car.
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Plan Your Time

Central Malta has some of the island’s most significant sights, which are all so close together that it’s easy to see a great deal in a short time.
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Dingli Cliffs | Adwo/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• Explore the walled city of Mdina, with its centuries-old lanes and a tangible sense of the Malta of the past. Neighbouring Rabat, just outside the city walls, is packed with local charm, but its main sights lie underground, with spooky catacombs and a natural cave, the Grotto of St Paul. Also visit Rabat’s Domus Romana to explore the life of a well-to-do Roman family.




Three Days to Explore

• After discovering Mdina, explore the fascinating catacombs and museums of Rabat, and dine at one of the restaurants on Saqqajja Hill. Explore the nearby countryside, especially the windswept panoramas of the Dingli Cliffs and the shaded woodlands of Buskett Gardens. Dingli village has two superb restaurants, both showcasing Maltese produce.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Sunny days with wild flowers carpeting the countryside. Colourful Holy Week processions in Rabat and Mosta.

SUMMER

Rabat’s village feast of St George the Martyr on the third Sunday of July and Christ the Saviour in the Eucharist on 16 June.

AUTUMN

Cooler weather and events including motor racing in October and the Mdina Cathedral Contemporary Art Biennale.

WINTER

Cooler weather but fewer crowds. A lovely time to explore the island’s unspoilt centre.




Mdina
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HISTORY | ARCHITECTURE | FESTIVALS


Crowning a hilltop, the magnificent golden-stone Arabic walled city of Mdina feels like stepping back in time. You will enter into another world when you cross the stone bridge across the grassy moat. Within the mighty walls, hidden lanes offer exquisite architectural detail.

Mdina was the site of Malta’s first capital, founded in the 8th century BCE by the Phoenicians. After the Arabs conquered Malta in 870 CE, they surrounded Mdina’s centre with a defensive wall, dividing it from the area they called Rabat. In later centuries, Maltese aristocracy lived here, but the town lessened in importance with the arrival of the Knights of St John and the post-siege construction of Valletta.

If you’re lucky, you will be in town for a local festival, with events ranging from food and art through to classic cars, often with trestle tables set up in the city ‘ditch’ (moat).
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HIGHLIGHTS

1St Paul’s Cathedral

sIGHTS

2Casa Inguanez

3Casa Testaferrata

4Cathedral Museum

5Corte Capitanal

6Greeks Gate

7Knights of Malta

8Mdina Ditch Garden

9Mdina Experience

10Mdina Gate

11National Museum of Natural History

12Palazzo Falson

SLEEPING

13Palazzo Bifora

14Xara Palace

EATING

15Bacchus

15Coogi’s

17Courtyard Lounge Cafe

(see 14)De Mondion

18Fior di Latte

19Fontanella Tea Gardens & Vinum Wine Bar

20Lumiere

21Medina




GETTING AROUND

There’s a car park outside the Mdina main gate, or park along Triq Gheriexem, downhill from Rabat. The closest local bus terminus is in Rabat on Is-Saqqajja, 200m south of Mdina’s main gate. Rabat is linked by regular buses from Valletta’s main bus station; some travel via Sliema and St Julian’s. Buses from Rabat also travel north to Buġibba, St Paul’s and Mellieħa. Explore Mdina’s narrow streets and concealed piazzas by foot, or negotiate with a karrozin driver for a horse and carriage ride.




[image: ] TOP TIP

As well as special services to Marsaxlokk on a Sunday, Vintage Bus Tours (facebook.com/vintagebustours) also offers transport on Malta’s colourful retro buses from Valletta via Sliema to Mdina and Rabat.



Making an Entrance

Mdina’s city gates

This is a city where you can’t fail to make an entrance, through the Mdina Gate (also called Vilhena Gate, after Grand Master António Manoel de Vilhena), which is reached across a stone-arched bridge that replaced the previous wooden drawbridge. The highly decorated gate was a replacement for the medieval original (slightly to the right of this gate, and walled up), and lavishly decorated with inscriptions, designed by French military engineer Charles François de Mondion. From such an impressive entrance, there are also excellent views down into Mdina’s defensive moat.

You’ll probably find yourself wandering through the maze of city streets to the lower gate. This is the Greeks Gate, which consists of an older medieval version inside a newer one. The external baroque portal was added in the early 18th century. The paintings on the inside are the Virgin and Child with St Anne and the Blessed Trinity. This used to be the only gate that slaves were allowed to enter, and was so-named as a small Greek community lived nearby.


Exploring Mdina’s Centre

Malta’s first cathedral

Turning into the square from narrow Mdina street brings home the grandeur of the golden-stone, restrained baroque St Paul’s Cathedral (metropolitanchapter.com; adult/child incl Cathedral Museum €10/free), Malta’s original cathedral (predating St John’s Co-Cathedral) that dominates Mdina’s central square. Designed by Lorenzo Gafà, it was built over five years and completed in 1702, replacing a medieval version that had been destroyed by an earthquake in 1693. Gafà was inspired by Borromini, the baroque Italian genius. It’s believed that the cathedral was built on the site of the villa belonging to Publius, the Roman governor of Malta who was in charge when St Paul was shipwrecked on these shores in 60 CE. Publius later converted to Christianity. Note the fire and serpent motifs atop the twin bell towers, symbolising the saint’s first miracle in Malta. You need a ticket to enter. Once inside, you’ll see the floor of St Paul’s is covered with the polychrome marble tombstones of Maltese nobles and important clergymen, like St John’s Co-Cathedral in Valletta. The cathedral vault is painted with scenes from the life of St Paul. The altar painting The Conversion of St Paul by Mattia Preti survived the earthquake, as did the beautifully carved oak doors to the sacristy on the north side, and the apse above the altar, featuring the fresco St Paul’s Shipwreck.
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St Paul’s Cathedral | Kurka Geza Corey/Shutterstock ©


MDINA’S BIENNALE

Directed by artist and renowned Maltese art historian, Professor Giuseppe Schembri Bonaci, the Mdina Cathedral Contemporary Art Biennale (mdinabiennale.com) sees many historic locations, such as Palazzo de Piro and Mdina Cathedral, turned into exhibition spaces for artists from all over the world. Gallery spaces include the cathedral’s refectory and labyrinthine subterranean vaults underneath the Cathedral Museum, where remains of an old Roman wall are believed to be the ruins of a villa that once housed Marcus Tullius Cicero, Malta’s Roman senator. With the theme of Mediterranean Goddesses, the biennale celebrated its fourth program for a month from mid-November 2023. In April 2024, the Malta Art Biennale (maltabiennale.art) was held for the first time across both Malta and Gozo.



Art, Amulets & Amazing Coins

Delve into the Cathedral Museum

It’s not what you expect at St Paul’s Cathedral Museum: alongside interesting Egyptian amulets from the 5th century BCE and a remarkable coin collection that includes Carthaginian and Romana-Maltese examples, there is an outstanding collection of woodcut and copperplate prints and lithographs by the German Renaissance artist Albrecht Dürer. These include the Life of the Virgin and the Small Passion, a sequence depicting the Passion of Christ. The collection was donated to the museum in 1831 by a French aristocrat, Count Savero Marchese, who had settled in Malta. The museum is housed in a beautiful, baroque, 18th-century palace originally used as a seminary. Entrance to the cathedral also includes the museum.


Geology & Giant Sharks amid Elegant Architecture

Exploring the National Museum of Natural History

Built after the devastating earthquake of 1693, the elegant Palazzo de Vilhena was constructed in 1726 in the French baroque style, according to designs by French architect Charles François de Mondion. It now houses the National Museum of Natural History (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €5/2.50) and includes an interesting, if fusty, array of displays. The comprehensive geology section explains the origins of Malta’s landscape and exhibits the wide range of local fossils. The scary tooth belonging to the ancient shark Carcharodon megalodon measured 18cm on the edge and belonged to a 25m monster that prowled the Miocene seas 30 million years ago. Downstairs are scale models of Malta’s islands, and handy interactive screens showcasing Heritage Malta sites around the country.


CINEMATIC STAR

Perhaps Mdina’s best-known role is in season one of Game of Thrones. In episode three, Lady Catelyn Stark rides into King’s Landing to try to find her husband, Ned Stark. When she enters, two guards insist on taking her to Little Finger’s brothel, which is on Mdina’s Mesquita Sq. She later says goodbye to Ned back by the main gate. Mesquita Sq is also the location for the Street of Steel where smiths have their shops, and Jamie Lannister and his men attack Ned later in the season.

Pjazza San Pawl, by Mdina’s cathedral was transformed into Paris for Ridley Scott’s Napoleon (2023). The city is ideal for filming as it’s untouched by any modern makeover post-1800s.



Eating in Mdina: Our Picks

Fontanella Tea Gardens: Wonderful views from a city-wall location. Highlights include home-baked cakes, pastizzi and ftira. 10am-11.30pm €

Fior di Latte: Artisanal ice cream in a historic townhouse inside the city bastion. Another location is in nearby Howard Gardens. 10am-8.30pm €

Courtyard Lounge Cafe: Terrace cafe at the Palazzo Bifora boutique hotel with good bruschetta, baguettes and wraps. 8am-8pm €€

Coogi’s: Italian-inspired dishes in the art-filled dining room or vine-draped courtyard. 10.30am-11.30pm Thu-Sun, to 4pm Mon-Wed €€

Medina: Romanesque townhouse with a garden courtyard and Maltese, Italian and French dishes. noon-3pm Tue-Wed & Fri-Sun, 6-10pm Fri-Sat €€

Bacchus: A Mdina institution in a former gunpowder magazine. Elegant decor is reflected in a refined menu. 11am-10.30pm €€

Lumiere: Innovative and supremely elegant fine dining with superb views from the rooftop of the Palazzo Bifora. 12.30-10pm Tue-Sat €€€

de Mondion: French delicacies on the rooftop of Xara Palace, one of the island’s loveliest hotels. 7-9.30pm Tue-Sat, noon-3pm Fri-Sat €€€

Maltese History Unveiled

Two thrilling multimedia journeys

A duo of Mdina audiovisual experiences offer an overview of Maltese history. Expect historical mannequins and dioramas, movies and lots of stories about the times of the Knights.

The Mdina Experience (themdinaexperience.com; adult/child €6/3) has presentations about Mdina’s history of siege and embattlement and comes with a waxwork display of knights to bring the town’s past to life. On site there is a medieval-style tavern.

The nearby Knights of Malta (theknightsofmalta.com; adult/child €6/3.50) has audiovisual displays, gruesome mannequins and big screens bringing alive the story of the Knights of Malta and the Great Siege of 1565.

They’re both a good indoor option if you’re sheltering from any unseasonable wet weather. Combined tickets for both attractions are available.


SUNDAY SESSIONS

Sunny Sundays on Malta are often defined by two traditions. Trotting is a popular sport and you’ll sometimes see trainers driving their horses and sulkies along quieter country lanes. A bright Sunday morning also brings out fans of Malta’s veteran cars, with lovingly cared-for Ford Escorts, Ford Cortinas and Morris Mini Minors from the 1960s and 1970s being paraded along beach promenades. Courtesy of Malta’s recent British heritage, most of the cars are originally from UK marques. A popular Mdina event in October is the annual Malta Classic (maltaclassic.com). Malta’s premium motorsports event combines retro and vintage cars with an exciting hill climb, a classic-car Grand Prix and the stylish display of beautifully restored cars at the Malta Classic Concours d’Elegance.



Aristocratic Life at Palazzo Falson

Exquisite aristocratic interiors

To understand how aristocratic life was lived behind the elegant facades of Mdina’s mansions, visit the Palazzo Falson (palazzofalson.com; adult/child €12/6). This building, home to generations of the Falson family, predates the Knights – it was built in the Middle Ages and added to in the 15th century. After falling out of the hands of the Falsons, it was bought in 1927 by artist and philanthropist Olof Gollcher (1889–1962). The palace offers a rare glimpse into a sumptuous private world. A self-guided audio tour leads you from the stone courtyard through Gollcher’s kitchen, studio, 4500-volume library, bedroom and chapel – all decorated with his 45 different collections of art, documents, silver, weapons and rare rugs from Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan. Under-fives not admitted.

Walking the Walls

Explore Mdina’s moat

Zigzagging around the city, Mdina’s walls are both complete and very impressive. There were fortifications here from the 15th century, which were then rebuilt by the Knights of St John’s military architect Charles François de Mondion. Here you don’t walk the top of the walls as in some places, but you can skirt the base of them by strolling through a landscaped park.

Until 2015, this area was thick with an overgrown tangle of ivy and vegetation, with the ditch itself filled by 273 citrus and seven olive trees. In a regeneration project, they were either removed or relocated, and the bastions were restored. The citrus grove was replaced by a mix of lawn, stone paving and saplings in pots. There was an outcry over the removal of the mature citrus trees, the lack of shade and the stark aesthetic, and the choice of a water-hungry lawn seems counterintuitive in this baking climate. However, you can enjoy the clear views to the restored golden-stone bastions. The ditch garden now also forms a space for festivals such as food fairs and concerts. Enquire at the tourist office about forthcoming events. The most common access is via stairs at the southwest corner of the walls near the San Pietro Bastion.



MDINA WALKING TOUR

Explore Mdina’s narrow lanes past splendid palazzi, testament to the city’s former status as the seat of Maltese nobility.
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	START	END	LENGTH

	Mdina Gate	Casa Del Tesoriere	600m; 30 minutes



Begin at 1 Mdina Gate, pausing at the grandiose entrance to take in views of the city’s defensive ditch.

Through the gate on the right is 2 Corte Capitanale, formerly the Courts of Justice. The figures on the balcony represent Justice and Mercy.

A short detour down Triq San Pawl is the 17th-century 3 Xara Palace, now a luxury hotel, but formerly the residence of the family Moscati Parisio.

Return to Triq Inguanez and 4 Casa Inguanez, home to Malta’s oldest aristocratic family since the 14th century.

Head north along Triq il Villegaignon, passing the 15th-century Monastery of St Peter’s on your right before reaching 5 Casa Testaferrata, the 18th-century residence of the Marquis of San Vincenzo Ferreri.

Nearby, 6 Palazzo del Prelato is a beautiful Gothic-style house on the cathedral square.

Continue around the corner to 7 Palazzo Santa Sofia, the ground floor of which is medieval, dating from 1233, and Mdina’s oldest building.

Approaching the Bastion for brilliant views, the 16th-century 8 Casa Del Tesoriere is on the left of the square. Look for the bright red door.






Rabat
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HISTORY | DINING | LOCAL COLOUR


Sprawled to the south of Mdina, Rabat is a charming town in its own right, with narrow streets and wooden galerijas (Maltese balconies), and a town square at its heart where Maltese fill the chairs and tables outside the local cafe. It feels resolutely local despite its remarkable sights of interest, particularly in the evening when the day-trippers have ebbed away. Underground this characterful town is riddled with catacombs, adapted over the centuries as burial places, religious centres and WWII air-raid shelters. As well as having one of the most important sights related to St Paul’s Maltese soujourn, highlights include a lovely museum and the remains of a Roman villa with some superb mosaics. The dining scene has taken off in Rabat, and cafes and restaurants give the town a gentle buzz after dark.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1St Paul’s Catacombs

sIGHTS

2Casa Bernard

3Domus Romana

4St Agatha’s Crypt & Catacombs

5St Paul’s Church & the Grotto of St Paul

6Wignacourt Museum

SLEEPING

7Domus Boutique Hotel

8Heritage Boutique

9MYN in Rabat

10Point de Vue

EATING

11Fork & Cork

12Is-Serkin

13L’Enoteca

14Root 81

15Scala

16Step 15

17Ta’ Doni

18Yana’s

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

19Confession

SHOPPING

20Sef Farrugia




GETTING AROUND

There’s better parking in Rabat’s backstreets than in Mdina. Near the old town entrance are two car parks, but they’re often full. A good alternative is downhill along Triq Gheriexem. Buses to Rabat run from the airport and the main bus station in Valletta, with the airport bus continuing to Buġibba and St Paul’s Bay. There are also buses from Rabat to Dingli and the Dingli Cliffs. Rabat’s main bus terminus is along Triq tal-Mużew near Mdina’s main gate. Rabat is compact and walkable – exploring its streets and squares is a real pleasure.




[image: ] TOP TIP

There’s a 24-hour, hole-in-the-wall bakery just off Rabat’s main square, supplying fresh bread from its ovens.



Time Travel to Ancient Rome

Uncovering Roman life at Domus Romana

Conveniently located close to Mdina’s main gate and the Rabat bus stops along Triq tal-Mużew, Domus Romana (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €6/3) – the Roman House – was built in the 1920s to incorporate the excavated remains of a large 1st-century-BCE townhouse first discovered in 1881. After this first chance discovery, further investigation was undertaken between 1920 and 1924 by Sir Themistocles Zammit, Malta’s first Director of Museums.

Due to the scale of the decoration and marble statuary discovered, it’s thought to have been home to an important local dignitary. There’s a small but fascinating museum, which includes Roman glass perfume bottles and bone hairpins, as well as a display on the 11th-century Islamic cemetery that overlaid the villa. There are also beautiful mosaics and detailed information boards providing comprehensive insights into the life and times of a well-to-do Roman family. At the centre of the original peristyle court, an outstanding mosaic includes a depiction of the Drinking Doves of Sosos, a fashionable Roman motif common in buildings across many parts of the empire at the time.


Eat Malta’s Best Pastizzi

Snacking fresh from the oven

You’ll spot Is-Serkin, Malta’s favourite pastizzi shop, by the little huddle gathered outside where people chat and snack close to Mdina’s city walls. This is a classic of the pastizzerija genre: small, hole-in-the-wall shops where you can buy crispy, flaky, diamond-shaped pastries over the counter. Pastizzi are the ultimate Maltese fast food, thought to be a combination of Arabian flaky filo-style pastry and southern Italian influences. This place is the most famous of all such outlets, curiously called ‘Crystal Palace’. Why is the shop also named after a London suburb? It used to cater to British soldiers, around the time when London’s Crystal Palace was at the peak of its fame. It opened 24 hours a day for the British soldiers, then later served local farmers who were looking for a pre-work snack. Is-Serkin is named after the family who used to run the place. They ran Crystal Palace for over seven decades (it’s now under different management, but remains the same). Nowadays it still closes only a couple of hours overnight. The pastizzi are prepped at a local bakery and freshly baked throughout the night. Here, as well as the traditional mushy pea-filled or ricotta cheese varieties, you can get a tasty chicken-filled version. The Maltese like to snack on any of the above with te’ fit-tazza (tea in a glass).


CENTRAL MALTA’S BEST SHOPS

Sef Farrugia: One-stop shop in Rabat’s backstreets with silk fashion accessories and homewares from renowned Maltese designer Sef Farrugia.

Stephanie Borg Studio Boutique: Also in Rabat, with colourful and vibrant homewares, prints and design inspired by Maltese culture and architecture.

Camilleriparismode: Visit this Rabat atelier for upscale art and decorative products from a family business over 100 years old.

Diar il-Bniet: The farm shop at this popular Dingli restaurant sells local products including jams, halwa, honey and olive oil.

Villa Bologna: Selling Ceramika Maltija pottery – handmade ceramics made to traditional designs – in an 18th-century family mansion in Attard.



Descend into St Paul’s & St Agatha’s Catacombs

Two important underground networks

It feels like an adventure to explore St Paul’s Catacombs, so named for their proximity to the church (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €6/3.50). Each small area of tunnels has its own access point, so that you can pop in and out as if playing the mole role in Whack a Mole. The entrances to the different catacombs have boards outside detailing the type of tombs they contained, including Punic, Jewish, Pagan and Christian, and the inscriptions and features to look out for, and there’s automatic lighting that turns on when you go underground. The catacombs date from the 3rd century CE and were used for burial for around 500 years. Worship took place here in the Middle Ages, but later the complex was used as an agricultural store. Small pavilions give extra detail on the background to the burial places.

Nearby, St Agatha’s Crypt & Catacombs (stagathamalta.com; adult/child €6/3) are a smaller network, but contain a series of remarkable frescoes dating from the 12th to 15th centuries. According to legend, this was the hiding place of St Agatha when she fled Sicily. Back at ground level is a quirky little museum containing everything from fossils and minerals to coins, church vestments and Etruscan, Roman and Egyptian artefacts. Regular tours of the crypt and catacombs are available.

Eat & Drinking in Rabat: Food, Wine & Cocktails

Ta’ Doni: All-day spot serving hearty breakfasts and fresh ftira sandwiches. Good for twilight beers and cocktails. 8am-11pm €

Yana’s: Cocktails, craft beer and rooftop dining with a hip vibe. 11am-3pm & 6-11pm Mon-Tue & Fri, 6-11pm Thu, 11am-11pm Sat-Sun €€

Root 81: Modern bistro combining seasonal Med ingredients with a savvy cocktail list. 6-10.30pm Mon-Sat, noon-2.30pm Wed-Sat €€

Fork & Cork: Innovative fine dining and superb views in what once was a 19th-century estate. noon-2.30pm & 6-10pm Wed-Sat, 6-8pm Mon €€

L’Enoteca: Local favourite. Cheese and charcuterie platters, and a diverse and considered wine list. 6pm-midnight Wed-Mon €€

Scala: Refined Med flavours feature at this elevated Saqqajja Hill spot. noon-3pm Wed-Sun, 6-10.30pm Mon & Wed-Sat €€€

Step 15: High-end Maltese cooking, wines and views on Saqqajja Hill. noon-2pm & 6-9.30pm Tue-Sat, noon-3pm Sun €€€

Confession: Innovative cocktail in a cosy nook enlivened by ecclesiastical ephemera. 6-11pm Fri-Sat

Subterranean Surprises Across the Centuries

Go beneath the surface at Wignacourt Museum

Once the baroque digs of the Chaplains of the Knights of St John, the multi-layered Wignacourt Museum (wignacourtmuseum.com; adult/child €6/3.50) showcases many centuries of history. Like much else in Rabat, there is more than meets the eye, with Punic, Roman and Christian catacombs, as well as WWII air-raid shelters. These spooky underground hypogea and rooms are less visited than others in the area. Above ground, on the 1st floor, there’s a fine collection of art, as well as the bed and bathroom of the last residing chaplain. The outstanding highlight is a portable altar that belonged to the Knights of St John and was used on their journey from Rhodes to Malta.

Underground with St Paul

Visit the saint’s underground refuge

Accessed via the Wignacourt Museum is the mysterious and atmospheric Grotto of St Paul (wignacourtmuseum.com; adult/child €6/3.50). St Paul was shipwrecked on the shores of the Maltese archipelago on his way to Rome to be tried as a political rebel in around 60 CE. This historical accident was intrinsic to the Maltese development as a Catholic nation. The saint was welcomed by the Roman Governor, Publius, who soon converted to Christianity, being the first Roman leader overseas to do so.

Descend steps to see the natural cave where it’s said St Paul took refuge and preached the gospel. He was here for an influential three months before heading off again for Rome, with stops in Sicily and Naples. It’s a dark, craggy cavern in the rock, with low lighting and glimmering silver lamps. The statue of St Paul was added by the Knights in 1748, while the silver ship to its left was added in 1960 to commemorate the 1900th anniversary of the saint’s shipwreck.

Behind the Scenes of a Family Mansion

Inside historic Casa Bernard

Be personally guided through Casa Bernard (casabernardmalta.com; adult/child €8/4), a privately owned 16th-century palace by one of the home’s charming owners. Entertaining commentaries include the history of the mansion, and an impressive family-owned collection of art, objets d’art, furniture, silver and china. Book ahead online.


CITY OF BEAUTY
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Amy Delicata is the Curious Explorer, looking for Malta’s secret places that are usually off-limits at Revealing Malta (facebook.com/revealingmalta).

Located just northwest of Rabat, my hometown of Mtarfa is called ‘Belt il-Ġmiel’: the City of Beauty. The British inhabited Mtarfa from the 19th century, constructing barracks, an officers’ mess, the restored Mtarfa Clock Tower (now with an inter-pretation centre) and the former Sir David Bruce Hospital. Being an avid explorer, I have visited some of these sites, most predominantly the hospital, with its adjoining WWII shel-ter and mortuary. Mtarfa’s British history is celebrated at ‘Military Mtarfa’, which features reenact-ments, exhibitions and viewings of its historic buildings.






Beyond Mdina & Rabat
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In the area round Mdina and Rabat are gems including towering cliffs, Attard’s gardens, arts and crafts, historic aircraft and a remote beach.


A few kilometres north of Mdina and Rabat are Dingli Cliffs, where a 2km path overlooks soaring views. Nearby are ancient cart ruts, a forest and caves. If you head inland instead, you will spot the Wignacourt Aqueduct (1610–14), built to improve the water supply to Valletta, and the British-era defences, the Victoria Lines.

Inland, too, is the upmarket residential area known as the Three Villages, centred on Attard, Balzan and Lija. Although modern development has fused the three, the old village centres still retain their parish churches and narrow streets, encompassing some interesting sites, particularly Attard’s grand mansions and gardens. In nearby Mosta, you can see Malta’s largest and most miraculous dome.


Places

Dingli

Buskett Gardens & Clapham Junction

Ta’ Qali Crafts Village

Fomm ir-Riħ

Victoria Lines

Attard

The Three Villages




GETTING AROUND

Having a rental car is recommended for exploring this area. Fomm ir-Riħ is definitely best reached by car, as from the nearest village of Baħrija it’s more than a 2km walk to the beach. From Rabat northwest to Baħrija is 5km. A car is also recommended for visiting the Buskett Gardens and the nearby cart ruts. From Rabat, buses run relatively frequently to Dingli. For Dingli Cliffs, get off at the Maddalena or Cliffs stops.



DingliTIME FROM RABAT: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Malta’s highest point

Only 5km away from Rabat is Dingli, a quiet village with several excellent restaurants. It’s definitely worth booking ahead for both Barbajean and Diar il-Bniet.

Around 1.5km from the village are the Dingli Cliffs, by far Malta’s highest point, and a glorious place to walk overlooking the sea from dizzying heights.

A narrow road runs out to the coast and then along the crest of Dingli Cliffs, where there’s a clifftop path with expansive views to the north and south. The views sweep along the precipices and out to the deep-blue sea and the compact and squat island profile of Filfla.

Along the clifftop path is the tiny 17th-century Chapel of St Mary Magdalene, perched on the top and often windswept. Walk around to the rear of the church to a viewing platform. Beneath the cliffs’ edge are terraced fields with a view, as this has long been the centre of a farming community. The cliffs were named after either the Maltese architect Tommaso Dingli (1591–1666) or his 16th-century English namesake Sir Thomas Dingley, who lived nearby.

There are parking spaces alongside some stretches of the road, and well-marked walking trails lead past the incongruous radar tower to the lonely little chapel and onwards to Ta’Żuta (253m). Nearby, The Cliffs restaurant sells detailed walking maps for exploring the area and also local jams and honey.

Buskett Gardens & Clapham JunctionTIME FROM RABAT: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Historic hunting grounds and a primeval mystery

A 20-minute walk away from the Dingli Cliffs are the gravelled paths and shady trees of Buskett Gardens. The name comes from the Italian boschetto, meaning ‘little wood’. The gardens were planted by the Knights of St John as a hunting ground, and are thick with Aleppo pine, oak, olive and orange trees. It’s a pleasant and relaxing place to explore on this increasingly busy island nation.

Near the gardens’ shaded woodlands lies one of Malta’s most mysterious sites, sitting on a rural, rocky piece of land incongruously signposted ‘Clapham Junction’, and just a short walk from the road. The ground is scored with a series of deep parallel grooves, looking for all the world like ruts worn by cartwheels. But the spacing of the Clapham Junction cart ruts varies, and their depth – up to 60cm – means that wheeled carts would probably get jammed if they tried to use them.

Other theories posit that the grooves were created by a travois – a sort of sled formed from two parallel poles joined by a frame and dragged behind a beast of burden, similar to that used by the Plains people of North America. The occurrence of the ruts correlates quite closely to the distribution of Bronze Age villages in Malta.

This still leaves the question of what was being transported. The best suggestion to date is that the mystery substance was topsoil – it was carted from low-lying areas to hillside terraces to increase the area of cultivable land, and so provide food for a growing population. However, the ruts are most convincingly explained as the results of long-term erosion and sea-level changes due to earthquakes – the central Mediterranean is a seismically active area and Malta is riddled with geological faults.

Only a minute’s walk away, partially camouflaged by greenery, is a spooky cave complex, Ghar il-Kbir (‘the big cave’), which was thought to have been inhabited by troglodytes until 1835.


A SUMMERTIME ESCAPE

Look up from Buskett Gardens and you’ll see the elevated hilltop location of the Verdala Palace, built in 1586 as a hunting retreat for Grand Master Hugues Loubeux de Verdalle. It was designed by Gerolamo Cassar, with towers at each corner, but these are only for show and were not used for defensive purposes. The Verdala Palace became the first British Governor of Malta’s summer resi-dence, and in WWII fine art masterpieces were moved from the National Gallery in Valletta for safe-keeping. It’s now the official summer resi-dence of the Maltese president, and yet another Game of Thrones location (the mansion of Illyria Mo-patis). Sorry, George RR Martin fans, but the palace is not open to visitors.



Ta’ Qali Crafts VillageTIME FROM RABAT: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Showcase of Maltese arts and crafts

Heading out of Mdina and Rabat in the opposite direction to Dingli, you’ll see signs for Ta’Qali. This was once an RAF airfield, and now hosts Malta’s craft village. Here you can watch glassblowers at work, and shop for gold, silver and filigree jewellery, paintings by local artists, leather goods, Maltese lace, furniture, ceramics and ornamental glass. The site’s metamorphosis into a craft centre began when Mdina Glass was started by two British entrepreneurs in 1967. The glassblowing workshops have been here ever since. Artisans previously inhabited old Nissen huts, but they received a modern and permanent upgrade a few years ago.

 

A popular national park

From late July to early August, the green spaces of Ta’Qali National Park are enlivened by the annual Farsons Beer Festival (farsonsbeerfestival.com). Look forward to food trucks, live music and DJs. Throughout the year, the compact national park is good for walks and picnics, and the nearby National Stadium hosts sports events.
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Ta’Qali National Park | Miks Mihails Ignats/Shutterstock ©

Relive Malta’s proud aviation history

Also at Ta’Qali is the excellent Malta Aviation Museum (maltaaviationmuseum.com; adult/child €9/3), absolute heaven for any travelling aircraft enthusiasts. Stars of the show include a WWII Spitfire Mk IX and a Hawker Hurricane IIa, salvaged in 1995 after 54 years at the bottom of the sea off Malta’s southwest coast. Other aircraft on display include a vintage Flying Flea, a De Havilland Vampire T11, a Fiat G91R and a battered old Douglas Dakota DC-3. The Air Battle of Malta Memorial Hangar showcases the classic planes that fought in the skies above Malta in WWII.


EXPLORING ON TWO WHEELS

Malta’s often-busy roads make cycling tricky, but quieter back roads can be good for two wheels. Bike it up! (bikeitup.com.mt) in Mosta rents mountain, road and e-bikes, and will deliver. There are also great bike routes around Dingli; see Bike Map (bikemap.net) and AllTrails (alltrails.com) for some excellent coastal routes. Biking is also a good way to explore quieter rural back roads en route to the Buskett Gardens. Other places offering bike rental are Eco Sports (ecosportsltd.com) in St Paul’s Bay and The Cyclist (thecyclistmalta.com) in St Julian’s. If you’re heading to Gozo, bikes can be taken on the ferry, and the island has shorter distances and reduced traffic. Be ready for a few hills, however.



Fomm ir-RiħTIME FROM RABAT: 15 mins [image: jpg]

A remote and rewarding destination

During rough weather, the grey clay slopes and limestone crags of Fomm ir-Riħ merge with the grey clouds and the wave-muddied waters. But on a calm summer’s day, it’s a beautiful spot, with good swimming and snorkelling in clear blue waters, and few people to disturb the peace.

To reach the head of the bay from the car park, hike around 800m. You need to follow a precarious footpath across a stream bed and along a ledge in the cliffs – posts have been cemented in place to prevent horses and bicycles using it. A simpler way is to go by boat. Charlie’s Discovery Speedboat Trips (facebook.com/charliesboattrips) from Golden Bay will take you there.

Victoria LinesTIME FROM RABAT: 15 mins [image: jpg]

A historic defensive formation

Running just north of central Malta like a mini-Great Wall are the Victoria Lines, built by the British in the late 19th century to divide the strategically important south from the north, an area more vulnerable to attack. They were named after Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897, but never experienced any military action.

The lines run about 12km along a steep limestone escarpment that stretches from Fomm ir-Riħ in the west to Baħar iċ-Ċagħaq in the east. For some independent off-the-beaten track exploration with spectacular views, set out with The Victoria Lines (by Ray Cachia Zammit). This guide to the site includes a foldout map and is available in-store or online at the Agenda Bookshop in Valletta and Sliema.

Three forts – Madleina Fort, Mosta Fort and Binġemma Fort – are linked by a series of walls, entrenchments and gun batteries. The best-preserved section, the Dwejra Lines, lies north of Mdina.

Eating Around Dingli: Our Picks

Diar il-Bniet: Farmhouse restaurant and food shop in Dingli village. Sources from its farm and local producers. 10am-4pm daily, 6-10pm Tue-Sat €€

Barbajean: Chef Jean Pierre Dingli serves modern Maltese cuisine in Dingli village. 6.30-10pm Mon & Wed-Sat, noon-3pm Sat & Sun €€

Ta’ Karmena: Maltese flavours and a warm welcome on the main square. Starters include snails. 7-10pm Fri & Sat, noon-3.30pm Sun €€

The Cliffs: Contemporary brasserie-style restaurant run by two local brothers; uses local produce. 6-10.30pm Wed-Mon, 11am-4pm Sat & Sun €€

AttardTIME FROM RABAT: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Gardens and palaces

Spot peacocks and tortoises at the early-17th-century San Anton Palace & Gardens in Attard, 3km from Ta’Qali. Once the colonnaded mansion of Grand Master Antoine de Paule, later the official residence of the British Governor of Malta, it is now the residence of the Maltese president. In Game of Thrones, the palace was the location of the Red Keep.

The Three VillagesTIME FROM RABAT: 10 mins [image: jpg]

A trio of churches

Just west of Birkirkara and centred on the medieval settlements of Attard, Balzan and Lija is the upmarket residential area known as the Three Villages. Although modern development has fused the three into a continuous urban sprawl, the old village centres still retain their parish churches and narrow streets. Birkirkara’s Church of St Helen is probably the most ornate of Malta’s churches, a late flowering of baroque exuberance built in the mid-18th century, while Attard’s Church of St Mary was designed and built by Tommaso Dingli between 1613 and 1616. It’s regarded as Malta’s finest Renaissance church. Lija’s Church of St Saviour, designed in 1694, has one of Malta’s earliest domes. On 15 August, the Assumption of Our Lady festival is celebrated in Mosta and Attard and five other towns across Malta and Gozo.


MALTA’S EVOLVING DEMOGRAPHICS

The Three Villages may sound like a bucolic destination, but around Mosta and neighbouring Birkirkara is heavily urbanised. Rush-hour traffic continues to increase and ongoing population growth is evident in Malta’s changing demographics. The country’s population is ageing faster than the European Union average. In 2019, 19% of Malta’s population was 65 and older, a percentage projected to increase to 28% by 2070. This is putting considerable pressure on filling vacancies in the labour market, and across recent years immigration has surged with migrants entering the country to work in the hospitality, aged care and construction sectors. In 2024, it was estimated around 28% of the Maltese population was born overseas, up from just 5% in 2012.





TOP EXPERIENCE
Mosta Dome

The Parish Church of Santa Maria – aka the Rotunda or Mosta Dome – was designed by the Maltese architect Giorgio Grognet de Vassé and built (1833–60) using funds raised by the local parish. In perennial debate with the Gozitan village of Xewkija as to who has the bigger dome, Mosta was the site of a profound WWII miracle in 1942.
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TOP TIPS

• Download the audio-guide app (mostachurch.com) before visiting to navigate more than 40 information waypoints.

• The car park just west of the church is always full. Try on-street parking to the northeast.

• Most buses from Valletta to Buġibba and St Paul’s stop right outside at the Rotunda stop.



Views from on High

Climb the narrow spiral staircase after entering for elevated views of the Rotunda and the church’s interior. More than 50m high and almost 40m wide, the Rotunda is visible across central Malta. The church’s circular design with a six-columned portico is closely modelled on the Pantheon in Rome, and the beautiful marble floor was designed to complement the artistry of the dome’s interior.

Inside the Church

The church’s stunning blue, gold and white interior is framed by the Stations of the Cross and the Chapels of Sts Joseph, Roque, Sebastian and Rosalia. In the sacristy at the left of the main altar is a replica of the German bomb that fell through the roof in 1942, but miraculously failed to detonate as 300 parishioners were waiting to hear Mass.

Mosta’s WWII Shelters

Visited at the end of self-guided tours, the WWII bomb shelters at the front of the church were completed in 1941. Accessible by steps and some areas with limited headroom, the shelters now showcase WWII history and the wartime privations experienced by local residents. At the completion of the tour, visit the Dome Visitors Centre & Cafe.





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Mdina

Xara Palace €€€ This 17th-century palazzo contains 17 soft-hued duplex suites filled with antiques and original artworks. On-site restaurants include exquisite fine dining and a relaxed trattoria in an adjacent piazza.

Palazzo Bifora €€€ Effortlessly achieving the stellar standards of Mdina’s other luxury accommodation, this palace hotel features parquet floors, a sweeping staircase and a rooftop plunge pool. With just six luxury suites, Palazzo Bifora is one of Malta’s most exclusive and romantic places to stay.

Rabat

Domus Boutique Hotel €€ Great value 2023 opening with stylish rooms, a downstairs cafe and a perfect location near the entrance to Rabat’s old town. In-house guests receive a 15% discount at the cafe.

Maple Farm Bed & Breakfast €€ On the rural outskirts of Rabat, Maple Farm is a fabulous choice with a pool, gardens, and sparkling clean and simple rooms. Recent refurbishments ensure it’s still one of Rabat’s best places to stay.

Heritage Boutique €€ Look forward to a great location on Rabat’s main square with convenient access to cafes and restaurants. Book a room with a terrace.

MYN in Rabat €€ A boutique-style guesthouse with options including private rooms in the main Arcadia property, or Zondadari, a standalone townhouse ideal for families and groups.

Point de Vue €€ Longstanding and popular guesthouse by the Rabat car park right outside Mdina’s city gate. Some rooms have superb countryside views and covered balconies.

Mosta & Naxxar

Mosta Dome B&B €€ Superbly located very close to the towering dome of the Rotunda, six stylish and elegant rooms partner with a relaxing pool and garden area.

Chapel 5 Suites €€ Colourful suites with European, Asian and Middle Eastern design motifs feature in this lovingly restored Naxxar townhouse. Good cafes and restaurants are nearby in Naxxar’s charming village square.







Southern Malta
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SEAFOOD, SWIMMING AND MYSTERIOUS TEMPLES

Highlights of lesser-touristed southern Malta include spectacular prehistoric temples, the Għar Dalam cave, a great Sunday market and coastal scenic and swimming spots.
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Ħaġar Qim | Philip Enticknap/Shutterstock ©

The southeastern coast of Malta, punctuated by grottoes and natural swimming pools, has several harbours framed by busy towns. Mostly Maltese live and work here, often at the nearby industrial freeport.

Perched atop windswept sea cliffs, the megalithic temples of Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra are the best preserved and most evocative of Malta’s prehistoric sites. Nearby, the shimmering marine shadows of the spectacular Blue Grotto are best experienced from Wied iż-Żurrieq.

Wth its colourful fishing boats (luzzu) and seafood restaurants, the fishing harbour of Marsaxlokk has seen action through the ages. In 1565, the sheltered bay was the natural choice for the Turks to land their fleet and 30,000 troops at the start of the Great Siege. A couple of centuries later, Napoleon disembarked here at the beginning of the short-lived French occupation, and in 1989, Presidents Bush and Gorbachev moored offshore for post–Cold War discussions. Visiting Marsaxlokk for the Sunday seafood market is increasingly a must-do activity for travellers to Malta, so it is worth considering visiting on a weekday to avoid big crowds.

Marsaskala is less scenic but more local, and is very popular as a weekend dining destination. Nearby are several great swimming spots and mysterious caves, layered with more evidence of the island’s prehistory. Another of Malta’s defensive strongholds, Fort Delimara is currently being restored and has occasional weekend open days.
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THE MAIN AREAS

ĦAĠAR QIM & MNAJDRA

Mysterious temples.

MARSAXLOKK

Fishing harbour with a popular market. 




Find Your Way

Although close to Valletta, the southeastern coast feels like a long way away. It’s easiest to get around by car, though parking can be difficult. Buses link to the temples, caves and main towns.
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Plan Your Time

With fascinating prehistoric sites, a rocky coastline perfect for swimming and scenic boat trips, and lazy-days dining at seafood restaurants, there’s lots to enjoy in this less-visited slice of Malta.
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Market stalls, Marsaxlokk | ZoltanGabor/Getty Images ©


If You Do One Thing

• For time-pressed travellers, the prehistoric sites of Ħaġar Qim & Mnajdra must be top of the list. The mysterious boulder-built structures sit in a spectacular location, framed by wild, cactus-spiked coastal scenery with a backdrop of an intensely blue Mediterranean. This is also a lovely stretch of coast for walking, with trails along the sea cliffs offering views of the tiny island speck of Filfla.




A Few Days to Explore

• After experiencing Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra, take a boat trip to experience the glinting hues of the Blue Grotto, and then consider a leisurely lunch at Marsaxlokk. Take in Sunday’s famous waterfront seafood market before dining at an ocean-view restaurant. For a refreshing swim, head to the rocky coastal perfection of St Peter’s Pool, either by car, or shuttled by boat from Marsaxlokk.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Fewer visitors to St Peter’s Pool and Il-Kalanka. Malta International Fireworks Festival in April.

SUMMER

Celebrate the summer solstice on 21 June at Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra. Marsaskala is enlivened by the Village Feast of St Anne on 30 July.

AUTUMN

On 11 September, Marsaxlokk celebrates the Mir-Raħal tas-Sajjieda fishing festival, and ongoing warmer waters.

WINTER

Quieter off-season times and a 22 December special event for the winter solstice at Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra.




Ħaġar Qim & Mnajdra
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PREHISTORY | COASTAL VIEWS | BOAT TRIPS


The UNESCO-listed megalithic temples of Ħaġar Qim (adge-ar eem; ‘standing stones’) and Mnajdra (mm-nigh-dra; ‘planted with trees’ or ‘place with commanding view’) are the best preserved and most compelling of Malta’s prehistoric sites. Built between 3100 and 2200 BCE in Malta’s Tarxien phase of temple development, they are some of the world’s oldest freestanding structures. The temples have been associated with fertility rituals and animal sacrifice, and it’s also thought the buildings were angled geometrically in relation to the sun. Atop the cliffs southeast of Mnajdra is a 17th-century watchtower and memorial to Sir Walter Congreve (Governor of Malta, 1924–27), who was buried at sea nearby. The tiny uninhabited island Filfla, 5km offshore, is clearly visible. West of the prehistoric sites is the natural swimming hole of Għar Lapsi, while the slender coastal inlet of Wied iż-Żurrieq to the east offers boat trips to the Blue Grotto and clifftop dining.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Ħaġar Qim & Mnajdra

SiGHTS

2Blue Grotto

3Chapel of the Annunciation

4Għar Lapsi

5Il-Misqa Tanks

6Torri ta’ Xutu

activities

7Blue Grotto Boat Services

EATING

8Aalto

9Alka

10Carmen’s Bar & Restaurant

11Dive In Cafe & Grill

12Il Corsaro

13Step In




GETTING AROUND

This area is best explored by car, especially as it’s a short drive between Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra, Għar Lapsi, and Wied iż-Żurrieq and the Blue Grotto. There’s no bus to Għar Lapsi, but route 74 conveniently links to Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra from the main bus station in Valletta before continuing to the Panorama bus stop on the road above Wied iż-Żurrieq. From the bus stop it’s a 750m walk downhill to Wied iż-Żurrieq for seafood restaurants and boat trips to the Blue Grotto.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Parking is easily available at Għar Lapsi, especially on weekdays, but difficult to secure at Wied iż-Żurrieq. A car park is often staffed by a helpful (non-official) attendant. It’s good form to give them a euro for their help in securing you a park.



Flora, Fauna & Natural & Cultural History

Learn more before and after visiting the temples

Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra feature an excellent visitor centre (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €10/5.50). The geological and social aspects of the archaeological park are explored in depth, as are the natural history and flora and fauna here. There’s also a 3D video that shows what the temples looked like when they were built. Detailed models of the site provide context to its scale and coastal location. An audio guide in six languages is available as a smartphone app. Download the app from the QR code at the ticket desk before continuing on to explore Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra. For younger visitors there are interactive games and displays bringing to life the culture and achievements of the prehistoric society who lived here, and a special audio guide tailored to children. Free wi-fi access is available for downloading if you don’t have phone service.

Around both sites are numbered features and highlights corresponding to audio, text and images available on the apps. Definitely return to the visitor centre after visiting Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra for additional context and background.

Magnificent Limestone Temple

Ancient Ħaġar Qim

A short 150m walk from the visitor centre, Ħaġar Qim is the first of the two clifftop megalithic temples to explore. A permanent tent-like canopy protects the stones from the elements. The temple, made of Globigerina Limestone, was first excavated in 1839. It’s angled so that a beam of sunlight will pass through a gap on the first day of summer and illuminate a particular slab. Ħaġar Qim’s facade, with its trilithon entrance (two upright stones with a third across the top as a lintel), has been restored and gives an idea of what it may once have looked like. The temple originally had a roof, probably with corbelled stone vaults, but this has long since collapsed.

Before going in, look round the corner to the right – the megalith here is the largest in the temple, weighing more than 20 tonnes. The temple consists of a series of interconnected, oval chambers with no uniform arrangement, and differs from other Maltese temples in lacking a regular trefoil plan. In the first chamber on the left is a little altar post decorated with plant motifs, and in the second there are a couple of pedestal altars. The goddess statuettes and the Venus de Malta figurine that were found here are on display in the National Museum of Archaeology in Valletta.

[image: map]


CENTURIES OF DISCOVERY

Documentation of the site goes back to 1647 when Maltese historian Giovanni Francesco Abela claimed the ruins of Ħaġar Qim were ‘indubitable evidence of the fact that the first inhabitants of Malta were of the race of giants’. Excavation began by Britain’s Royal Engineers in 1839, and by 1885 detailed plans had been completed. Stone altars, decorated slabs and statuettes had all been moved off site to museum galleries in Valletta. In 1925 the site was included on Malta’s Antiquities List, and in 1992 Ħaġar Qim was inscribed on UNESCO’s World Heritage list for Outstanding Universal Value.



Clifftop Megalithic Wonder

Seasonal solar alignments

Mnajdra, a 700m walk downhill from Ħaġar Qim, is more elaborate and better preserved as it was built out of harder limestone. Like Ħaġar Qim, it was hidden below ground before being excavated in the 19th century. There are three temples side by side here, each with a trefoil plan and a different orientation. The oldest temple is the small one on the right, aligned towards the southwest and Filfla island. The central temple, pointing towards the southeast, was the last to be built, and was constructed on a platform of rock, so is slightly raised. All date from between 3600 and 3000 BCE.

In the southernmost temple, the right-hand apse has a separate chamber entered through a small doorway, with an ‘oracle hole’ to its left. Its function is unknown, but it’s a precisely carved opening in the limestone boulder, with two levels of excavation, and penetrates right through the block. One of the three temple complexes has a special solar alignment. During sunrise at the spring and autumnal equinoxes, the rising sun shines through an elliptical gap to illuminate an internal slab. Around the summer (June) and winter (December) solstices and spring (March) and autumn (September) equinoxes, Heritage Malta (heritagemalta.org) organises special guided tours to experience these alignments. Book well ahead.


TEMPLE TIPS

Maria Elena Zammit, principal curator for prehistoric sites at Heritage Malta, gives advice on visiting Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra.

The site is best visited in spring or autumn when days are bright but cool. The visit to both megalithic sites takes around 1½ hours, but visitors should allow enough time to enjoy the park and nearby landmarks, such as the Misqa Tanks, the Congreve Memorial and the 17th-century Ħamrija Tower. Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra Prehistoric Temples, by Katya Stroud, gives an excellent overview to the sites as well as their context and history. Along with other books, it’s usually available at the site’s souvenir shop.




Retro Reservoirs

Prehistory used to this day

Around 200m from the temples, with fantastic views over the scrub and cactus to the sea beyond, there are oval entrances to underground caverns and puddles of water. These are Il-Misqa Tanks (‘watering places’), small rock-hewn reservoirs. Channels cut into the rock aid the collection of water. They are thought to be prehistoric, but have not been dated with any precision. Farmers nearby still use the water collected in some of the cisterns to irrigate their crops. To find the ancient reservoirs, head about 300m northwest from Mnajdra.

Swimming at Għar Lapsi

Natural coastal swimming pool

A winding road to the west of the Ħaġar Qim and Mnajdra temples is a turnoff (signposted) to Għar Lapsi. This means ‘Cave of the Ascension’, so named because there was once a fishers’ shrine here. There’s a car park beside a couple of restaurants and boathouses. The main attraction here is the swimming – a little cove in the low limestone cliffs forms a natural lido, with stone steps and iron ladders giving access to the limpid blue water. It’s a popular spot for bathing and picnicking among locals, and is well frequented by divers and fishers. The natural pool is at its finest in September when the water’s warm and summer’s crowds have eased.

There’s excellent scuba diving and snorkelling, with shallow cave systems lit by gashes in the rock that let in beams of sunlight, and include ‘the Crib’, an underwater nativity scene. The area is also popular for climbing; contact Malta Climbing Club (maltaclimbingclub.org) for route details.

A lovely little bar-restaurant called Carmen’s is set on the rocks above the swimming spot, surrounded by boats; it’s not fancy, with plastic tables and chairs, and sunshades, but it almost dips its toes in the water, and serves delicious seafood in the sunshine. Near the car park, Dive In Cafe & Grill teams burgers, ice-cream sundaes and brilliant views.


CHRISTIANITY IN MALTA

Having been converted by St Paul after his shipwreck on Malta in 60 CE, the Maltese claim to be one of the earliest Christian peoples in the world. The main period of church-building in Malta took place after the arrival of the Knights of St John, in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, and it’s reckoned there are 64 Catholic parishes and 313 Catholic churches on Malta, and 15 Catholic parishes and 46 Catholic churches on Gozo. The oldest surviving church is the Chapel of the Annunciation.

Launched in 2023 by the Archdiocese of Malta’s Cultural Heritage Foundation, Church Trails of Malta (churchtrailsmalta.com) outlines three self-guided itineraries to explore the country’s ecclesiastical landscape in depth.



Chapel of the Deserted Village

Echoes of 15th-century medieval art

On a minor road between Żurrieq and Mqabba is the Chapel of the Annunciation, in the deserted medieval settlement of Ħal Millieri, which was abandoned in the 18th century. This tiny church, set in a pretty garden, dates from the mid-15th century and contains important 15th-century frescoes – the only surviving examples of medieval religious art in Malta. It’s only open in the morning of the first Sunday of the month, and is looked after by Din l-Art Ħelwa (dinlarthelwa.org), Malta’s National Trust; contact them for more details. The ancient church is Malta’s oldest.


FROM TARGET TO SANCTUARY

From the temples and all along this coast, you get great views across to Filfla, the smallest of Malta’s archipelago of five islands. It’s 5km off the south coast of Malta and was separated from the mainland as the result of the geological Maghlaq Fault. Its name probably refers to its shape, as the Arabic filfel means chilli or pepper. The island suffered the ignominy of being used for target practice by the British armed forces until it was – thankfully – declared a nature reserve in 1970.

The islet supports important breeding colonies of seabirds, including an estimated 5000 to 8000 pairs of storm petrels, as well as two species of lizard and snail not found elsewhere. It’s off-limits due to unexploded shells in the surrounding waters.



Boating at the Blue Grotto

Boat trips to natural wonders

Not merely a Blue Grotto, this is a string of seven coastal caverns sculpted by sea and weather. Names include the Honeymoon or Temple Cavern, but loveliest is the Reflection Cave where light reflects on the interior and turns the walls of the cave uncannily blue. A natural sea arch is also a spectacular highlight. Boats depart regularly on 30-minute cruises from nearby Wied iż-Żurrieq. Traditional, brightly painted luzzu take visitors on the tours, which makes the trip all the prettier, with the primary-coloured crafts bobbing through the grottoes. Book at the Blue Grotto Boat Services kiosk at the harbour entrance. It’s cash-only, but there’s an ATM at the Step In restaurant.

Visiting the caves, you’ll get to see the blue, indigo, turquoise and purple tints that give the grotto its name. Midmorning is the best time to visit, when sunlight is at the right height to illuminate the rocks inside the caves. Along with Għar Lapsi, the Blue Grotto is a popular diving, snorkelling and rock-climbing site. Local operators include Paradise Diving (paradisediving.com).

Wied iż-Żurrieq, the boat departure point, is a compact harbour with a cluster of seafood restaurants with terraces overlooking the water, all vying with each other for the best endless sea view. You can also see the Blue Grotto from a viewing platform beside the main road east of the turnoff to Wied iż-Żurrieq.

Exploring a Restored Watchtower

Spectacular coastal vistas from Torri ta’ Xutu

Reopened in 2020, Wied iż-Żurrieq’s Torri ta’ Xutu (Xutu Tower) has rooftop views right along the coast to Mnajdra’s prehistoric temples. Volunteer guides are often on hand at weekends to explain the history of the tower. Originally completed in 1638, the tower was still in use for coastal surveillance in WWI. Established in 1965, Din l-Art Ħelwa’s remit is to safeguard the historic, artistic and natural heritage of the island nation. Forming a defensive network around Malta and Gozo, the country’s historic coastal watchtowers fall under its protection. Din l-Art Ħelwa (literally ‘This Sweet Land’) works with local businesses and corporate entities to fund this work, and Torri ta’ Xutu was restored with the support of Malta Airport Foundation. See dinlarthelwa.org for a full list of historic sites.

Eating at Għar Lapsi & the Blue Grotto: Best Lunch Spots

Carmen’s: Simple water’s-edge option at Għar Lapsi. Great seafood with a sound-track of gently lapping waves. noon-11pm Mon & Wed-Sat, to 7pm Sun €€

Alka: A great Blue Grotto seafood choice with soaring sea views. Try and secure a terrace table under the rustic bamboo gazebo. noon-3.30pm Wed-Mon €€

Aalto: A refined step up from other Blue Grotto restaurants with surprises liked cod and crab muffins and pork and cheese croquettes. noon-10pm €€€

Il Corsaro: Compact Blue Grotto restaurant with fresh fish and elevated views. There are only six tables, so book ahead. noon-3.30pm Tue-Sun €€€




Marsaxlokk
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SEAFOOD | MARKETS | BOAT TRIPS


The ancient fishing village of Marsaxlokk (marsa-shlock; from marsa sirocco, meaning ‘southeasterly harbour’) at the head of Marsaxlokk Bay resolutely remains a slice of real Maltese life, despite the encroachment of industry and the arrival of hundreds of tourists every Sunday for its weekly fish and souvenir market.

Old low-rise houses ring the waterfront and a photogenic fleet of brightly coloured luzzu dances in the harbour, attended by their weather-worn owners. The town is home to around 70% of the Maltese fishing fleet and is renowned for its top-notch seafood restaurants, making it a magnet for long-lunching locals and busloads of day-trippers.

This southern fishing village retains a lot of charm and has a festive atmosphere every Sunday when crowds descend to eat. It makes for a relaxed base once the Sunday hordes have left. If you’re after nightlife into the wee small hours, you’ll be disappointed.
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SLEEPING

1Duncan Guesthouse

2Port View Guesthouse

3Quayside Apartments

4South Wind Guesthouse

EATING

5Liska

6Pastaus Lab

7Roots

8Sea Coast Confectionery

9T’annamari

10Tartarun

11Unico

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12The Deck

SHOPPING

13Sunday Seafood Market




GETTING AROUND

Buses 81 and 85 run from Valletta’s main bus station to Marsaxlokk regularly via Paola. The 119 service runs between Marsaxlokk and Marsaskala and continues to the airport. Leaving the main bus station in Valletta on a Sunday morning, the Marsaxlokk buses can be very crowded. Parking in Marsaxlokk is best in the residential streets above the town or at the the public car park at the southern end of the bay on Triq il-Kavallerizza. Marsaxlokk is com-pact and walkable.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Marsaxlokk celebrates a high-summer village feast, Our Lady of Pompeii, at the end of July with processions, bands, fireworks and food stalls aplenty.



Sunday Socialising over Seafood

Glittering seafood on seafront stalls

Come Sunday, it feels like most of Malta heads down to Marsaxlokk’s colourful, packed-to-the-gills Sunday Seafood Market. Part of the joy of this weekly delight is that it’s right on the town’s pretty seafront, with stalls groaning with shimmering fish, and blue- and yellow-striped luzzu bobbing on the sea as a backdrop.

Usually fresh from a morning’s fishing, the fishers and their helpers sell their catch directly to all takers. Highlights include lampuka (dolphin fish or dorado), qarnita (octopus), tonn (tuna), pixxispad (swordfish), cerna (grouper) and sargu (sea bream). The market starts early in the morning and the best stuff is long gone by afternoon. The daily Waterfront Market stalls surround those laden with fish, selling arts, crafts, kitsch souvenirs, clothes and the kind of easily breakable plastic tat that seems obligatory at markets worldwide. Note you’ll sometimes need to wend a mazelike path between market stalls to negotiate a route along the harbour’s edge.

Most people are here to end up at one of the buzzing seafood restaurants that line the waterfront. They’re all busy with big family groups tucking into lunch, but you can usually find somewhere to eat by having a wander and seeing what takes your fancy. If you’re especially keen to dine at one of the recommended restaurants, booking ahead is recommended.


A HISTORIC HARBOUR

Marsaxlokk Bay is Malta’s second natural harbour, and it was here that the Turkish fleet was moored during the Great Siege of 1565; Napoleon’s army also landed here during the French invasion of 1798. In the 1930s, the calm waters of the bay were used as a staging post by the huge, four-engined Short C-Class flying boats of Britain’s Imperial Airways as they pioneered long-distance air travel to the far-flung corners of the Empire. During WWII, Marsaxlokk Bay was the base for the Fleet Air Arm, and in 1989 the famous summit meeting between Soviet and US leaders Mikhail Gorbachev and George Bush (senior) was held onboard a warship anchored in the bay.



Eating in Marsaxlokk: Best Seafood

Roots: Lacking a harbourfront location, but compensating with excellent service and Mediterranean seafood classics. noon-10pm Tue-Sun €€

T’annamari: Sicilian flavours shine at this relaxed restaurant away from the tourist strip hubbub. noon-3pm & 7.30-10.30pm Mon & Wed-Sat, noon-3pm Sun €€

Liska: Refined spins on seafood at Liska’s elegant dining room at the quieter southern end of Marsaxlokk Harbour. noon-10pm Tue-Sat, to 3pm Sun €€

Tartarun: Local favourite with a refined take on Maltese seafood. Thai and Korean flavour influences. noon-3pm Tue-Wed & Fri-Sun, 7.30-10pm Tue-Wed & Fri-Sat €€€

Malta’s Most Colourful Mode of Transport

By vintage bus to the market

As recently as 2011, Malta’s buses included brightly coloured Bedfords, Thames and Leylands, dating from the 1950s, ’60s and ’70s, and all rattling around Malta’s roads with varying degrees of punctuality. Now the colourful vintage buses are a great way to travel to Marsaxlokk’s popular Sunday market. Vintage Bus Tours (facebook.com/vintagebustours) runs excursions on Sunday mornings from near the tourist information kiosk at Valletta’s Triton fountain. This is a fun and informative way to get to one of Malta’s most-loved weekly events.

Known as xarabank, a derivation of the French charabanc (a carriage, or an old-fashioned term for a motorcoach), buses were often owned as independent businesses, and lovingly customised by their owners with decorations. Popular saints, lucky horseshoe motifs and chromed hubcaps and shiny front grilles all made Malta’s vintage buses the most colourful and characterful in Europe. Signalling the end of an era, Malta’s bus service was modernised and rationalised from 2011. Vintage Bus Tours also runs excursions from Valletta via Sliema to Mdina and Rabat, and one retro bus has been repurposed as a souvenir shop on The Strand in Sliema.


LUZZU, THE MOVIE

A recent neorealist, multi-award-winning film, Luzzu (2021), directed by Maltese-American Alex Camillieri, follows the fortunes of a young fisherman trying to keep his family fishing tradition afloat against the backdrop of the struggles of modern life. It’s a lyrical, fascinating watch, particularly as the main roles are played by real Maltese fishermen, who improvised much of the dialogue. Non-professional actor Jesmark Scicluna, a real-life Maltese fisherman, won a Sundance Jury Prize for his performance, and his brother David also features in the film. The film is in the Malti language. Options to watch Luzzu online include Amazon Prime and Apple TV, but availability in certain countries may not be guaranteed.



Colourful Boat Trips

Lounging on a luzzu

Traditional luzzu (loots-zoo) make Marsaxlokk’s harbour rainbow bright, and you can take a trip around the bay for only a few euros. These brightly coloured boats that crowd harbours around the coast are one of Malta’s national symbols. Local boat owners also offer transfers around Delimara Point to St Peter’s Pool, and this is a great way to reach this lovely natural swimming spot. One-hour tours to St Peter’s Pool cruise past the gargantuan Malta Freeport and also take in other coastal highlights, including the Delimara Lighthouse and the saltpans on the peninsula’s southern tip. It’s around 30 minutes to St Peter’s Pool, so confirm a time to be picked up if you’re keen to stay a while.

Painted boldly in blue, red and yellow, with the watchful ‘Eyes of Osiris’ on the bows to ward off evil spirits, the luzzu is a large double-ended fishing boat, meaning it’s pointed at both ends). The kajjik (ka-yik) is similar in appearance, but has a square transom (it’s pointed at the front end only). The dgħajsa (dye-sa) is a smaller and racier-looking boat, with a very high stem and stern-posts – a bit like a Maltese gondola. These are not solid, seaworthy fishing boats, but sleek water taxis. They were once all powered by oars, but today’s dgħajsas generally carry an outboard engine.

Eating in Marsaxlokk: Non-Seafood Options

Sea Coast Confectionery: Pastries and cakes served one block back from the busy harbourfront. Don’t miss the excellent cannoli. 7am-9pm €

Unico: Versatile cafe/bar/bistro serving everything from coffee and ice cream to breakfast and pizza. The pistachio ice cream is especially good. 9am-midnight €€

Pastaus Lab: Fresh house-made pasta served with a wide variety of sauces. Good craft beers from Gozo’s Lord Chambray Brewing. noon-11pm €€

The Deck:Craft beer from Malta’s Stretta Brewing served with harbour views and good bar snacks and grills. At the quieter end of the harbour. noon-11pm €€




Beyond Marsaxlokk
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Some fabulous natural swimming spots and Malta’s oldest prehistoric subterranean wonder dot the area around Marsaxlokk.


With coastal landscapes and great swimming spots – including lovely St Peter’s Pool and the less-visited Il-Kalanka – the area around Marsaxlokk often feels off the beaten track. These locations are hugely popular with the locals, but do take effort to reach. Birżebbuġa (beer-zeb-boo-ja; meaning ‘well of the olives’) lies on the western shore of Marsaxlokk Bay. It began life as a fishing village but, thanks to its proximity to the large industrial freeport, is now a residential town that doesn’t see many tourists despite its relatively large beach (Pretty Bay). Nearby are two prehistoric caves, including Għar Dhalam. North of Marsaxlokk, Marsaskala is a narrow harbour framed with cafes, bars and restaurants and is popular on weekends.


Places

St Peter’s Pool

Il-Kalanka Bay

Għar Ħasan Cave

Marsaskala

St Thomas Bay

Birżebbuġa

Għar Dalam Cave & Museum




GETTING AROUND

Buses run regularly to Marsaskala from Valletta’s main bus station, with route 119 also linking Marsaxlokk to Marsaskala. Buses also travel from Valletta to conveniently right outside Għar Dalam cave. For St Peter’s Pool, Il-Kalanka and Delimara Point, you’ll need your own transport. If you’re driving to Marsaskala, the most convenient parking is along Triq Tal Gardiel near Tal-Familja restaurant. From there it’s a walk of around 600m to Marsaskala’s main restaurant strip.



St Peter’s PoolTIME FROM MARSAXLOKK: 10 mins [image: jpg]

In-the-know splash scene

St Peter’s Pool is a fantastic swimming spot, a natural lido in the rocks with large areas of flat slab for sunbathing between swims. Teenagers in particular love to jump in here, from a variety of different heights.

Follow the narrow road out towards Delimara Lighthouse until you are just past the power-station chimney (about 1.5km from the main road), and you’ll see a low building on the left with ‘St Peter’s Pool’ signposted on it. It can be tricky in a car if you meet someone coming the other way. If this happens along the stretch of road around 300m from the main road to the St Peter’s Pool car park, one of the cars will need to back up. The road can also be bumpy.

Outside summer and on weekends, St Peter’s Pool can feel very remote, but visit on a summertime Saturday and Sunday, and it will be crowded, and there’s often a food truck selling ice cream, snacks and juices.

Luzzu boaters offer waterborne transfers from Marsaxlokk.
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St Peter’s Pool | rpeters86/Getty Images ©

Il-Kalanka BayTIME FROM MARSAXLOKK: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Off-the-beaten track swimming spot

Continue from St Peter’s Pool down the same road (Triq Delimara) and you’ll reach quieter Il-Kalanka Bay. There’s no signage, but an unsealed road leads left to a car park above this less-visited alternative to St Peter’s Pool. The bay’s natural swimming hole is reached by a convenient 50m stepped path. Take care when jumping into the water as the distance is higher than at St Peter’s Pool. Easier access is from the right-hand side of the pool. Like St Peter’s Pool, there’s often a food truck on summertime weekends.

On the opposite side of this slender peninsula is Delimara Lighthouse, which you can rent as accommodation from Din l’Art Ħelwa. To book the lighthouse, search for ‘Lighthouse in Marsaxlokk, Malta’ on Airbnb. Nearby, around a 400m walk from Il-Kalanka Bay, Fort Delimara was built by the British and dates from 1881. Now looking over the Malta Freeport, the fort is being restored by Heritage Malta and can be explored on weekend open days. See heritagemalta.mt for upcoming dates.

Għar Ħasan CaveTIME FROM MARSAXLOKK: 15 mins [image: jpg]

A Saracen’s cave

Għar Ħasan cave lies within the cliff-bound coastline south of Birżebbuġa. From Birżebbuġa, follow the road towards Żurrieq, then turn left at the top of the hill to reach a clifftop parking area near an industrial estate. The cave entrance is down some steps in the cliff-face to the left. Access to the cave has been fenced off for safety reasons, but it is still worth visiting for the coastal views.

The ‘Cave of Ħasan’ is supposed to have been used as a hideout by a 12th-century Saracen rebel.


WHY I LOVE DELIMARA POINT
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Brett Atkinson, Lonely Planet writer

Around Malta, especially in the south of the island, it can sometimes be difficult to escape traffic and a build-up of population. That’s why Delimara Point southeast of Marsaxlokk is such a surprise. Main roads quickly segue to meandering rural routes, transiting through farms lined by stone walls to reach the area’s two natural swimming holes, St Peter’s Pool and Il-Kalanka. Less than 3km from Marsaxlokk there’s a remote, end-of-the-island vibe, and nearby coastal walking trails reveal the Kalanka Saltpans and crumbling reminders of Malta’s WWII defences. Once the restorations are complete at nearby Fort Delimara, it will be an even more essential coastal escape on an increasingly busy island nation.



MarsaskalaTIME FROM MARSAXLOKK: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Locals’ favourite lunch spot

Marsaskala (also spelt Marsascala), gathered around the head of a long, narrow bay, was originally a Sicilian fishing community (the name means ‘Sicilian Harbour’). Standing at the head of the bay is the impressive Marsaskala Parish Church, originally built in 1949.

Today, Marsaskala is an increasingly popular residential area and seaside resort among the Maltese. For visitors to Malta, the attractions are its good cafes and restaurants, and a relaxed local feel due to its bustling, boat-bobbing little harbour.

Leisurely lunches at Marsaskala are a particularly popular option for Maltese families, and it’s definitely worth booking ahead at popular local eateries, including the venerable La Favorita and Tal-Familja. Outside weekends, Marsaskala is easygoing and relaxed, but does get more energised at night courtesy of a few harbourside pubs and bars. With a scattering of affordable guesthouses, it’s also a good place to stay.


MALTA FREEPORT

Best observed from near Fort Delimara or Il-Kalanka – only from above can the installation’s huge dimensions be appreciated – the Malta Freeport is one of Europe’s busiest ports. Established in 1988, it’s characterised by the towering cranes of the Kalafrana Container Terminal. Also nearby is the Delimara Power Station.

This part of the coast was once Malta’s most beautiful – evidenced by the natural swimming spot at St Peter’s Pool – but it’s been irrevocably altered by such massive developments. Leveraging its historic and strategic location at the heart of the Mediterranean, the port is a vital transhipment hub, with containers being transferred to other smaller vessels for onward delivery all around the Med.



St Thomas BayTIME FROM MARSAXLOKK: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Windsurfing and raffish local bars

The deeply indented bay to the south of Marsaskala is St Thomas Bay, lined with concrete and breeze-block huts and a potholed road, and surrounded by apartments. It has a sandy beach that is popular with local people. Hire jet skis, paddleboats and paddleboards at SIP Watersports (sipswatersportsmalta.com).

A few local beach bars are busy on weekend afternoons and evenings. To get here, it’s about a 10-minute walk from Marsaskala along Triq tal-Gardiel. From St Thomas Bay, you can continue walking along the coast to Marsaxlokk (about 4km).

 

St Thomas’ Tower

Torri San Tumas is a small 17th-century fortress at the northern point of St Thomas Bay. It was built by the Knights of St John after a Turkish raiding party landed in Marsaskala Bay in 1614 and plundered the nearby village of Żejtun.

For several decades, the tower has been surrounded by weeds and the unsightly ruins of the abandoned Jerma Palace Hotel – blocking any view of the ocean – but finally respite is coming for another of Malta’s famed watchtowers. Careful restoration of the tower is now underway, and to reflect an important part of Malta’s history, a museum of piracy is planned to eventually open in the historic structure.

Eating & Drinking in Marsaskala: Our Picks

Nargile Lounge: Fairy lights and Moroccan rugs set the scene for Indian and north African dishes. 7-11pm Mon & Wed-Sun, 12.30-3.30pm Sun €

Tiny Mint Bistro: Relaxed harbourside eatery with seasonal menus. Maltese flavours and seafood shine. 6-11pm Tue-Sun & noon-3pm Sun €€

La Favorita:Favoured for its seafood and fresh fish. Head here for a long lunch or leisurely dinner. noon-2.30pm Tue-Sun & 7-10.30pm Mon-Sat €€

Tal-Familja: A local favourite with daily specials including fresh seafood and classic Maltese cuisine. noon-3pm & 6-11pm Tue-Sun €€

BirżebbuġaTIME FROM MARSAXLOKK: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Family fun and relaxing at Pretty Bay

If you’re finding Marsaxlokk a tad busy – especially on a Sunday – a more relaxed and local scene is on offer at nearby Birżebbuġa. Sitting on the western shore of Marsaxlokk Bay, the town is a popular residential area offering a coastal lifestyle away from the traffic and urbanisation affecting areas like Mosta and Birkirkara.

Like Marsaskala, the cafes and restaurants lining Birżebbuġa’s foreshore are popular with local families, but visit on a weekday, and you should have the sandy arc of Birżebbuġa’s Pretty Bay largely to yourself. Note there are views of the nearby Malta Superport from the beach, but the water is clean, and the bay’s sheltered waters are good for swimming. Watersports operators often set up in the middle of the beach during the summer.

Pretty Bay also offers a popular playground and skateboard park, and for children under five years of age; the nearby Playmobil FunPark (playmobilmalta.com) features games and interactive experiences – including slides and a pirate ship – all inspired by the popular range of toys and figurines. If the weather is poor, there are good indoor attractions to keep younger travellers both entertained and inspired.

From Pretty Bay, there are points of interest a short stroll in either direction. Around 500m to the south, Birżebbuġa’s very own precisely rectangular saltpans sit on the edge of the bay. To the north 600m around the headland, the End of the Cold War memorial commemorates 1989’s Malta Summit, held on a warship anchored in Marsaxlokk Bay, and featuring Soviet and US leaders Mikhail Gorbachev and George Bush Sr.
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WRECKS ON A RUGGED COASTLINE

Malta’s southeast coast offers divers some interesting underwater opportunities. Around 3km east of Marsaskala at a depth of around 55m, the SS Polynesien is a 19th-century French ocean liner that was sunk by a German torpedo during WWI in August 1918. Tragically, 17 crew and passengers drowned, with the remaining recuperating in Malta. Further north, 500m off the rocky coastline of Xrobb l-Għaġin near Marsaxlokk and at a depth of 40m, the Blenheim Bomber wreck dive is a RAF aircraft downed by Italian enemy aircraft in December 1941. All crew survived with minor injuries. Both dives are exposed to strong currents and recommended only for experienced divers. Everyone else can see detailed photos and underwater videos at underwatermalta.org.



Eating & Drinking in Birżebbuġa: Our Picks

Tony Muscat Gelateria: Family-owned and re-nowned for some of Malta’s best ice cream. Delicious doughnuts too. 10am-midnight €

Juice Cafe: Fresh juices, sandwiches and crepes. Perfect for a between-swims snack across the road at Pretty Bay. 10am-11pm €

Posh Turkish: Fresh salads, Turkish dips and mezze make this a good option for vegetarians. Also kebabs, pizza and grills. 10am-11pm €

Qajjenza Bar & Diner: Shared seafood platters and harbour views. Book ahead. noon-3pm & 6-11pm Mon-Thu, noon-11pm Fri-Sun €€



TOP EXPERIENCE
Għar Dalam Cave & Museum

Għar Dalam (aar-da-lam; ‘cave of darkness’) is a 145m-long cave carved in ancient Lower Coralline Limestone. Highlights of the cave’s peaceful and contemplative museum include fascinating skeletons of long-lost animal species. Beyond the quirky Victorian displays, the tubular interior of the low-ceilinged cave is one of the country’s best cooling escapes at the height of a Maltese summer.
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TOP TIPS

• Għar Dalam Cave & Museum is 3km west of Marsaxlokk.

• Parking is relatively limited. Consider catching bus 80 or 82 from Valletta bus station to the Dalam stop.

• Tickets include entry to the nearby Neolithic Borġ-in-Nadur temple ruins.




PRACTICALITIES

Scan the QR code for details.
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A Treasure Trove of Fossils

From pygmy elephants to giant swans, one of Europe’s few remaining Victorian-era natural-history displays showcases the magnificent harvest of skeletons and fossil bones that have been excavated here. Other galleries include thousands of teeth. The lowermost layers of the cavern, more than 500,000 years old, yielded remains belonging to hippopotamuses, micro-mammals and birds.

Reinforcing Geological & Human History

The animals are all European types, suggesting that Malta was once joined to Italy, but not to northern Africa. It’s also where the first signs of human habitation on Malta have been discovered from 7400 years ago, with remains including pottery dating to 5200 BCE and Neanderthal teeth found in the top layer.

An Evolutionary Tale

Displays show how the cave was formed and how the remains of such animals came to be found here, along with their development in response to local conditions as they evolved in different ways to similar creatures elsewhere.

Venturing to the Cave Entrance

Beyond the museum, a path leads down through gardens to the mouth of the cave, where a walkway leads 50m into the dark depths of the low-lit cavern.





Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Marsaxlokk

South Wind Guesthouse €€ Fresh rooms with gold statement walls and a convenient location close to the seafront. Rates include a good buffet breakfast.

Quayside Apartments €€ Secreted behind a multi-hued line-up of different coloured doors, these apartments with compact kitchens are a good option for travelling families. The apartments are at the quieter end of the harbour, away from the bustle of the daily market.

Port View Guesthouse €€ Set back from the harbour, with large rooms decorated with blue feature walls. Some rooms have sea views, as does the spacious breakfast terrace.

Duncan Guesthouse €€ Friendly Duncan’s is conveniently located close to two of Marsaxlokk’s best restaurants. The guesthouse’s rooftop terrace is the perfect vantage point for sundowner drinks and harbour-watching.

Marsaskala & Around

Seafront Akwador € On the southern side of Marsaskala’s harbour, this good-value spot has colourful rooms and a lovely roof terrace. Family rooms have compact kitchenettes.

Talbot & Bons Boutique B&B €€ A standout heritage B&B in the village of Gudja. Decor seamlessly blends historic features and modern style, and it’s just a short drive to the airport.

Delimara Lighthouse €€ Secluded stays in Malta’s only lighthouse are hosted by Din l-Art Ħelwa (Malta’s National Trust). Two separate apartments both have kitchens. They can be booked separately, or the entire property is available for groups and families. Book on Airbnb. Note the surrounding area is quite remote and desolate.

Palazzo Castagna €€€ In the village of Għaxaq west of Marsaskala, this historic 1755 townhouse is now southern Malta’s best boutique hotel. Decor is elegant and stylish, the Deluxe Suite is improbably spacious, and there’s a compact rooftop lap pool.







Gozo & Comino

[image: ]

CLIFFS, COVES, COUNTRYSIDE AND CHARACTER

Gozo, 22km north of Malta, is a characterful island with some beautiful coastline, while tiny Comino, with its beautiful Blue Lagoon, lies between the two islands.
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Saltpans, Marsalforn | trabantos/Shutterstock ©

There’s so much to see in Malta, and then, joy of joys, you can hop across to Gozo by boat. Malta’s smaller sibling has its own peculiar wonders and offers a chance to slow down completely. It feels a world away, but it’s only a half-hour ferry ride with a car from Ċirkewwa or 45 minutes on the fast passenger ferry from Valletta to get here. Called Għawdex (aow-desh) in Maltese, this is a gloriously pretty island, with what the 19th-century nonsense poet Edward Lear called a ‘pomskizillious and gromphibberous’ landscape. His made-up words still seem to encapsulate the island’s button-cute hillocks topped with enormous churches, its hidden, glittering coves, and its sculptured coastal cliffs.

Part of the attraction here is the slower, sleepier pace of life. Although it is more than one-third the size of Malta, Gozo has much less than one-tenth of the population – only about 32,000 Gozitans live here (and they are Gozitans first, Maltese second). It’s small enough that you can base yourself anywhere you fancy and meander out to sandy beaches and rocky coves, enjoy excellent scuba-diving and snorkelling, or discover history in the form of megalithic temples and medieval fortifications.

For foodies, there’s the appeal of vineyard visits and great oceanfront dining on fresh seafood, and just a short boat ride away is the glorious Blue Lagoon on tiny Comino.
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Wied il-Għasri | Renata Apanaviciene/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

VICTORIA

Gozitan citadel capital.

SOUTHERN GOZO

Port, bays and Ta’Ċenċ cliffs.

NORTHERN GOZO

Dramatic Dwejra, prehistoric temple and saltpans.

COMINO

Island hiking and the Blue Lagoon.




Find Your Way

Gozo is easily reached by car and passenger ferries operated by Gozo Channel from Ċirkewwa (30 minutes). There’s also a fast passenger ferry linking Gozo to Valletta (45 minutes).
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Plan Your Time

Gozo is easily explored in a few days, but the island’s real appeal is slowing down and getting to know it slowly. Visit Comino from Gozo or directly from Malta.
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Il-Batterija ta’ Santa Marija, Comino | visual-journey/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• If you’re on a day visit from Malta, head for Victoria and explore the fortress of Il-Kastell. Gozo is compact so you’ll also have time to discover the prehistory of the Ġgantija Temples before heading north to the fascinating saltpans at Xwieni Bay. Before catching the passenger ferry back to Valletta, enjoy a late lunch/early dinner at a harbourside restaurant in Mġarr.




Three Days to Explore

• Across a three-day stay, you can cover a lot of ground on Gozo. Beyond Victoria, Xwieni Bay and Ġgantija, explore the rugged lunarscape around Dwejra, and the narrow, rocky coves of Wied il-Għasri and Mġarr ix-Xini. If you’re feeling energetic, consider a half-day following walking trails to the remote beaches of Ħondoq ir-Rummien or Daħlet Qorrot.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

SPRING

Processions and celebrations for Holy Week. Lower visitor numbers and fine spring weather make it a good time for walking.

SUMMER

Victoria’s International Arts Festival has five weeks of music and theatre. Party time at the Blue Lagoon on Comino.

AUTUMN

Lower visitor numbers at the Blue Lagoon on Comino, and another good time for walking on Gozo.

WINTER

Best-value time for accommodation. Highlights include Christmas and Carnival in Nadur in February.




Victoria
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HISTORY | FOOD | SHOPPING


As the capital of Gozo, Victoria dominates from a hilltop in the centre of the island. From all directions, roads seem to lead to the town’s elevated position. The walled citadel, Il-Kastell, is visible from all around and appears to grow out of its rocky outcrop. Carefully restored, the citadel houses numerous interesting museums and can easily accommodate a full morning or afternoon of exploration. Gozo’s pint-sized capital is also the island’s main hub of shops and services. Comprising narrow laneways and compact piazzas, the lower Il Borgo (old city) is a lovely place to wander and linger. Named for the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria in 1897, the city was originally known as Rabat and is still called that by many islanders (and on several road signs). Victoria is only 7km from the Mġarr ferry terminal, and just 3.5km from the resort town of Marsalforn.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Il-Kastell

sIGHTS

2Banca Giuratale

3Basilica of St George

4Cathedral Museum

5Cathedral of the Assumption

6Ċittadella Visitors Centre

7Gozo Museum of Archaeology

8Gozo Nature Museum

9Gran Castello Historic House

10Il-Borgo

11Il-Ħaġar – Heart of Gozo

12Old Prison

13St John’s Demi-Bastio

14Villa Rundle Gardens

SLEEPING

15Santa Marija House

16Casa Gemelli

17Maria Townhouse

18Townhouse 17

EATING

19Casa Vostra

20It-Tokk

21Karamelli

22Neolitik Kitchen

23Ta’Rikardu

24Vanilla+

entertainment

25Astra Theatre

26Aurora Opera House

SHOPPING

27Greens Supermarket

28House of Gozo

29It-Tokk Gozo

30Organika




GETTING AROUND

Victoria is very walkable, whether exploring Il-Kastell, wandering Il-Borgo or strolling along the main street of Triq ir-Repubblika. There’s free untimed parking in the large Victoria Car Park near the bus station; elsewhere parking is timed. Most buses on Gozo run through Victoria’s bus station. From the Mġarr ferry terminal to Victoria is around 7km. Gozo Segway (gozosegway.com) offers e-bike hire and guided tours. Booking ahead is recommended.




[image: ] TOP TIP

If you have a Heritage Malta multisite pass or a Malta Pass (maltapass.com.mt), admission to all Il-Kastell museums is covered. Neither pass covers the Cathedral of the Assumption or the Cathedral Museum; purchase entry from the Cathedral Gift Shop.



Victoria’s Two Premier Events Venues

Opera, concerts and more

Two majestic red-velvet box-lined entertainment venues lie along the gentle incline of Triq ir-Repubblika, and if you see well-dressed Victoria locals in the vicinity, chances are they’re heading for a night at the theatre or opera. Aurora Opera House (teatruaurora.com) and Astra Theatre (teatruastra.org.mt) host the annual Victoria International Arts Festival for five weeks from June to July, with the Astra hosting the opening-night concert. The Astra (Teatru Astra) is the 19th-century home of Soċjetà Filarmonika La Stella, and stages predominantly opera, music and ballet. There’s a welcoming cafe/bar downstairs. Around 200m downhill on the opposite side of Triq ir-Repubblika, the Aurora (Teatru Aurora) stages opera, ballet, comedy, drama, cabaret, pantomime, celebrity concerts and exhibitions. Built in baroque style from 1971 to 1976, the spacious venue can host up to 1600 people, and is regarded as the premier opera venue across both Gozo and Malta.


A Tranquil Escape

Relaxing in the Rundle Gardens

The Villa Rundle Gardens, south of Triq ir-Repubblika, were laid out around 1914 by General Sir Leslie Rundle (Governor of Malta, 1909–15), and are pleasant and shady for walking around. Occasional concerts and festivals are held throughout spring and summer, and there is a children’s playground.



TOP EXPERIENCE
Il-Kastell

You’ll see Victoria’s astounding Il-Kastell from afar, a compact but heavily fortified citadel dominating the countryside on all sides. It’s a steep haul uphill, but enter the gates and you can walk its mighty walls, built in the 15th century, wonderfully restored in recent decades and still echoing with the poignant memories of history.
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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DON’T MISS

Walking around the walls

Views from St John’s Demi-Bastion

Gozo Museum of Archaeology

Cathedral of the Assumption

Gran Castello Historic House

Old Prison



Walls of the Citadel

While the walls surrounding Il-Kastell date from the 15th century, there have been fortifications atop this flat-topped hill since the Bronze Age: it developed under the Phoenicians and later became a Roman town. After terrible raids on Gozo by the Turks, it became customary for all the island’s families to stay within Il-Kastell overnight, a practice that lasted into the 17th century. Walk almost all the way around the city walls for astounding views over Gozo and towards the sea.

Cathedral of the Assumption

The Cathedral of the Assumption was built between 1697 and 1711 to replace a church destroyed by a 1693 earthquake wth its epicentre in southern Italy. The elegant facade is adorned with the escutcheons of Grand Master Ramon de Perellos and Bishop Palmieri. Due to a lack of funds the dome was never finished, but a trompe l’oeil painting makes it look as if it were. The jumble of objects within the Cathedral Museum (gozocathedral.mt; adult/child €5/3) includes a zucchetto (skull cap) worn by Pope Francis, church gold and silver, some religious art (including a disturbing 19th-century painting depicting the martyrdom of St Agatha) and a 19th-century bishop’s carriage.


Gozo Museum of Archaeology

Gozo’s Museum of Archaeology (heritagemalta.mt) houses some incredible finds. There are some ‘fat lady’ carvings from Ġgantija Temples and Xagħra, around 3000 to 4000 years old. There are also Roman anchors, a 3rd- to 5th-century skeleton that was found buried in an amphora, Bronze Age jugs dating from 2400 to 1500 BCE, and some fascinating Phoenician amulets in the form of the Eye of Osiris – an ancient link to the symbols seen on Maltese fishing boats of today.

Gozo Nature Museum

In a gracious old building, the Gozo Nature Museum (heritagemalta.mt) houses a series of low-key exhibits explaining the geology of the island and its water supply. There are some interesting fossils downstairs, including huge megalodon shark teeth. Parts of the building were used as an air-raid shelter during WWII.


Ċittadella Visitors Centre

This award-winning centre includes a poignant and informative audiovisual presentation of the history of the site, and other interactive displays covering the history of Gozo and Malta. The spectacular architectural makeover cunningly makes use of former water reservoirs built by the British in the 1870s.



Old Prison

The Old Prison (heritagemalta.mt) served as a jail from the late 1500s to 1904, and proved particularly useful for locking up hot-tempered Knights of St John until they cooled off. The cells here once held Jean Parisot de la Valette for a few months for beating up a layperson. His punishment included two years service in Tripoli before he later became Grand Master. Particularly fascinating is the historic graffiti etched into the walls by the inmates, including crosses, ships, hands and the cross of the Knights.

Gran Castello Historic House

This folklore museum (heritagemalta.mt) is a lovely maze of stairs, rooms and courtyards. The fine, rambling old building itself, dating to 1500, houses a collection of domestic, trade and farming implements, which give an insight into rural life on Gozo.

St John’s Demi-Bastion

There is an astounding panorama from St John’s Demi-Bastion. Look for the huge dome of the Rotunda at Xewkija with Comino and Malta in the background; the distant Gothic spire of the church above Mġarr Harbour; the watchtower of Nadur, and the dome and twin clock towers of its parish church; and the view of Xagħra on its hilltop to the east, capped by Ta’Kola Windmill and the Church of Our Lady of Victory.


TOP TIPS

• Access to Il-Kastell without visiting any of the museums within its walls is free.

• Visit when the museums open at 9am before the arrival of day-trippers from Malta.

• A lift near the visitors centre and a good network of ramps makes many parts of Il-Kastell accessible for wheelchairs.

• The citadel’s popular Ta’ Rikardu restaurant also sells local honey, cheese and wine. Platters are good value.

• Check out Il-Kastell’s quaint shops specialising in silver jewellery and traditional Gozitan lace.

• Il-Kastell’s Gozo Cultural Centre is used for occasional art exhibitions, including the Malta Biennale (even-numbered years).





BEST SHOPPING IN VICTORIA

House of Gozo: Stylish Gozo-themed gifts, souvenirs and homewares. Stationery and screen-printed tote bags and T-shirts stand out.

It-Tokk Gozo: Traditional foods, local honey, jams and olive oil. Prickly pear, carob and orange liqueurs are spirited choices.

Organika: On Pjazza San Ġorġ selling local arts and crafts and Gozitan sea salt and preserves. Many items are organic or fair-trade.

Agenda Bookshop: Excellent range of Gozo- and Malta-themed history, nature and culture books. Part of the extensive Arkadia shopping centre.

Greens Supermarket: Centrally located with an excellent deli section if you’re self-catering in one Victoria’s many rental apartments.



Exploring the Old Town

Victoria’s lively Il-Borgo

It’s fun to amble through Il-Borgo (the old town), a maze of narrow, meandering alleys around Pjazza San Ġorġ. The focus is the well-attended 1678 Basilica of St George, containing a magnificent altarpiece of St George and the Dragon by Mattia Preti. The square outside is lined with restaurants and cafes, usually busy all day. Just off the square is the imaginatively presented Il-Ħaġar – Heart of Gozo (heartofgozo.org.mt), which was founded by the Fondazzjoni Belt Victoria to tell stories about Gozo’s past. The museum exhibits treasures belonging to the Basilica of St George, as well as other artefacts that include coins and lamps from the Herod era in Israel and scrap silver amounting to the weight of a shekel. Victoria’s main square, Pjazza Indipendenza, known locally as It-Tokk (the meeting place), hosts a daily market (6.30am to 2pm) selling souvenirs, and is lined with cafes and restaurants. The nickname is derived from thokos, a Greek-Byzantine word meaning ‘chair’ or ‘meeting’. The semicircular baroque building at the western end of the square is the Banca Giuratale, built in 1733 to house the city council – check if there’s an art or cultural exhibition showing.
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View of roof, Basilica of St George | Kurka Geza Corey/Shutterstock ©

Eating in Victoria: Our Picks

Vanilla+: Gozo’s best ice cream, near the bus station. Classic flavours like pistachio and modern twists, including matcha and white chocolate. 11am-10pm €

Casa Vostra: Victoria’s finest pizza and pasta combines with craft beer and robust cocktails in a cosmopolitan and stylish dining room. noon-2.30pm & 6-10pm €€

Karamelli: Ease into the day with eggs Benedict or enjoy a ftira sandwich for lunch. Art-deco style with good coffee and cake. 9am-4pm Mon-Tue, 7.30am-4pm Wed-Sun €€

Neolitik Kitchen: On a secluded old-town laneway, it crafts great risotto and local Maltese dishes with a Middle Eastern slant. 11.30am-10pm Tue-Sun €€€




Southern Gozo
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Hidden coastal hideaways amid spectacular cliffs, harbourside dining, and departing for relaxation on Comino.


Southern Gozo is full of sleepy-feeling villages, great clifftop walks, beautiful tiny bays and some fine churches, as well as lots of chances for excellent rustic meals created out of superb local ingredients. Here you can enjoy the port of Mġarr, full of seafood restaurants and packed with more than a hint of local character. It’s also a popular departure point for Comino and the Blue Lagoon.

Venture off the beaten track to the slender inlet of Mġarr ix-Xini for a leisurely lunch. Look forward to dining with your toes almost in the water. Nearby, explore the lonely-feeling cliffs of Ta’Ċenċ at sunset, and discover the crafts and character of Għarb, and the beautiful bay and seafood restaurants of Xlendi.


Places

Mġarr

Mġarr ix-Xini

Xewkija

Ta’Ċenċ & Sannat

Xlendi




GETTING AROUND

Regular buses link the harbour at Mġarr to Victoria bus station from where there are (infrequent) buses to most parts of Gozo. Based at Mġarr Harbour, Mġarr Tourist Services (gozomgarrtouristservice.com) rents mountain bikes, scooters, jeeps and quad bikes, a good option if you’ve arrived on the passenger ferry (gozohighspeed.com; adult/child €7.50/3) from Valletta. Other options for vehicle rental include Gozo Quad Hire (gozoquadhire.com) and Mayjo Car Rentals (mayjocarhire.com) in Victoria.



MġarrTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Superb seafood and a historic church

Most people arrive and leave from Mġarr, Gozo’s main harbour and the ferry port, which is slowly sprawling further and further out across the low hills. It doesn’t have much accommodation, but it’s a great place to eat seafood at one of a cluster of restaurants along and near the waterfront. The Church of Our Lady of Lourdes is a 20th-century neo-Gothic church that appears almost to hang over the village. Begun in 1924, a lack of funds meant that its construction was not completed until the 1970s.

 

Echoes of an abandoned fort

Elevated on the opposite side of the port is Fort Chambray, built by the Knights of St John in the early 18th century. It was originally intended to supplant Victoria as Gozo’s main fortified town, and the area within the walls was envisaged as a grid of streets similar to Valletta. Following the Order’s decline in the late 18th century, the plan came to naught. Instead, the fort served as a garrison and later as a mental hospital. Part of the complex has been converted into luxury apartments.

 

Elevated views of Comino

East of the harbour, Triq iż-Żewwiega leads to a stunning viewpoint just south of Qala. The magnificent panorama over Gozo and out to sea is the reward for the 1.8km uphill walk to get here. Look forward to superb views of compact Comino on the near horizon.


BEST GOZO WALKING TRAILS

Download interactive maps from vistgozo.com or pick up detailed brochures from the Gozo tourist information office on Pjazza Indipendenza in Victoria.

Xlendi Walk: A 12km walk along the cliffs from Mġarr to Xlendi.

Dwejra Walk: A 13km return walk from Victoria via Fungus Rock, Dwejra and the Inland Sea.

Saltpans Walk: A 12km return walk from Victoria along Gozo’s northern coast and the Marsalforn saltpans at Xwejni Bay.

Ħondoq ir-Rummien: A 10km return walk from Mġarr through Qala and Nadur to the stunning and remote bay of Ħondoq ir-Rummien.

Daħlet Qorrot Walk: A 10km return walk from Nadur to the remote and rocky cove of Daħlet Qorrot.



Mġarr ix-XiniTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

A coastal walk and a seafood lunch

From Mġarr along the coast, the Xlendi Walk negotiates clifftop walking trails for 12km to Xlendi. Download a brochure and map from visitgozo.com.

After around 4km (one hour), the trail reaches Mġarr ix-Xini (Port of the Galleys), a slender, rocky inlet once used by the Knights of St John as their main harbour on Gozo. One of their 17th-century watchtowers still guards the entrance. Reaching the tiny inlet, it feels like not much has changed since the Turkish admiral Dragut Reis sheltered in the bay when he raided Gozo in 1551 and took most of the island’s population into slavery.

A more recent invasion happened in 2014 when Mġarr ix-Xini was the location for By the Sea, the last film Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie worked on together. A hotel set was built into the cliffs and shooting on location took five months.

There’s a tiny shingle beach at the head of the inlet and a paved area where tourists and locals stake out their sunbathing territories. It’s a gorgeous place to swim and snorkel, particularly on weekdays when fewer people come. On weekends, parking is much more difficult, and many boats arrive, especially over summer. Also popular is Rew Rew (also sometimes called Restaurant Ix-Xini), a simple pine-shaded beachside shack serving fresh seafood. Lunch only and usually only April to October.

Eating & Drinking in Mġarr: Our Picks

Gleneagles Bar: Mġarr’s social hub is a popular place for a harbourside sundowner. A lively mix of locals, yachties and tourists. 3pm-midnight €

one80 Kitchen: Mġarr’s most cosmopolitan eatery serves Mediterranean flavours in an elegant marina-side dining pavilion. noon-10pm €€

Country Terrace: High above Mġarr, views across the harbour combine with Gozitan seafood dishes. noon-2pm & 6-10pm Tue-Sun €€

Ta’ Tona: By the harbour in a lively strip, a local fave for fresh seafood and hearty Gozo dishes. 6-10pm Mon & Wed-Sat, noon-3pm & 6-10pm Sun €€

XewkijaTIME FROM VICTORIA: 5 mins [image: jpg]

A world-beating church

The village of Xewkija – and most of southern Gozo – is dominated by the vast dome of the Parish Church of St John the Baptist, better known as the Rotunda.

Built around a 17th-century church that was too small for the community’s needs, this more recent structure was completed in 1971 and can seat around three times the village’s population. The austere interior impresses through sheer size. Paintings of scenes from the life of St John the Baptist adorn the six side chapels. The 74m-high dome, the third-highest in the world, has a gallery offering superb views across Gozo.

 

A popular craft-beer taproom

The best place to enjoy beers from Lord Chambray Brewery (lord-chambray.com; 2-6pm Mon-Sat), including the hoppy San Blas English IPA and the toasty Fungus Rock American stout, is at its Xewkija taproom. Order a tasting flight of four beers, check out the cool merch including T-shirts, or book ahead online for a brewery tour. Outside the tight opening hours, you’ll find Lord Chambray’s core range in cafes, restaurants and bars right across Malta and Gozo.


LOCAL INGREDIENTS FOR LOCAL BEER

Caper flowers, carob honey, strawberries and prickly pear. It may read like a Gozo forager’s wish list, but these are just a few of the local ingredients harnessed by Lord Chambray Brewery for its seasonal beers. It also works with other breweries, and hoppy collaborations include Sylvia, a citrus IPA crammed with local lemon and orange zest and made in conjunction with Magic Rock from the UK. Route 66 is a hoppy American pale ale brewed with Canediguerra from northern Italy. For a taste of local cantaloupes, try the Cantaloupe Island Goze, a tart Leipzig-style beer, also including a dash of Gozo sea salt. As Malta’s pioneering craft brewery, Lord Chambray celebrated its 10th birthday in 2024.



Ta’Ċenċ & SannatTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Sea cliffs and ancient stones

A few kilometres south of Victoria, the high, rural, desolate plateau of Ta’Ċenċ drops to the sea, offering vertiginous views north to Victoria, Xewkija and Xagħra, especially at sunset. Around the plateau, tracks snake to ancient, mysterious signs of human civilisation.

The dramatic limestone crags, also known as Sanap Cliffs, are more than 130m high but feel even higher, perhaps because the drop is so sharp. They were long the nesting ground of the Maltese peregrine falcon, which disappeared from the island in the 1980s, having been hunted into extinction. Happily, breeding pairs have returned in recent years, with three pairs observed here since 2015.

Nearby, you can also see traces of prehistoric cart ruts, and there are more in the olive-tree-shaded Gnien Blankas, a small public garden with picnic tables on the outskirts of Xewkija. A little set back from the cliffs’ edge (near Hotel Ta’Ċenċ), there are three Bronze Age tombs. The most obvious is a dolmen, with a capstone slab atop other blocks. Keep your eyes peeled – the dolmen is not signposted and is a little tricky to spot.

The quiet village of Sannat, once famed for its lace-making, lies 2km south of Victoria, and provides access to the Ta’Ċenċ plateau – there is a network of paths across the cliffs. Signs from the village square point the way to Hotel Ta’Ċenċ, one of Gozo’s finest hotels with its own private beach; its bar is a great place for a sundowner.
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Sanap Cliffs | Yury24/Shutterstock ©

Eating Around Sannat: Best Spots

Peppina: Innovative, relaxed bistro on Xewkija’s square. Local veg are menu highlights. 5-10pm Tue-Thu, noon-10pm Fri-Sun €€

Il-Kantra Lido Bar & Restaurant: Cocktails, pasta and antipasti at the Hotel Ta’Ċenċ’s summer-only restaurant. noon-3pm & 7-10pm Jun-Aug €€

Rew Rew: A pine-shaded haven at Mġarr ix-Xini dispensing simple lunches of seafood, salads and chips. 11am-6pm Apr-Oct €€

Beppe’s: Sannat steakhouse with an open kitchen and sunny rear courtyard. Speciality side dishes and diverse cuts. 6.30-10pm €€€

XlendiTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Sheltered harbour resort

Clustered around an azure bay, the sometime fishing village of Xlendi is now a popular resort town. This sheltered inlet has been a port at least since Roman times, and many amphorae have been discovered in the bay, detritus from a busy trading era.

An offshore reef has caused many shipwrecks, including a Phoenician wreck from 3000 years ago that’s been excavated in recent years. It’s too deep (around 110m) to be seen on any regular dive; to see it, visit the Virtual Museum at underwatermalta.org.

Most hotels at this beautiful bay are low-rise and unobtrusive, but ongoing construction work and burgeoning apartment-block projects are diminishing its charms. However, this remains a beautiful stretch of coast, and for weekending Maltese and tourists, it’s a favourite place to chill out by the sea, with good swimming, snorkelling and diving, plenty of rocks for sunbathing and some epic walks along the coast. Inland from the bay, in Wied ix-Xlendi (Xlendi Valley), there are some thrilling climbing routes.

In the 19th century, Xlendi was known as ‘women’s harbour’, as it was reserved for women-only bathing. At the head of the bay, steps lead over the cliff above the little fishing-boat harbour to a tiny cove in the rocks where you can swim. This was apparently once reserved for the local nuns.


BEST GOZO ACTIVITIES

Gozo Adventures: Sea-kayaking excursions, walks, mountain biking, rock climbing, bouldering and abseiling trips.

Gozo Segway Tours: Guided tours, including along Marsalforn saltpans. E-bike rental and tours are also available.

Kayak Gozo: Kayaking from Ħondoq ir-Rummien around Gozo and Comino. Options include half- and full-day experiences. Also runs walking tours in the summer (gozoyourownway.com).

Sea Kayak Malta: Sea-kayaking on half- and full-day excursions. Can also arrange longer adventures for groups of six or more.

Mġarr ix-Xini Watersports: Kayak rental – including special see-through kayaks for spying on the local fish – at Gozo’s loveliest cove. Also water-taxi service to Comino.



Eating at Xlendi: By the Harbour

Boathouse: Excellent service at this restaurant with an oceanfront terrace. The signature Trio de Calamari is deservedly popular. noon-3pm & 6-10pm €€

Iċ-Ċima: Irresistible combination of sea views, ocean-fresh seafood and good pizza, a short walk uphill from the harbour. noon-3pm & 6-10pm Wed-Sat, noon-3pm Sun €€

Ta’ Karolina: A seafront terrace and great Gozitan specialities. Walk off lunch with a mini-hike on nearby rock steps to an adjacent cove. noon-3pm & 6-10pm €€

La Vallée: Elevated and stylish fine dining at Cesca Boutique Hotel in a verdant valley inland from Xlendi. noon-3pm Wed-Sun, 6-10pm Wed-Sat €€€




Northern Gozo


[image: jpg]

Explore a fascinating coastline, learn about the mysteries of Malta’s oldest Neolithic temples, and dine at village restaurants and cafes.


With surreal coastal landscapes, red-gold beaches and an extraordinary prehistoric temple, northern Gozo packs a lot into its hillock-dotted landscape. The coastline is epically lovely, with essential destinations including Wied il-Għasri’s pebbled cove and the wind-sculpted rocks of Dwejra. Other natural highlights include the red-gold sands of San Blas and Ramla Bays, the cave where Ulysses is said to have stayed with Calypso, and Gozo’s ancient saltpans where local families harvest salt as their forebears have for centuries. The north of the island is crowned by Ġgantija, a huge prehistoric temple just outside Xagħra. Also around northern Gozo are wonderful places to eat and drink, including restaurants, historic bakeries and a welcoming craft-beer bar.


Places

Dwejra

Għarb

Basilica of Ta’Pinu

Wied il-Għasri

Marsalforn

Ramla Bay

San Blas Bay

Xagħra

Nadur




GETTING AROUND

Northern Gozo is an area best explored by car, jeep or quad bike, and mountain biking is a good way to get up close to the saltpans on the island’s northern coast. Bus services from the main bus station are relatively comprehensive, but departures may be more infrequent to some destinations, especially on weekends. There are also some very interesting walks linking Victoria to highlights such as Dwejra.



DwejraTIME FROM VICTORIA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Spectacular coastal moonscapes

Geology and the sea have conspired to produce some spectacular coastal scenery at Dwejra on the west coast. Two vast, underground caverns in the limestone collapsed to create two circular depressions now occupied by Dwejra Bay and the Inland Sea. The Azure Window, a huge natural arch in the sea cliffs that drew throngs of tourists, fell into the sea in March 2017, the result of natural erosion. Huge underwater sections of the arch can be seen on 15-minute boat trips and the surrounding coastal landscapes are still wildly scenic and definitely worth visiting. There is excellent diving and snorkelling here, including the famous Blue Hole, a natural rock formation with a large cave and a fissure in a near vertical wall. While diving, it’s also possible to see the underwater remains of the Azure Window. Local dive operators include Dwejra Divers (dwejradive.com), based near the Inland Sea.

 

A cliff-bound lagoon

The Inland Sea is a cliff-bound lagoon connected to the open sea by a tunnel that runs for 100m through the headland of Dwejra Point. The tunnel is big enough for small boats to sail through in calm weather, and the Inland Sea has been used as a fishers’ haven for centuries. Today, fishers supplement their income by taking tourists on boat trips through the tunnel. There’s no need to book. Just arrive and you’ll be allocated a space on the next available departure. Trips pass over the remains of the Azure Window in the crystalline waters.

 

Gozo’s most distinctive outcrop

A huge offshore outcrop is known as Fungus Rock or Il-Ġebla tal-Ġeneral (the General’s Rock) in Malti. Both names derive from the fact that the Knights of St John used to collect a rare plant from the rock’s summit. Cynomorium coccineus is dark brown and club-shaped, and grows to about 18cm in height. It is parasitic and has no green leaves, which is why it was called a fungus (in Malt-, ‘għerq tal-Ġeneral’ – the General’s root). Fungus Rock is separated from the mainland by the ocean and cannot be landed on or climbed.

 

Two historic structures

Between the Inland Sea and the Blue Hole is the little Chapel of St Anne, built in 1963 on the site of a much older church.

Dwejra (Qawra) Tower (dinlarthelwa.org) is higher up along the coast near the lookout for Fungus Rock and worth visiting for sweeping coastal views. If the flag is flying from the top, then it is open.


MONSARRAT’S STAY ON GOZO

Almost adjoining Għarb is the equally lovely village of San Lawrenz. This is where the British novelist Nicholas Monsarrat (1910–79) lived and worked for four years in the early 1970s. His love for the Maltese Islands is reflected in his novel The Kappillan of Malta. The book follows the life of Father Salvatore, a Catholic priest (Kappillan) as he aids his war-torn community during WWII, offering solace, support and strength while telling the stories of six of Malta’s historical struggles against various invaders. The Kappillan of Malta is available at Agenda Bookshop’s various branches on Malta and Gozo, and makes for a great literary companion while visiting.



Eating in Għarb & San Lawrenz: Dining Out

Il-Kunvent: Relaxed dining in Għarb’s band club. Good-value platters and craft beer. 6.30-10.30pm Tue-Sun & noon-3.30pm Sat-Sun €€

Tatita’s: In San Lawrenz’s former police station, on the town square. Serves Gozitan dishes like stuffed quail. noon-2.30pm & 6-10pm Wed-Mon €€

Għarb Rangers Bar & Restaurant: Diverse range of beer and whisky, local vibe and rooftop terrace with Ta’Pinu views. 6-10pm Wed-Mon €€

L-Istorja: Kempinski Hotel’s restaurant combines Gozitan and Med fine dining with a well-regarded steakhouse. 7-10.30pm Tue-Sat €€€

GħarbTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Sleepy craft-rich village

Around 5km to 6km from Dwejra, the village of Għarb (pronounced ‘aarb’, meaning ‘west’) inland is a charmingly quiet village worth lingering in or using as a base. It has one of the most beautiful churches on the Maltese Islands and is known for its crafts.

It even has its own folklore museum, a clutter of exhibits in an 18th-century house, once the home of Frenc Mercieca, a local wise man who apparently was able to cure ailments. There are 28 rooms crammed with items assembled by the owner over the past 30 years, including a child’s hearse, farming implements, fishing gear and jam-making equipment. Note that hours can be haphazard.

Għarb’s other small museum is devoted to 18th-century rural life, and is the former house of Carmela Grima, the peasant woman whose visions led to the building of Ta’ Pinu, the great pilgrimage church outside the village. At the time of writing, the Karmni Grima Museum was temporarily closed.

There are more crafts around the nearby village of San Lawrenz. The Ta’Dbieġi Crafts Village (gozoartisans.com) was once a British Army camp, and now offers the chance to buy rugs, glass, pottery and lace. There are regular demonstrations by local artisans and lots of sampling of local delights, including cheese, jams and liqueurs. The resident cats are exceedingly easygoing.

Basilica of Ta’PinuTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

A spectacular pilgrimage site

The Basilica of Ta’Pinu (tapinu.org), accessible via a scenic 3km walk from Għarb, is an extraordinary sight – a huge, lone church on a Gozitan hillock, towering over the countryside. Malta’s national shrine to the Virgin Mary is an important centre of pilgrimage. It was built in the 1920s on the site of a chapel where a local woman, Carmela Grima, claimed to have heard the Virgin speak to her in 1883. A museum in her former house in Għarb is temporarily closed.

Thereafter, numerous miracles were attributed to the intercession of Our Lady of Pinu, and it was decided to replace the old church with a grand new one.

Built in a Romanesque style with an Italianate campanile, it has a tranquil interior of pale golden stone. Part of the original chapel with Carmela Grima’s tomb is incorporated behind the altar. The rooms to either side of the altar are filled with votive offerings, including children’s clothes, hoists and plaster casts. The basilica’s name comes from Filippino Gauci, who used to tend the old church – Pinu is the Malti diminutive for Filippino. Visitors should dress appropriately.

It’s well worth walking up the track leading to the top of the hill of Ta’Għammar opposite the church, which is punctuated by marble statues marking the Stations of the Cross.
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Basilica of Ta’Pinu | Wirestock Creators/Shutterstock ©


NORTH COAST DIVING

Gozo’s northern coast is an important diving destination with popular nearby locations including Billinghurst Cave and Double Arch reef – both for experienced divers – and Reqqa Point and Wied l-Għasri, suitable spots for both snorkelling and divers of all levels. Local Marsalforn dive operators include the following:

Atlantis Diving Centre: Family-run dive centre operating since 1993. Also offers lodge accommodation and holiday rentals.

Bubbles Dive Centre: Focused on small group sizes with a maximum of four participants per dive.

Calypso Diving Centre: Established in 1985 and offers daily dives from the shore and from its boat.

Nautic Team Gozo: Offers children’s diving experiences and IAC Junior Diver certification.



Wied il-GħasriTIME FROM VICTORIA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

Turquoise coastal gorge

Around 5km north of Għarb, on increasingly bumpy and narrow roads, is the slender cliff-bound inlet of Wied il-Għasri. A rock staircase leads down to a tiny shingle beach at the head of the inlet. It’s a gorgeously picturesque place and there is good swimming and snorkelling when the sea is calm. In rough weather, it’s best avoided as waves come crashing up the narrow defile. If you’re coming from Marsalforn, there is a signposted turnoff about 300m after the coast road heads inland, where a rough track drops down to the right and leads to a rocky parking area. It’s normally accessible in a regular car. On foot, it’s around 2km north from Għasri, or a 5km hike west along the coast from Marsalforn.


THE SALTPANS OF XWIENI BAY

Gozo’s saltpans date from Roman and Phoenician times, and with its areas of flat, easily worked limestone, the island’s northern coast was particularly suited to salt production. Seawater ran into the shallow basins and the wind and sun did the rest. Small caverns were then cut into the rock to store the salt, which was used to preserve meat and fish. The Knights were in charge of salt harvesting and fined anyone who produced salt without permission. The British later revived salt production, offering concessions to those who chose to work the farms. Nowadays, salt is still harvested between May and September, with the work divided between a handful of families who have worked here for generations.



MarsalfornTIME FROM VICTORIA: 5 mins [image: jpg]

Coastal hotels, bars and restaurants

Formerly a fishing village, Marsalforn is a relaxed resort that’s an ideal base for exploring Gozo. Waterfront cafes serve the first coffee of the day to hikers heading out on the island’s clifftop walking trails, while at night, bars and restaurants offer Gozo’s most energetic after-dark scene. Dive companies offer tuition and underwater adventures for experienced divers, and there’s a wide range of good-value accommodation.

Marsalforn – the name is possibly derived from the Arabic for Bay of Ships – gets busy in summer, but out of season can feel somewhat forlorn. However, it lies close to several appealing bays and Gozo’s glorious stretch of coast lined by mirror-like saltpans.

As you approach Marsalforn from Victoria, you’ll spot the figure of Christ on a hill. It was erected in the 1970s, replacing earlier statues and a wooden cross from around the 1900s. The 96m-high hill is known as Tas-Salvatur (the Redeemer).

At the head of Marsalforn’s bay is a tiny scrap of sand, but better swimming and sunbathing can be found on the rocks out to the west and in neighbouring Qbajjar Bay.

Eating & Drinking Around Marsalforn: Our Picks

Crab Shell Kiosk:En route to the saltpans, this beach hut has superb views and a simple menu of pizza, burgers and cold beers. 9am-11pm €

Ta’ Mena Winery: Good wine and a well-stocked farm shop. Occasional food and wine tours. Booking ahead essential. 10.30am-4.30pm €€

Qbajjar: Around 1km west of Marsalforn, ocean views and excellent seafood team up at this locals’ favourite. noon-3.30pm & 5.30-10.30pm €€

Restaurant Ta’Frenċ: Impressive restaurant in a restored farmhouse about 1.5km south of Marsalforn. noon-3pm Thu-Sun, 6.30-10pm Mon-Sat €€€

 

Exploring Xwieni Bay’s saltpans

From Marsalforn west to Xwieni Bay is around 1.5km, largely following the coastline, and then from Xwieni Bay further west to Reqqa Point it’s another 1.5km on an exposed and windswept coastal road past northern Gozo’s famous saltpans. It is possible to drive this coastal route along Triq Is-Sagħtrija, but it’s much more fun as a coastal hike or on a mountain bike. Ask at On 2 Wheels Rentals (facebook.com/gozoon2wheels) in Marsalforn about renting either an e-bike or a regular mountain bike.

The spectacular coastline, featuring a chequerboard of shimmering water set against the cobalt sea, is also a popular destination for quad-bike experiences and jeep safaris with Gozo Pride Safaris (gozopridetours.com), and on guided quad-bike and tuk-tuk tours with Yippee Gozo (yippeemalta.com).

Be sure to check out the Leli Tal-Melh Salt Shop (xwejnisaltpans.com), carved into the cliffs and selling souvenir packets of salt, and if you’re driving stop at the clifftop lookout point along Triq Għajn Mhelhel for superb views from high above the coast.

Ramla BayTIME FROM VICTORIA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

An unspoilt coastal arc

East of Marsalforn, Ramla Bay is one of the prettiest sandy beaches on Gozo, a long and unspoilt arc of red-gold sand. No apartment blocks or hotels mar the view, and there are only a couple of toes-in-the-sand beach restaurants. The minimal remains of a Roman villa are hidden amid the bamboo behind the beach, and Calypso’s Cave (currently closed) is visible from afar, a hollow in the hilltop to the west. It also has sunbed/sunshade and snorkel hire, and is the most consistent place on Gozo for surfing, though best avoided in high season when the beach is busy. It’s around a 20-minute walk from Nadur, and 30 minutes from Xagħra.

San Blas BayTIME FROM VICTORIA: 15 mins [image: jpg]

More remote red sands

A little further east from Ramla Bay along the coast is San Blas, a tiny, rock-strewn bay with some patches of coarse, rust-coloured sand, backed by steep, terraced fields with prickly pear hedges. There’s parking space for only a handful of cars at the beginning of the very narrow track above the bay. It’s a steep walk down to it, but you can often take a jeep down or up for a small fee.


THE LEGEND OF CALYPSO

North of Xagħra and west of Ramla Bay , Calypso’s Cave is a small cave set into the rocky hillside. Due to safety reasons, it can’t be entered, but the natural feature is reputed to be the cave referenced in Homer’s Odyssey as being on a mythical island known as Ogygia. In the fifth book of Homer’s opus, it’s where the nymph Calypso kept Odysseus prisoner for seven years after his ship was shipwrecked in a fierce storm.

Local businesses leveraging the centuries-old yarn include Hotel Calypso and the Calypso Diving Centre in Marsalforn. Near the cave and also visible from Ramla Bay is the abandoned shell of Ulysses Lodge, a former hotel and events centre, and now covered in graffiti.



XagħraTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Charismatic village life

With good accommodation and a handful of excellent cafes and restaurants, Xagħra (shaa-ra) is a charming place to base yourself on Gozo. And despite its proximity to Gozo’s foremost sight (the prehistoric temple of Ġgantija), Xagħra still feels very sleepy and local, with the fruit and veg van stopping on the square for its daily stint.

Xagħra is also one of Gozo’s largest villages, spreading across the flat summit of the hill east of Victoria. The 19th-century Church of Our Lady of Victory looks down benignly on the tree-lined Pjazza Vittorja, where old men sit and chat in the shade of the oleanders. Seemingly there’s always something gossip-worthy going on in the village square.

Eating in Xagħra’s Village Square: Our Picks

Tal-Latini: From the same family as Latini, this place serves just maybe Gozo’s best pizza. Dine in or takeaway. 10am-9pm Mon-Fri, to 10pm Sat €

Latini: Italian and Med bistro style. The specials board often has Asian and Middle Eastern influences. 11.30am-2.30pm & 6-9.30pm Wed-Mon €€

Oleander: Much-loved spot on the pretty square with tables outside and Maltese-influenced fine dining. noon-2.30pm & 6.30-10pm Tue-Sun €€

73 in the Square: This wine bar does good-value platters and draws locals to regular live-music events on weekends. 11am-11pm €€

 

Toys and learning about Lear

Near the village square, the Pomskizillious Museum of Toys (gozotoymuseum.com; adult/child €2.80/1.50) has antique doll houses, toy soldiers, china dolls and exhibits about nonsense poet Edward Lear, who coined the word ‘pomskizillious’ to describe Gozitan scenery.

 

A historic windmill

Xagħra also has its own windmill, Ta’Kola (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €10/6), built in 1725 at the instigation of the Knights, who built these across the islands to encourage the production of flour (this is one of the few left standing). Ta’Kola houses a cute museum of country life, with displays of tools and living quarters, but best is the climb up the narrow stairs to see the original milling gear, complete with huge millstones.

 

Subterranean Xagħra

The village’s other main sights are underground, but incongruously entered via private houses. Xerri’s Grotto was discovered in 1923 when Antonio Xerri was digging a well, and having found it, the owner decided to cash in on the tourist dollar. It’s big, deep and interesting. Similar is Ninu’s Cave, beneath another unassuming-looking house, discovered by the current owner’s grandfather in 1888. Both caves drip with stalactites and stalagmites. Xerri’s Grotto is along Triq l-ghar ta Xerri, while Ninu’s Cave is 600m to the east on Triq Jannar.


EDWARD LEAR ON GOZO

Artist and poet Edward Lear, most well known for his poem The Owl and the Pussy-Cat, only spent a week on Gozo in March 1866, but he sure got around. From his lodgings in Rabat, he covered many parts of the island, sketching and painting en plein air as he walked, and describing areas as far-flung and diverse as Dwejra, Mġarr ix-Xini and the Ġgantija Temples in his diaries. Lear also visited both Malta and Gozo on other occasions from 1848 – he was attracted to the islands’ warm and dry Mediterranean climate for health reasons – but his 1866 journey was his most productive artistically.



NadurTIME FROM VICTORIA: 10 mins [image: jpg]

Gozo’s second city

Nadur (meaning ‘look out’) spreads along a high ridge to the east of Victoria. A 17th-century watchtower overlooks the Comino sea lanes from the western end of the ridge. Nadur’s ornate Church of Sts Peter & Paul was built in the late 18th century – the entrance is framed by white statues of the two saints, giving the church its local nickname of iż-Żewġ (the pair). The interior is richly decorated with marble sculptures, and the vault is covered with 150 paintings. There’s a large market every Wednesday from around 7am to 11am near the church. Also worth a visit is the labour-of-love Kelinu Grima Maritime Museum, its collection gathered over 65 years by a local schoolteacher, and the town’s two famous bakeries.

 

Ready for a swim or walk?

About 2km from Nadur, Daħlet Qorrot is popular with local weekenders. There’s a tiny gravel beach, but most of the swimming is off the rocks beside the rows of little boathouses.

Around 5km to the south of Nadur is the beautifully named Ħondoq ir-Rummien (meaning ‘pomegranate moat’), a popular swimming cove with a scrap of sand, bathing ladders and Comino views. During summer, watersports operators hang out at Ħondoq ir-Rummien, and boats make the short trip across to Comino and the Blue Lagoon.

Both Daħlet Qorrot (from Nadur) and Ħondoq ir-Rummien (from Mġarr) can be reached on 10km return walking trails.



TOP EXPERIENCE
Ġgantija Temples

Perched on the crest of a hill south of Xagħra, the awe-inspiring megalithic Ġgantija Temples command soaring views over most of southern Gozo. As the name implies (ġgantija – dje-gant-ee-ya – means ‘giantess’), these are the largest of the megalithic temples found on the Maltese Islands. The walls stand over 6m high and the two temples together span over 40m.
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Malta’s Oldest Temples

Along with Ta’Ħaġrat and Skorba in Malta, the Ġgantija Temples are thought to be Malta’s oldest, dating from 3600 to 3000 BCE. Both temples face towards the southeast, and both have five semicircular niches within.

Exploring the Southern Temple

Entered across a huge threshold slab, the southern temple (on the left) is the older. The four holes at each side are thought to be for libations. Note the altar with spiral decoration on the first niche to the right. There was once also a pillar here with a snake carved on it, but the pillar is now in Victoria’s Museum of Archaeology. The left-hand niche in the inner chamber has a well-preserved trilithon altar, and on the right is a circular hearth stone and bench altar.

The Impressive Northern Temple

In the northern temple, the largest of the megaliths measures 6m by 4m and weighs around 57 tonnes. It’s thought this wall may originally have stood to a staggering 16m tall. Ġgantija’s exterior walls are made of harder-wearing coralline limestone, while the interiors are built of the lighter Globigerina Limestone sourced from a quarry around a kilometre away.


TOP TIPS

• Ġgantija’s visitors centre adds historical and cultural context through displays and video.

• Gently inclined ramps around the site make it accessible for wheelchairs.

• It’s believed the temples were a ceremonial site used in a fertility rite.



PRACTICALITIES

heritagemalta.mt adult/child €10/6







Comino
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SWIMMING | HISTORY | WALKING


Measuring just 2.5km by 1.5km, tiny Comino (Kemmuna in Malti, meaning ‘cumin’) is an absolute treat. A rocky chunk of limestone surrounded by cobalt and turquoise seas, it was once the hideout of pirates and smugglers, and its remoteness saw it used as a place of isolation for cholera and plague victims in the early 19th century. Ringed by caves and sea cliffs, the almost empty island – there are plans to redevelop its only hotel as a high-end Six Senses property – is a beautiful place. In summer, the Blue Lagoon is almost too popular, but Comino’s rugged interior and walking trails still make it worthwhile year-round. Visit on a cooler morning in autumn or spring, and there should be a pleasing lack of Instagram and TikTok crowds. Venture just a short distance from the Blue Lagoon and you’ll probably have stunning Comino all to yourself.
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GETTING AROUND

Several companies operate boats (€10) to Comino from Mġarr Harbour on Gozo, with the return trip sometimes also including a look at Comino’s sea caves (€15). Catch an 8am departure to have the Blue Lagoon largely to yourself. Visiting late afternoon on a private tour is also recommended. Sightseeing trips operate to the Blue Lagoon from Malta and Gozo. Comino is small enough to walk around. A few rusty cars litter the rocky interior, but no one seems to drive them.




[image: ] TOP TIP

Eating and drinking on Comino is not good value. Stock up on picnic items in Victoria, or from cafes at Mġarr Harbour. Comino is exposed with no shelter, so bring sufficient water. Take all rubbish with you when you leave.



Relaxing at the Blue Lagoon

Picture-perfect but very popular

Comino’s biggest draw is the Blue Lagoon, a sheltered cove between the western end of the island and the uninhabited islet of Cominotto (Kemmunett in Malti). It’s incredibly beautiful and inviting, with a white-sand seabed and clear waters. The blue is so intense you’ll feel as if you’ve stepped into an oversaturated postcard. The southern end of the lagoon is roped off to keep boats out; there is top-notch swimming and snorkelling, plus you can swim over to Cominotto. Lining the ridge above the lagoon are many kiosks selling cocktails, snacks and fresh fruit, and during summer – and increasingly also spring – the Blue Lagoon gets overwhelmed with selfie sticks and smart phones. Visit early in the day or late afternoon to avoid jostling with the hordes, or while they’re partying, hit Comino’s walking trails to truly see the best of the island.


Walking on Comino

Hidden bays and historic structures

Beyond the fun and hedonism of the Blue Lagoon, Comino is wonderfully quiet and laid-back, and well-marked walking trails course around this diminutive island, taking in coastal viewpoints and historic attractions en route. It’s pretty hard to get lost, but if you’re keen to explore in depth, see the interactive Comino Walk on visitgozo.com, or pick up a detailed Comino Walk brochure from the Gozo tourist information office on Victoria’s Pjazza Indipendenza. Allow plenty of time to explore the island and its many soaring viewpoints; take water, good shoes and a hat, especially in summer.

An Arcing Cove & a Simple Church

Walking north to Santa Marija Bay

From the northern end of the Blue Lagoon, a trail skirts the nearby headland before cutting back inland through a scrubby landscape of prickly pear cactuses and north to Santa Marija Bay. En route to the bay, the trail passes the austere but atmosperic Church of Our Lady’s Return from Egypt, a chapel built by the Knights in 1618. It’s still used for Sunday-morning services. Santa Marija Bay is a shallow, sandy cove, good for swimming, and on the western side of the bay is the former Comino Hotel, potentially soon to be resurrected as Six Senses Comino. From the Blue Lagoon to the bay on this route is around 3km.


PROTECTING THE GARNIJA

Due to the immense popularity of the Blue Lagoon, Comino has a significant problem with rubbish being left on the island overnight. Unfortunately, rats are attracted to Comino’s overflowing rubbish bins under cover of darkness, and they also feed on the eggs and chicks of the garnija (Yelkouan shearwaters) that inhabit the island. As Comino also has wild rabbits, it’s not possible to poison the rats to rid the island of them.

Day visitors can do their bit by taking all their rubbish with them when they leave and efforts are ongoing by BirdLife Malta and Gozo-based environmental group Nadur Nadif (facebook.com/nadurnadif) for legislation ensuring all rubbish is removed every evening.



Sea Caves along a Serrated Coastline

Hiking south to St Mary’s Tower

Reached by setting off southeast from the Blue Lagoon along a vertiginous ridge with stupendous views of Comino’s sea caves, St Mary’s Tower was built by the Knights of St John in 1618. If the flag is flying, the tower is open for viewing (usually Friday to Sunday April to October). Nearby are the remains of an isolation hospital. From the Blue Lagoon to the tower and the isolation hospital is around 1.5km. To further explore Comino’s eastern region, continue around 1.7km east from the tower to Il-Batterija ta’ Santa Marija, erected by the Knights in 1716. From the battery on Comino’s southeastern tip, a trail transects the island’s interior for 1.8km northwest to Santa Marija Bay.
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St Mary’s Tower | Nicholas Courtney/Shutterstock ©



Places We Love to Stay

€ Budget €€ Midrange €€€ Top End

Victoria

Townhouse 17 €€ Conveniently central near Gozo’s bus station. Modern and elegant decor combines with sprawling breakfasts in the downstairs cafe. Balcony rooms are particularly relaxing.

Maria Townhouse €€ In the heart of the central San Gorg neighbourhood with a brace of spotless rooms and a good-value self-contained apartment with kitchen.

Santa Marija House €€ Secreted in a historic San Gorg laneway is this guesthouse with high-ceilinged, good-value rooms. Owner Charlie Sacco offers plenty of local tips.

Casa Gemelli €€ Boutique restored 1890 townhouse in central Victoria. It’s worth paying extra for the rooms at the back with superb Il-Kastell views.

Mgarr, Nadur & Qala

Quaint Boutique Hotel €€ Near Nadur’s main square is this historic 19th-century building combining contemporary style and hearty breakfasts downstairs in the Fat Rabbit cafe.

Grand Hotel €€ There’s only one hotel in Mġarr – the butterscotch-bright, four-star Grand Hotel overlooking the harbour. Ask for a room with a view.

Ferrieha Farmhouse B&B €€€ Perched on a hilltop in nearby Qala, superb Comino views combine with spacious bedrooms and a great pool.

Ta’Ċenċ & Sannat

Quaint Hotel €€ Small boutique hotel in the heart of Sannat village with contemporary rooms and a good restaurant.

Hotel Ta’Ċenċ €€€ On 160 hectares on a remote clifftop plateau just east of Sannat. Built out of local stone, the simple, stylish rooms are housed in trulli (cone-shaped buildings). Spa, pools and private beach.

Xlendi

San Antonio Guesthouse €€ Good value with ocean views and spacious, sunny and spotless rooms. A relaxing garden and a kids’ pool make it a family favourite.

Villa Marni Apartments €€ Elevated vistas combine with modern self-contained one- and two-bedroom apartments. Also available are romantic maisonettes in honey-coloured limestone.

Thirtyseven Gozo €€€ Just outside Xlendi in the quiet village of Munxar. Look forward to a lovely pool and boutique accommodation arrayed across historic farmhouses.

Għarb & San Lawrenz

Mood Farmhouse €€ In a converted 400-year-old farmhouse near the relaxed village of Għarb, Mood Farmhouse is a cosy B&B choice with a pool.

Kempinski Hotel €€€ A swish San Lawrenz hideaway set amid lush, palm-shaded landscaping, plus spa with a hammam and restaurants using garden produce.

Marsalforn

Maria-Giovanna Guesthouse €€ Fifteen rooms decorated in rustic style and with colourful rugs. Shared use of the kitchen, dining area and courtyard.

Murella Living €€ Stylish rooms and suites decorated with modern art and murals. It’s an easy walk to seafront eating and drinking.

Lantern Guesthouse €€ A good-value, family-owned accommodation option with clean and cosy en suite rooms. Relax and refuel in the downstairs pizzeria.

Xagħra

Il-Logga Boutique Hotel €€ In Xagħra’s historic heart, Il-Logga features bright rooms with balconies, views and a rooftop pool. Downstairs is an excellent restaurant.

Georges Boutique Living €€ Designer decor rooms with flagstone walls and beamed ceilings feature colourful photos of Gozo panoramas. The shared rooftop has superb views.

Cornucopia €€ Set around a converted farmhouse outside Xagħra, with options including self-catering villas, bungalows, apartments and farmhouses. Request a valley view.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Malta & Gozo. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Malta & Gozo and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Most visitors to Malta arrive by plane. The only airport, Malta International, is 8km south of Valletta. It has a tourist office (open 10am to 9pm daily) and regular, inexpensive bus connections to Malta’s major towns and to the Gozo ferry. Malta Public Transport sells travel cards for buses and ferries throughout Malta, however, you can also pay for a single ticket on the bus.
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Visas

Malta is in the Schengen area. Visas are not required for citizens of EU and EEA countries. Other nationalities should check identita.gov.mt. The European Union’s visa-exempt ETIAS program is scheduled to launch in May 2025.




Money

ATMs are widespread in larger towns. Credit cards are used across most shops, restaurants and businesses, increasingly on a contactless basis. Credit cards and cash are accepted on Valletta ferries and all buses.




Mobile Phones

Malta’s mobile network providers are Epic, Melita and GO Mobile. Unsurprisingly, all three have comprehensive coverage across such a compact company. To buy a local SIM card, Epic has a convenient shop in the arrivals hall.




From Sicily

Virtu Ferries (virtuferries.com) travel from Pozzallo in southeastern Sicily to Marsa in Malta, just southwest of Valletta Waterfront. Bus transfers from Catania to Pozzallo can also be booked. Journeys take around 1¾ hours.



Transport from Malta International Airport
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EXPLORE WITH EXPLORE FLEX!

Single journeys on Malta’s extensive bus network cost €2.50 (€3 at night), but it’s worth considering buying a travel card from Malta Transport (publictransport.com.mt). Options include an Explore Flex! card (€6 to €45) offering unlimited bus and Valletta ferry transport from 24 hours up to seven days. Some packages also include a harbour cruise, return tickets to Gozo on the high-speed passenger ferry departing Valletta, and access to Malta’s hop-on, hop-off sightseeing bus. See publictransport.com.mt/en/explore-flexfor details. Passes are available at Malta Transport’s sales office, located in the airport arrivals hall, and open daily from 8am to 7.30pm. Download the Tallinja app for journey planning.





Money

CURRENCY: EURO (€)
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Credit Cards


Visa and Mastercard credit cards are widely accepted in virtually all hotels, restaurants and shops, increasingly on a contactless basis. Contactless credit cards are also accepted on buses and ferries. Use of Apple Pay and Google Pay is also increasing. ATMs are widespread, but check individual banks for transaction charges.

Tipping


Restaurants Where no service charge is included, leave 10% for good service.

Bars Not expected, but good to leave loose change if you’re paying by cash.

Taxis Drivers don’t expect a tip, but it’s nice to round up a fare to leave a small tip (up to 10%) if warranted.

Taxes & Refunds

VAT was reintroduced to Malta in 1999, with two rates: accommodation is charged at 5% (and is usually included in the rates quoted) and other items at 18%. Non-EU residents can reclaim VAT on their purchases provided they will be taking the goods outside the EU.


HOW MUCH FOR A...

Archaeology Museum entry
€5

Return ferry to Comino
€10

Vintage bus to Marsaxlokk market
€2.50

Kayak rental
€20



HOW TO… Save Some Euros

Save money with the Heritage Malta Multisite Pass (heritagemalta.mt; adult/child €60/30), which covers 23 Heritage Malta sites plus the Citadel Visitor Centre and the Malta National Aquarium. A Family Multisite Pass is also available. Throughout the year, Heritage Malta offers open days where admission to certain sites is free. See the Heritage Malta Facebook page for what’s planned.

Card-carrying students and over-60s receive admission discounts at most museums and galleries.


MALTA’S BEST FREE ACTIVITIES

Malta’s blend of scenery and history offers many opportunities for free-of-charge adventures. Explore the storied laneways and piazzas of Mdina, line up for the booming thrills of the Upper Barraka Gardens’ Saluting Battery, or meander on a walking tour through the Three Cities. Experiencing Malta’s coastline for free includes vertiginous clifftop walks at Dingli and swimming at southern Malta’s St Peter’s Pool and Il-Kalanka Bay. On Comino, escape the crowds at the Blue Lagoon on a hike taking in sea-cave views and the island’s rugged interior.
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LOCAL TIP

A Malta Pass (maltapass.com.mt) includes admission to 15 different attractions, plus an open-bus tour. One- to three-day passes are available.







Getting Around

Malta is small and has a good, inexpensive bus network. However, travelling by bus is much slower than by car. There are regular ferries to Gozo and across Valletta’s two harbours. Expect significant traffic around the northeast of Malta, but much quieter roads on Gozo.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From €30/day

Petrol
€1.50/litre

Bus ticket
€2.50/3 day/night

Gozo fast-ferry ticket
€7.50

Mountain-bike rental
from €15/day



Hiring a Car

Car-rental rates in Malta are among Europe’s lowest in Europe. Cars hired on Malta can also be driven on Gozo. Ensure your quoted rate includes full insurance against theft and collision damage. The age limit for rental drivers is generally 21 to 70 years. Drivers between 21 and 25 years may be asked to pay a supplement of up to €10 a day.

Road Conditions

Major roads are good, but minor ones often have cracks and potholes, and there are few road markings. In winter, smaller roads are occasionally blocked by washouts. Signposting varies. A sat nav or Google Maps will help ease the way. Be patient and courteous when occasionally giving way to oncoming traffic in narrow roads in smaller villages.

Parking

Parking can be tricky in the Sliema–St Julian’s and Buġibba–Qawra areas, as well as around Valletta and Victoria. Elsewhere parking is – amazingly – usually free, but you’ll have a timer on your windscreen to show when you arrived, as you’re only allowed to park for a limited time. When exploring Valletta, park at the underground car park outside the City Gate in Floriana and make the short walk past the Triton fountain.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left.
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Speed limits are 80km/h on highways and 50km/h in urban areas.

.08

Blood-alcohol limit is 0.08%.



DRIVE LIKE A LOCAL

The Maltese like to say that they drive on neither the left nor right, but ‘in the shade’. Much of the road network is in need of repair, which means driving is often a bumpy experience. Road regulations are similar to the rest of Europe, apart from driving on the left, but be prepared for drivers overtaking on the inside, ignoring traffic lights, exceeding the speed limit, and hanging on your rear bumper if they think you’re going too slowly. The Tul il-Kosta (Coast Rd) linking Salini to Pembroke along Malta’s northern coast is the island’s only dual carriageway and is targeted by speed cameras. Try not to speed.


TIP

Some accommodation providers offer car rental and will drop off and collect cars for a small fee. Also convenient is to pick up cars at the Park East complex near airport arrivals.



TALLINJA BIKE

Operated by Malta Public Transport, Tallinja Bike is an e-bike-sharing scheme operating across Malta and Gozo. There are 11 pick-up, dropoff docking stations on Malta and three on Gozo. It’s a good way to explore Valletta’s coastal ramparts, but unfortunately there’s only one docking station in Paceville and there are none around Sliema. Do also note that riding bikes or e-scooters along the pedestrians-only promenade from Sliema to Spinola Bay is not permitted. See publictransport.com.mt/en/tallinja-bike for more information and rental costs.

Rideshare Service & Taxi

App-based rideshare services offered are Uber and Bolt. Many of the cars are e-vehicles and the majority are based around Sliema and St Julian’s. Note that rideshare services depart from the crowded car park to the left of the arrivals terminal at Malta airport. It can sometimes be slightly confusing finding your driver. Taxis leave from across the road in front of the terminal.


SUNDAY DRIVERS

The Maltese love their cars. On weekends (Sunday in particular) they take to the road en masse, visiting friends and family or heading for the beach. This means that there is often serious congestion on the roads around Valletta, Sliema and St Julian’s, and sometimes also around Marsaxlokk for the Sunday Market. Friday and Saturday night in Paceville is essentially one big traffic jam.



Ferry

Passenger-only ferries departing from Valletta to Sliema and from Valletta to the Three Cities are the services of most regular use to visitors. Bikes can be taken on these services. For travel to Gozo, options include the passenger-only Gozo Fast Ferry (45 minutes; gozohighspeed.com) departing from Valletta Waterfront, and Gozo Channel’s (25 minutes; gozochannel.com) vehicle (and passenger) service departing from Ċirkewwa in northern Malta.

Bus

Buses are operated by Malta Public Transport (publictransport.com.mt). Many routes originate from the Valletta Bus Station and radiate to all parts of the island, but there are also many routes that bypass the capital; bus timings range from every 10 minutes to hourly for less-visited places. Due to ongoing population growth, some key routes can be very busy, especially around morning and afternoon rush hours.


DIY EXPLORING ON GOZO

Drive-yourself quad bikes and ATV buggies are a popular option to explore Gozo. See Gozo Quad Hire (gozoquadhire.com) for self-drive options and guided tours. Take extra care when driving along clifftops and in coastal areas.
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Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

The following are high-season opening hours; hours are sometimes shorter in the low season (November to March).

Banks 8.30am–12.30pm Monday to Friday, sometimes to 2pm Friday, 8.30am–noon Saturday

Bars 8pm–4am

Cafes 9am–10pm

Restaurants noon–3pm and 7–11pm, sometimes closed Sunday or Monday

Shops 9am–1pm and 4–7pm Monday to Saturday

Mobiles

Malta uses the GSM900 mobile network (not compatible with the USA’s and Canada’s GSM1900). Prepaid vouchers for topping up on Maltese SIMs are available throughout Malta. Travellers from other EU countries can use their own phones on roaming.


Water

Water is safe to drink but doesn’t taste good, so it’s best to drink bottled water.

Smoking

Smoking is banned in any enclosed private or public premises open to the public, except designated smoking rooms. People can smoke freely outside.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
CET (two hours ahead of UTC/GMT)

Country code
+356

Emergency number
112

Population
537,000



Electricity
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Malta observes 14 national public holidays. Few restaurants and sights are open on major holidays such as Good Friday, Christmas Day and New Year’s Day, and buses run to a limited schedule.

New Year’s Day 1 January

St Paul’s Shipwreck 10 February

St Joseph’s Day 19 March

Good Friday March/April

Freedom Day 31 March

Labour Day 1 May

Commemoration of 1919 Independence Riots 7 June

Feast of Sts Peter and Paul (L-Imnarja Festival) 29 June

Feast of the Assumption 15 August

Victory Day 8 September

Independence Day 21 September

Feast of the Immaculate Conception 8 December

Republic Day 13 December

Christmas Day 25 December





Accommodation

Boutique Hotels

Restored townhouses and apartments are a popular option, especially in Valletta and Rabat. These converted traditional townhouses are often spectacularly lovely with a heritage style featuring design classics, freestanding bathtubs, antique furniture, terraces and rooftop plunge pools. The high-end boutique places will often only accept older children. Standout properties include MYN in Rabat and Valletta Vintage.

Resort Hotels

Medium-sized and large resort hotels line Malta’s sun-kissed northern shores, and are often all-inclusive, with lots of facilities including indoor and outdoor pools, restaurants, kids’ clubs and entertainment. Rooms regularly have balconies and sea views. They’re often very good value if you’re looking for a cheaper stay, especially off-season. Consider the db Seabank Hotel & Spa in Mellieħa.

Traditional Farmhouses

On Gozo, these farmhouses are usually in the countryside as the name suggests, but can also be rambling houses within Gozo’s small towns. They are a popular choice for families and groups of friends, especially if travelling in summer, as they usually have plunge or larger pools in courtyards. See what’s available on gozofarmhouses.com and gozoescape.com.

B&Bs

Family-run accommodation is popular in towns like Naxxar and Rabat, as well as Victoria, the Gozitan capital. Breakfasts are variable, ranging from pre-packaged croissants and tea and coffee facilities in your room, to full spreads of fresh fruit and pastries (often for an extra charge). Recommended B&Bs include Ghand in-Nanna in Mellieħa and Santa Marija House in Victoria.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A...

hostel dorm
€35

hotel
€130

B&B
€100
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Hostels

Malta has excellent boutique hostels, centred on Sliema and St Julian’s, where international students at English-language teaching schools are often based. These hostels are a cut above the norm, with bright dorms and rooms in lovely historic buildings, and even extras such as rooftops and yoga classes. One of the best is Inhawi near St Julian’s.



THE IMPACT OF TOURISM

According to Malta’s National Statistics Office, just under three million tourists visited Malta in 2023, a record number, and rising quickly after the COVID-19 years from 2020–22. Although this brings economic dividends, there are impacts on infrastructure. Airbnb is a popular choice for visitors, with more than 10,000 properties listed, though there are concerns about the local impacts of these types of short-term rentals. However, with over 21,000 hotel rooms available, and many more being built, the effects of over-development for commercial gain seems a bigger threat to the fabric of Maltese life on these small islands.





Family Travel

Malta and Gozo make an ideal family destination, with everything in close proximity, and lots for kids to see and do: sun and sea, boat trips and snorkelling, countryside and caves, forts and castles. Add pedestrianised town centres, friendly locals, lots of laid-back, open-air restaurants and short distances between places, and the perfect family holiday awaits.


Sights

Valletta is an appealing city to visit with kids, with pedestrianised lanes, piazzas, forts, fountains, the vivid National War Museum, more forts over in the Three Cities and even swimming spots. Northern Malta has Malta’s best beaches and the Malta National Aquarium. Gozo is fun – with plenty of beaches, the fortified citadel and Ġgantija Temples – as is Comino with the Blue Lagoon.

Activities

There’s a surprising amount to do with kids on these islands. At Popeye Village you can take a boat trip, make a movie and explore the film set. From Buġibba, Qawra and Mellieħa there are glass-bottomed boat trips, Buġibba Water Park, stand-up paddleboarding and other amusements, and there’s diving from all over the islands. Rock climbing, jeep tours and mountain biking are other possibilities.


Eating Out

Malta’s restaurants have long menus, often with pizza and pasta, so you’re bound to find something for even the pickiest of eaters. Portions can be huge, so consider ordering half-portions or sharing. The Is-Suq Tal-Belt food market in Valletta has plenty of options.




Getting Around

On the bus, children under four travel for free. Otherwise they get a discount on seven-day tickets, but pay full price for single journey tickets. As Valletta’s centre is pedestrianised, this makes it easier to walk around with kids.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Malta National Aquarium

In Northern Malta, Qawra’s state-of-the-art glimpse into the world of the sea.

Popeye Village

Film set in Mellieħa from the 1980 film Popeye that has been turned into a fun theme park; take boat trips and make a movie.

Fort St Elmo

A Valletta parade ground, with costumed reenactments and the Malta National War Museum.

Fort St Angelo

In Vittoriosa, with magnificent views and imaginative installations; costumed reenactments.
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FAMILY BEACH LIFE

Malta’s sandy beaches, such as Golden Bay, Għajn Tuffieħa and Mellieħa Bay on Malta, and Ramla and San Blas Bays on Gozo, tend to be best for younger children as they have gentle approaches and shallow areas for swimming. The more popular ones have watersports facilities. The rocky natural swimming pools that dot the coast are better for older children and adults as they lack shallow areas for less-confident swimmers. Għar Lapsi is an exception as the natural swimming pool shelves more gently. Some rock-cut pools on the Sliema Waterfront are good for younger kids.





Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

A travel insurance policy to cover theft, loss and medical problems is always a good idea. Some insurance policies specifically exclude ‘dangerous activities’, which can include scuba diving. Note that policies don’t usually cover dental work, only pain relief. Check the small print before signing up.

Clifftops

Some of Malta’s rocky coast drops down into the sea almost vertically. Malta and Gozo’s cliffs make for thrilling views and walks, and they’re not protected by any fencing. Take care on the edge as in some places the rocks might be fragile. Also be careful that there’s enough depth and no hidden rocks when you jump into the sea.

Theft

Malta has a low rate of violent crime, and crimes against visitors are a rarity. Incidents involving pickpockets and purse-snatchers are uncommon, but in past years there have been increasing reports of thieves breaking into cars parked in quiet areas including Marfa and Delimara Point. Lock your car and don’t leave anything of value in it.
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PACEVILLE

There have been incidents of drunken violence in Paceville late at night; exercise caution in this area.



SWIM SAFELY
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Green flag Calm water
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Yellow flag Medium hazard
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Red flag Unsafe to swim
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Chequered black and white flag Watercraft area
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Purple flag Marine pests

Currents

Malta and Gozo’s waters are not really tidal, and when the weather is calm it’s usually completely safe to swim. However, the Maltese often say, ‘The sea has a soft belly, but a hard head’; a warning to be wary of the sea because of its powerful undercurrents in windy weather. Locals advise never to swim in rough seas.


HUNTING

If you go walking in the countryside, be aware of the common pastime of shooting and trapping birds – the little stone shacks that pepper the clifftops are shooters’ hides. You will hear the popping of shotguns before you see the shooters. There are usually two hunting seasons, in spring and autumn.







Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast: Usually coffee or tea with a biscuit, croissant, cereal, or a pastizz (filled pastry) at a local pastizzerija.

Lunch: Between around 1pm and 3pm. Few people get home for lunch, so will grab a sandwich. Sunday lunches are popular in Marsaskala and Marsaxlokk.

Dinner: Tends to be the main meal, from around 8pm. Many restaurants are not open on Sunday and Monday nights.



Drinks

The tradition of beer-making was introduced by the British. The most popular local beers are Cisk Lager and Hopleaf Ale.

Lord Chambray is a Gozo craft brewery producing San Blas IPA, Blue Lagoon wheat beer and Fungus Rock stout. Other local craft breweries to look for include Stretta, named after the Italian name for Strait St, and Huskie Brewing.

The main winemakers are Camilleri Wines, Emmanuel Delicata, Marsovin, Meridiana and Maria Rosa Winery.

[image: jpg]

glo/Shutterstock ©


MENU DECODER

Ħobż Crusty local bread

Ftira Traditional Maltese bread baked in a flat disc

Ġbejniet A small, hard, white cheese traditionally made from unpasteurised sheep’s or goat’s milk

Ravjul/ravjuletti Ravioli

Timpana A rich pie filled with macaroni, cheese, egg, minced beef, tomato, garlic and onion

Fenek Rabbit

Lampuka Dolphinfish

Ċerna Grouper

Pagru Sea bream

Dentiċi Dentex

Spnotta Sea bass

Bakkaljaw Salt cod

Qubbajt Maltese nougat

Kapunata Maltese version of ratatouille/caponata

Minestra Minestrone (vegetable) soup

Soppa tal-Armla Widow’s soup, with green and white (vegetarian) ingredients

Zalzett tal-Malti Spicy Maltese sausages

Aljotta Tomato-based fragrant fish soup, like a lighter bouillabaisse



HOW TO… Drink Soft Drinks Like the Maltese

Kinnie is Malta’s highest-selling soft drink, invented in Malta and produced since 1952 when fizzy soft drinks like Coca-Cola began to appear across Europe following WWII. The tangy flavour is predominantly bitter oranges with a secret recipe of added aromatic ingredients, including liquorice, ginseng, wormwood and reputedly rhubarb. The flavour is similar to Italian nonalcoholic aperitivo drinks such as chinotto, and is made from the same type of oranges.

Looking to harness the growing demand for boozy aperitivo options, an alcoholic version dubbed Kinnie Spritz was launched in 2021. It’s a less sweet, but still delicious, alternative to Aperol. At Root 81 restaurant in Rabat, its signature Maltese negroni combines Campari, gin, Lillet Rouge wine, orange bitters and its own house-made Kinnie syrup. Courtesy of significant Maltese diaspora populations, Kinnie is available in Canada, and is also produced under licence in Australia.


HOW MUCH FOR A...

Pastizz
€0.50

Ftira
€5

Espresso
€1.50

Lunch at a kiosk
€10–12

Dinner at a Michelin-starred restaurant
€220

Beer
€2/4 small/large

Kinnie soft drink
€2

Glass of wine
€4–6
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HOW TO… Feast

The Maltese are great proponents of the long family meal, usually at lunch, and especially on a Sunday. The most iconic place for a seafood Sunday feat is Marsaxlokk or Marsaskala, port towns famous for their fresh fish.

Every town has at least one local band club, and these are as much social clubs as popular places to eat, with local characters clustered around the bar. They serve simple and cheap meals. Other good-value favourites are kiosks, with basic meals such as burgers, sandwiches or fish and chips, and often great settings outside, plus chairs and tables with a view.

Festive get-togethers are another time for a Maltese feast, and each town and village has its own village feast devoted to their local saint. The Knights of St John began this tradition during the rule of Grandmaster de Rohan from 1775–97. Most take place between May and September.

Festas are famous for sweets, and typical delicacies served at a village feast are of Arabic origin. They include deep-fried date cakes (imqaret). Maltese nougat, or qubbajt, is also a familiar sight, along with the similar helwa tat-Tork, which combines nougat and halva. Festa karamelli are a type of chewy caramel, and ghaghaq tal-ghasel (honey rings; pictured) are a typical type of honey-filled crunchy ring doughnut.


NIGHTLIFE

Traditionally the bars and clubs of Paceville, which adjoin St Julian’s, have been Malta’s most popular after-dark entertainment area, but this grid of bar-lined streets tends to cater to a young crowd, and has a somewhat sleazy feel, as it is also home to Malta’s concentration of ‘gentlemen’s’ clubs. For a more sophisticated night out, head to Valletta, where there are bars – some with views down narrow streets and out to the Grand Harbour – specialising in wine, gin, craft beer and even mezcal. In summer, bars often host live music acts on echoey sound systems. Also good for end-of-day drinks are cafes and bars around Spinola Bay and Balluta Bay in St Julian’s.

Malta also has a few iconic summer nightclubs, including open-air Uno at Ta’Qali, and La Grotta and Flamingo on Gozo. You’ll find plenty of bars in Buġibba and Qawra, the best for sea views. Close to the Malta National Aquarium is Cafe del Mar (open April to September), with a coastal swimming pool. There are lots of music and dance festivals over the summer, featuring jazz, electronica, pop and house.

Live music including jazz and blues is especially popular in the bars of Strait St in Valletta and a few places in St Julian’s. However, the best opportunity to experience traditional Maltese music is at a village festa. May’s Ritmu Roots Festival around Valletta and Floriana’s Argotti Gardens presents a week of live folk music, while the annual Malta International Arts Festival combines music, dance and theatre in June.







Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling; Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint, which will mainly come from air travel. While there often isn’t an alternative, travellers can look to minimise the number of flights they take, opt for newer aircrafts and use cleaner ground transport, such as trains. One proposed solution – purchasing carbon offsets – unfortunately does not cancel out the impact of individual flights. While most destinations will depend on air travel for the foreseeable future, for now, pursuing ground-based travel where possible is the best course of action.

The UN Carbon Offset Calculator shows how flying impacts a household’s emissions.
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The ICAO’s carbon emissions calculator allows visitors to analyse the CO2 generated by point-to-point journeys.
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Daphne Caruana Galizia

Background reading on the murder of the Maltese journalist in 2017 includes Murder on the Malta Express and A Death in Malta: An Assassination and a Family’s Quest for Justice. Read more here.

Arts & Crafts

There are local artisans on Malta and Gozo making distinctive filigree silver jewellery and ornaments, glassblowing and more. You can buy directly from makers at Ta’Qali Crafts Villageand Gozo’s Ta’Dbiegi Crafts Village.
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Malta seems an ideal place for electric cars, as distances are not too great. There are some electric cars available for hire, and you can look at charging points at Place to Plug (placetoplug.com).




Din l-Art Ħelwa, Malta’s National Trust, protects and maintains many of Malta’s monuments, especially its fortified towers. Support its work by visiting – you can even stay in the Delimara Lighthouse.
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NATURE RESERVES

Malta has several nature reserves where you can learn more about the environment and its protection. Salina Nature Reserve is popular with migrating birds, while Ċirkewwa Marine Park, off the northern coast, has some of the islands’ best diving.

 

RURAL TOURS

Get stuck into Malta’s rural life via Malta Rural Tours, mainly exploring Malta’s more rural north. These excellent bespoke tours negotiate quiet backroads to visit farmers and small-scale producers of cheese, wine, olives and preserves.

Cycling on Gozo

Cycling on Maltese roads can be nerve-wracking, but conditions are safer on Gozo – the roads can still be rough, but there’s far less traffic, and more and more visitors are opting to cycle around the island.

Tree Planting

Nature Trust Malta arranges tree planting and husbandry, fundraising and staffing at the Nature Trust stand at events. It also has a volunteer Wildlife Rescue Team to protect animals, including stranded marine mammals.

Sharklab

Based at Malta National Aquarium, Sharklab (sharklab-malta.org) protects sharks, skates and rays, and there are several ways you can get involved, such as adopting a shark, shark spotting or becoming an intern.

Water Conservation

Malta suffers from a scarcity of natural water supply and relies on desalination to maintain supply. Be aware and conserve water as a visitor, and don’t leave taps running when not necessary.

Responsible Diving

Avoid touching living marine organisms with your body or dragging equipment across rocks. Be conscious of your fins, and never feed or disturb fish.


Some wreck dives require a ticket from Heritage Malta: local diving organisations will facilitate this.




Plastics are a serious threat to marine life. Take home all your rubbish.
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Birds

Malta is a staging post for migrating birds, and in April local hunters are allowed to shoot quail (with many other birds caught in the crossfire). BirdLife Malta campaigns to change attitudes towards local and visiting birds.




RESOURCES

dinlarthelwa.org
Manages and protects local historic buildings.
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naturetrustmalta.org Promotes conservation.
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birdlifemalta.org Dedicated to protecting bird species locally.
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LGBTIQ+ Travellers

Malta is proud of its welcome to LGBTIQ+ travellers, and has been rated as first in the ILGA-Europe Rainbow index for the past six years. Despite Malta’s conservative atmosphere, it has been progressive in terms of equal constitutional rights. Malta is very inclusive and welcoming, but it doesn’t have an LGBTIQ+ area or many dedicated bars.


Gay Beach Favourites

There are not any specific gay beaches in Malta, but there are a couple of bays that are more popular with gay travellers. These include Ġnejna Bay, and nearby Għajn Tuffieħa Bay, particularly at the far end of the beach. Pembroke beach, a rocky bay to the north of St Julian’s, is also known for attracting gay travellers. Nude sunbathing is prohibited in Malta but you may find some sunbathers taking advantage of particularly secluded spots.
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Malta Gay Rights Movement (maltagayrights.org) staged its first Gay Pride march in Valletta in July 2004, and it’s been held annually ever since. Although the march and surrounding festivities are tiny in comparison to gatherings elsewhere in Europe, they’re a chance for Malta’s LGBTIQ+ community to come together, celebrate diversity and push for an end to discrimination.




Catholic & Conservative

Maltas is still a conservative, very Catholic country and public affection (straight or gay) is generally frowned upon, though this is more so in rural areas and villages than the bigger towns. Still, while Malta is not a very ‘out’ destination, it is very gay-friendly.



LGBTIQ+ BARS

It might not have a gay district or many dedicated bars, but Malta’s nightlife is a welcoming, inclusive party. However, there are a few places that are worth seeking out, including Maori bar, close to Marsaxmett Harbour, and the Thirsty Barber cocktail bar in St Julian’s.

GAY MARRIAGE

Homosexual sex was legalised in Malta in 1973. In 2014 the government passed a bill approving same-sex civil unions and gay adoption. Gay marriage was subsequently approved in 2017, and getting married in Malta is an increasingly popular option for gay couples from overseas. Gay marriages contracted abroad are also recognised by the state.


Cruising

Boat parties are very popular in the summer months, as well as during Pride. LGBTIQ+ parties are a speciality, with lots of dedicated events so you can carry on the celebrations on water.







Accessible Travel

Government policy is to improve access for people with disabilities, but many historic places – notably the steep, stepped streets of Valletta – remain difficult, if not impossible, to negotiate for those with restricted mobility.


Malta Beaches

Mellieħa (Għadira) Bay is Malta’s most accessible beach, being 800m long with several wooden and concrete walkways, and several floating wheelchairs. For a full list of accessible beaches, go to Visit Malta (visitmalta.com).


Airport

Malta Airport has people on hand to assist. You can also book assistance for Persons with Reduced Mobility (PRM) services through your airline carrier. The terminal has lifts and escalators, designated toilets and parking.




Accommodation

A good number of the more expensive hotels have wheelchair access and some have rooms specially designed for guests with disabilities. Sliema, with its long promenade, is a good place to be based.



ACTIVITIES

Nautic Team Gozo (nauticteam.com) has instructors trained by the International Disabled Divers Association (IDDA) and is equipped for divers with disabilities, offering one-to-one courses, as well as equipment hire.

Transport

Buses are equipped with ramps, priority seating and audiovisual aids. Ferries are also adapted for passengers with disabilities, and there is wheelchair-friendly car hire available.

Sights

Sights with accessible ramps include St John’s Co-Cathedral, National War Museum, Ġgantija and Tarxien Temples and the Aquarium. App-based audio guides include Mosta Dome, St John’s Co-Cathedral and Ħaġar Qim & Mnajdra.

ACCESSIBILITY SUPPORT

Heritage Malta (heritagemalta.mt) lists accessible sights on its website. Tarxien and Fort St Elmo provide wheelchairs, and Fort St Angelo has electric buggies. Sign language and audio tours are available for visitors with hearing or visual impairments.


RESOURCES

Malta Tourism Authority (visitmalta.com) Can give details on hotels and sights that are equipped for wheelchair users.

National Commission for Persons with Disabilities (crpd.org.mt) Provides information on facilities and access for travellers with a disability in Malta.

Accessible Tours (disabledaccessibletravel.com) Accessible tours around Malta, including Valletta, the Three Cities and Tarxien Temples.

Disabled Holidays (disabledholidays.com) Offers trips where you stay in adapted and accessible hotels.




Malta is a relatively safe country for women travellers, although take safety precautions as you would anywhere. Solo travellers will find it easy to meet people, especially if staying in one of Sliema’s hostels.







Language

Both Malti (or Maltese) and English are official languages, and almost everyone is bilingual. Travellers will have no trouble at all getting by with English. However, any attempts to speak the local language will be much appreciated.


Basics

Hello. Merħba.

Good morning/day. Bonġu.

Good evening. Bonswa.

Goodbye. Saħħa.

Yes. Iva.

No. Le.

Please. Jekk jogħġbok.

Thank you. Grazzi.

Excuse me. Skużani.

How are you? Kif inti?

I’m fine, thank you. Tajjed, grazzi.

What’s your name? X’ismek?

My name is … Jisimni…

Do you speak English? Titkellem bl-ingliż?

Directions & Transport

Where’s…? Fejn hu…?

I’m lost. Ninsab mitluf.

Go straight ahead. Mur dritt.

Turn left. Dur fuq ix-xellug.

Turn right. Dur fuq il-lemin.

far il-bogħod

near il-viċin

left luggage hallejt il-bagalji

I’d like a ticket. Nixtieq biljett.

When does the boat leave/arrive? Meta jitlaq/jasal il-vapur?

When does the bus leave/arrive? Meta titlaq/jasal il-karozza?

I’d like to hire a car/bicycle. Nixtieq nikri karozza/rota.

Signs

Entrance Dħul

Exit Ħrug

Closed Magħluq

Open Miftuħ

Women Nisa

Men Rġiel

Lane/Alley Sqaq

Avenue Vjalq

Toilet Twaletta

Time

What time is it? X’ħin hu?

morning fil-għodu

afternoon wara nofs in-nhar

yesterday il-bieraħ

today illum

tomorrow għada

Emergencies

Help! Ajjut!

Police! Pulizija!

Call a doctor! Qibgħad ghat-tabib!

ambulance ambulans

hospital sptar

Eating & Drinking

At what time does it open/close?

Fix’ħin jiftaħ/jagħlaq?

How much? Kemm?

Accommodation

Do you have any rooms available? Għad fadlilkom xi kmamar vojta?

I’d like a room … Nixtieq kamra …

with en suite bil-kamra tal-banju

with one bed b’sodda waħda

with two beds b’żewġ sodod


NUMBERS

0

xejn

1

wieħed

2

tnejn

3

tlieta

4

erbgħa

5

ħamsa

6

sitta

7

sebgħa

8

tmienja

9

disgħa

10

għaxra




One of a Kind

Malti – the native language of Malta – is a member of the Semitic language group, which also includes Arabic, Hebrew and Amharic. It’s thought by some to be a direct descendant of the language spoken by the Phoenicians, but most linguists consider it to be related to the Arabic dialects of western North Africa. Malti is the only Semitic language that is written in a Latin script. The Semitic languages are part of the Afro-Asiatic group, making Malti the only official language of that group in the European Union.




PRONUNCIATION

Most letters of the Malti alphabet are pronounced as they are in English, with the following exceptions:

ċ – as the ‘ch’ in ‘child’

ġ – soft, as the ‘j’ in ‘job’

għ – inaudible; lengthens the preceding or following vowel

h – inaudible, as in ‘hour’

ħ – as the ‘h’ in ‘hand’

ij – as the ‘ai’ in ‘aisle’

j – as the ‘y’ in ‘yellow’

q – a glottal stop, which is similar to the pause in the middle of ‘uh-oh’

x – as the ‘sh’ in ‘shop’

z – as the ‘ts’ in ‘bits’

ż – soft, as in ‘zero’



GLOSSARY

AFM – Armed Forces of Malta

auberge – the residence of an individual langue of the Knights of St John

bajja – bay

bastion – a defensive work with two faces and two flanks, projecting from the line of the rampart

belt – city

bieb – gate

cavalier – a defensive work inside the main fortification, rising above the level of the main rampart to give covering fire

ċimiterju – cemetery

curtain – a stretch of rampart linking two bastions, with a parapet along the top

daħla – creek

dawret – bypass

demi-bastion – a half-bastion with only one face and one flank

dgħajsa – a traditional oar-powered boat

festa – feast day

fortiżża – fort

foss – ditch

għajn – spring (of water)

għar – cave

ġnien – garden

Grand Master – the title typically given to the head of an order of knights, including the Knights of Malta

kajjik – fishing boat

kappillan – parish priest

karrozzin – traditional horse-drawn carriage

kastell – castle

katidral – cathedral

kbira – big, main

knisja – church

kwartier – quarter, neighbourhood

langue – a division of the Knights of St John, based on nationality

luzzu – fishing boat

marsa – harbour

medina – fortified town, citadel

mina – arch, gate

misraħ – square

mitħna – windmill

mużew – museum

palazzo – Italian term for palace or mansion

parroċċa – parish

passeggiata – evening stroll (Italian term)

pjazza – square

plajja – beach, seashore

pont – bridge

pulizija – police

rabat – town outside the walls of a citadel

ramla – bay, beach

ras – point, headland

razzett – farm, farmhouse

sqaq – alley, lane

suq – market

sur – bastion

taraġ – stairs, steps

telgħa – hill

torri – tower, castle

triq – street, road

trulli – cone-shaped buildings that echo the traditional architecture of Puglia in Southern Italy

vedette – a lookout point, watchtower

vjal – avenue

wied – valley

xatt – wharf, marina


Just over half a million – 519,500 – people in Malta speak the Malti language.
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A HISTORY OF MALTA & GOZO IN
15 PLACES

Settled since at least 5000 BCE, the Maltese Islands have a rollicking history and some of the world’s richest prehistoric architecture. The islands’ destiny has been shaped by geography, with their natural harbours and prime Mediterranean location attracting wave after wave of invaders – the Phoenicians, Romans, Arabs, Normans, French and British among them. By Brett Atkinson


AROUND 20,000 YEARS ago, the Maltese Islands were linked to Sicily by a large land bridge. The first evidence of human habitation is that of Neolithic farmers, thought to have made their way from Sicily, around 80km away by sea. Around 1000 years before the construction of the Egyptian pyramids, the people of Malta were manipulating 50-tonne megaliths to build sophisticated buildings. It seems to have been a time of peace, as no defensive structures remain.

As migration surged and sea travel developed around 1900 BCE, so did Malta’s vulnerability. Thus began a history of invasion. First came the Phoenicians, followed by the Carthaginians, the Romans, the Byzantines, the Arabs, the Swabians, the Angevins and the Aragonese.

Arguably the most influential settlers of all were the Knights of St John, who arrived here in 1530 having been given the islands by the Holy Roman Emperor for a nominal annual fee of a single Maltese Falcon. They were previously based on the island of Rhodes for over 200 years, evolving from a land-based army into the medieval world’s most formidable naval fighting force. Centuries later, the Knights’ power faded, Napoleon landed, and the French held the island for several years before they relinquished control to the British. The country finally achieved independence in 1964.

1. Għar Dalam Cave

500,000 YEARS OF PREHISTORY

The earliest modern humans on Malta are thought to have arrived around 5200 BCE. They were Neolithic farmers who had crossed over from Sicily, living a simple life using tools and eating as their peers did 80km north. They brought goats and sheep with them, deforesting the islands. The long subterranean cave of Għar Dalam has layer upon layer of fossils, the oldest of which are more than 500,000 years old, showing the prehistoric presence of dwarf elephants, hippopotamuses, micro-mammals and birds on the islands before these newcomers arrived; the upper layers gave up evidence of the simplicity of Neolithic life.

For more on Għar Dalam cave.

2. Ġgantija

THEY MIGHT BE GIANTS

From around 3600 BCE, society underwent a dramatic development and became much more complex, with the inhabitants of the archipelago building over 30 vast, sophisticated structures. The earliest of these is Ġgantija on Gozo. Gozitans used to think these ancient temples were built by giants, hence the name. Although there were other megalithic structures elsewhere, such as Stonehenge in England, it was only on the Maltese Islands that such complex megalithic buildings were constructed. It remains a mystery why and how such an isolated place was able to sustain such an elaborate culture for more than a thousand years.

For more on Ġgantija.

3. Hal Saflieni Hypogeum

SOPHISTICATED NEOLITHIC

The temple-building period spanned at least from the 3rd to the 4th millennium BCE, and the complex civilisation of this era may be seen in the incredible Hal Saflieni Hypogeum (from the Greek, meaning ‘underground’). As this carefully carved-out necropolis shows, society was highly developed. The structure echoes how the temples must once have looked above the ground. However, the temple builders eventually disappeared, and there are conflicting accounts of the reasons this might have occurred, with historians positing causes such as environmental factors or disease.

For more on Hal Saflieni Hypogeum.

4. St Paul’s Catacombs

PUNIC TOMBS

Phoenicians, adept sailors and merchants, settled on Malta from around 800 BCE to 218 BCE. Their archaeological remains are relatively scarce, but the St Paul’s Catacombs complex in Rabat dates from the Punic era. The network of underground burial sites was first excavated by the Phoenicians and then used by Romans, Christians and Jews. Punic artefacts in the Valletta Museum of Archaeology include Egyptian-style amulets. A facet of the Punic civilisation endures in the eyes painted on the prows of traditional luzzu fishing boats to ward off evil spirits. The Punics named their settlement ‘Maleth’; today it’s called Mdina.

For more on St Paul’s Catacombs.

5. Domus Romana

ROMANS IN RABAT

On the outskirts of Rabat are the excavated remains of a Roman villa, where the fine mosaic work and artefacts testify to the prosperous and sophisticated Roman period. The large number of excavated statues indicates that the owner was someone of note. The Romans were in ascendance across the Mediterranean following the Punic Wars and took control of Malta around 218 BCE. There is mention of the Temple of Juno on what was now called Melita by Cicero, and Diodorus Siculus described Melita in around 40 BCE, noting its excellent harbours, skilful artisans and lavish houses.

For more on Domus Romana.
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6. Grotto of St Paul

A SHIPWRECK BRINGS CHRISTIANITY

A dark, rocky cavern lies beneath the Basilica of St Paul in Rabat, lit by lanterns and decorated by a silver ship. It’s a place full of great significance in the history of Malta. In 60 CE, St Paul was shipwrecked off the coast while en route to Rome. The apostle was given a warm welcome and took refuge in and, it’s believed, preached the gospel from, this cave. Publius, the Roman governor, welcomed the saint and converted to become Malta’s first bishop. This was the first Roman territory to convert, and has been a dominantly Christian country ever since.

For more on the Grotto of St Paul.


7. Mdina

ARABIAN MALTA

Mdina’s name and layout are those of an Arabian walled city. Islamic expansion in the 7th to 9th centuries saw an empire extend from Spain to India. Arab armies conquered Malta in 870 and Sicily a few years later. Both remained Muslim possessions until the 11th century, though many of the settlers eventually converted to Christianity. Little physical evidence of this era remains, but Arabic place names such as Marsa (harbour; also Marsaxlokk, Marsalforn and Marsakala), Mdina (city), Rabat (camp), Għarb (west) and Għar (cave) continue. The Malti language also partly derives from Arabic, as do elements of its cuisine (including pastizzi and local sweets).

For more on Mdina.

8. Palazzo Falson

FROM THE NORMANS TO THE SPANISH

Palazzo Falson began as a medieval courtyard single-storey house and was later rebuilt as a Norman mansion and added to by successive noble dynasties. This, the second-oldest house in Mdina, reflects the way the islands changed hands following the Norman conquests of Malta and Sicily (1090–91). Both islands saw a succession of Normans, Angevins (French), Aragonese and Castilians (Spanish) in charge, during which time Mdina remained the capital. Malta’s relatively small population of downtrodden islanders paid their taxes by trading, slaving and piracy, and were repaid in kind by marauding Turks and Barbary corsairs.

For more on Palazzo Falson.

9. Fort St Elmo

KNIGHTS OF ST JOHN ARRIVE

Fort St Elmo, now much expanded, dates from the early years of the Knights of St John in Malta. Ottoman leader Süleyman the Magnificent had driven the Knights of St John from their island stronghold of Rhodes by 1523. Malta at this time belonged to the vast Spanish Empire, under the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who offered the knights Malta as a strategic defence post in the eastern Mediterranean. Malta was to become the location for one of the mightiest clashes between East and West, which shaped the nation’s future.

For more on Fort St Elmo.

10. Valletta

THE GREAT SIEGE OF MALTA

Valletta is triumph, built from stone. Grand Master Philippe Villiers de L’Isle Adam (1530–34) was unimpressed by Malta, which he found barren, waterless and poorly defended. His successor, Jean Parisot de la Valette, was an experienced soldier, who foresaw and prepared carefully for a Turkish siege. In May 1565, when a 30,000-strong Ottoman fleet began to attack, la Valette led a force of 700 Knights and around 8000 Maltese to a David-and-Goliath victory. Money poured in from grateful Catholic powers (who had failed to help until the final throes), and the result was this magnificent capital.

For more on Valletta.

11. Manoel Theatre

KNIGHTS AT LEISURE

Following victory in the Great Siege, an influx of eager new Knights swelled the coffers of the treasury of the now prestigious Order. The pious Grand Master Jean de la Cassière (1572–81) built the Sacra Infermeria (hospital) and the magnificent St John’s Co-Cathedral. In later years, with the Turkish threat removed, the Knights occupied themselves less with militarism and monasticism, and more with piracy, commerce, drinking and duelling. In 1731, António Manoel de Vilhena, a Portuguese Grand Master, built the beautiful Manoel Theatre as a distraction to keep the knights out of trouble. Construction in lavish baroque style continued throughout the 18th century.

For more on Manoel Theatre.

12. Palazzo Parisio

NAPOLEON DROPS IN

Valletta’s Palazzo Parisio hosted Napoleon, who stayed here a mere six days. By the late 18th century, most of the Order’s income was French, and when French estates were confiscated in the aftermath of the French Revolution, the Knights faced financial ruin. In 1798, Napoleon stopped off on his way to Egypt to fight the British. He demanded that he be allowed to water his ships, but the Knights refused. The French landed and captured the island with hardly a fight on 11 June 1798. The French abolished the Maltese aristocracy, defaced coats of arms, desecrated churches and closed down monasteries.

For more on Palazzo Parisio.

13. Victoria Lines

A VERY BRITISH COUP

The Victoria Lines, built to protect Malta’s valuable southern harbours from northern incursions, are some of the most dramatic remains of the British era. The initial involvement of the British in Malta was to support Maltese rebellion against the French. As the Napoleonic Wars wore on, Malta became a prosperous entrepôt, and was taken over as a Crown Colony of the British Empire in 1814. After a brief slump, it was developed as a naval base during the Crimean War, and with the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, Malta became a key coaling port on the steamship route between Britain and India.

For more on the Victoria Lines.
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14. Mellieħa Air-Raid Shelters

WWII FORTRESS ISLAND

During WWII, tunnels all over the islands, such as in Mellieħa, were used by locals to hide from the bombing raids. Malta was a base for bombing attacks on the Axis forces, and squadrons of Stuka dive bombers attempted to pound the Maltese Islands into submission. Malta’s greatest ordeal came in 1942, when in April alone 6700 tonnes of bombs were dropped on Grand Harbour and the surrounding area. On 15 April, King George VI awarded the George Cross – Britain’s highest award for civilian bravery – to the entire population of Malta. Post-war, Malta took steps, at last, towards independence.

For more on the Mellieħa Air-Raid Shelters.

15. Parliament Building

THOROUGHLY MODERN MALTA

Joining the EU and euro in the early 2000s brought Malta much inward investment. Renzo Piano’s 2015 Parliament building, as the focus of the new-look Valletta, was symbolic of an established and prosperous nation. Malta’s prime minister from 1955 to 1984 (with a decade’s hiatus from 1964–74) was the Labour Party’s Dominic (Dom) Mintoff, who oversaw Malta becoming a republic in 1974, expelled the British armed services in 1979 and signed agreements with Libya, the USSR and North Korea. In recent years, the focus has been, successfully, on growth, albeit with ongoing concerns about the politics of migration, overdevelopment and corruption scandals.

For more on the Parliament Building.





MEET THE
MALTESE

Expect locals to be easygoing yet quick to party when we have something to celebrate. And don’t be surprised about our enthusiastic discussions, especially when debating current political issues. ALEXIA DEBONO introduces her people.


LIKE OTHER MEDITERRANEAN states, Malta’s sense of time is rather carefree. Don’t be too surprised if things don’t start on time or people are late – especially when traffic is involved!

We have a strong national identity, with our language and culture being especially important to us. (While most Maltese people are proficient in both Malti and English, knowing some Maltese words or phrases is a sure way to put a smile on our faces.) We also take immense pride in setting an example internationally on progressive issues such as LGBTIQ+ equality and cannabis legalisation. Don’t be afraid to ask questions, but be prepared for passionate debates when asking about current events or hot topics!

Maltese people aren’t afraid to speak their minds. We are a culture of opposites – friendly but temperamental, holding an intense sense of identity in what we like and our opposition to what we don’t. Subtlety is not our strong suit – if something is bothering us or we are happy about it, you’ll definitely know. Swearing can also be a big part of our vocabulary, especially when we are comfortable with someone. We are very enthusiastic people, but you’ll find that locals express this in different ways.

Religious values permeate our culture, with over 90% of the population identifying as Roman Catholic; however, this is changing. It’s still common to experience a traditional Sunday, which normally involves morning Mass and a family lunch, or a trip to a favourite restaurant.

During the summer months, we also have local village feasts or festi, of which there are around 75! Originally honouring the town’s patron saint(s), a festa is nowadays considered a social event, but still maintains some traditional elements such as religious processions, band marches and fireworks.

Fireworks are a long-standing tradition in Malta since the time of the Knights of St John, and were originally incorporated as an expression of celebration for important events. Local band clubs and pyrotechnicians fiercely compete to create the best festa displays, so expect to hear fireworks both day and night as they prepare for the main event!

The archipelago is split into five regions, with each providing a different experience and culminating in a holistic knowledge of Malta’s culture and people. The less diversely populated or touristy the region, the more likely that residents will speak in Malti first, rather than English. You may also notice that northern, southern and Gozitan accents, along with dialects, are markedly different from each other.

If you enjoy a good gathering, you’re bound to find something here at any time of the year – such as music festivals, cultural events or international conferences. We’re always happy to recommend something for a visitor – and in some cases, ask you to join us for a drink!

Who & How Many

Malta’s population is approximately 537,000, with migrants accounting for nearly a quarter (22.2%) of total inhabitants. The largest migrant communities are British, Italian, French and Lebanese.
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I’M MALTESE, BUT IT’S COMPLICATED...

I am a native Maltese person, but my ancestry is linked across three continents – Africa, Europe and Asia. This is common for many people in Malta, due to our history as a British colony.

My mother’s grandmother was from Lebanon but emigrated to Egypt. There, she met my great-grandfather, who had some Maltese lineage. Sometime after WWII, however, they went their separate ways, with my great-grandmother emigrating to Malta with my grandmother and her siblings. My father’s ancestry is linked to Italy and Sicily, but I don’t know much about them. My parents, however, met in Malta, and so did my maternal and paternal grandparents.

The Maltese population has embraced a more Western and European culture, especially after admittance to the EU. But there is no denying our links to other continents – through our culture, language, different skin tones etc. This is what makes the Maltese experience unique and deserving of more recognition.







THE POWER
OF THE SEA

Glittering on the horizon almost everywhere you look, in Malta everything comes back to the Mediterranean. By Brett Atkinson
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TO MALTA, THE Mediterranean is everything. It supplies food, it’s where the Maltese can go to escape – for recreation and as a means of transport. You’re never more than a few kilometres from the sea in Malta, with its coast a dialogue of land and water consisting of rocky stretches, wind-whipped limestone cliffs, pirate-magnet bays, gin-clear water and red-gold beaches.

The Mediterranean is bordered by 21 countries, an intricate geopolitical cat’s cradle that surrounds this vast system of ecological riches, and the crossroads of three continents. Malta, one of the smallest of the Mediterranean nations, lies at the centre of this complex body of water, with a powerful character that belies its size. Malta might be small, but Maltese horizons are large. The sea is almost always in sight, around every corner, from every rooftop. Most menus are dominated by its fruits: lampuki (dolphinfish), swordfish, tuna, octopus and squid (though with a typical Maltese sense of individuality, the national dish is rabbit).

Malta’s foremost marine archaeologist, Timmy Gambin says, ‘The very rock that forms the Maltese Islands originates from the sea. Reminders of this are visible in our limestone that contains fossils of various marine creatures that inhabited the oceans millions of years ago. Around 7500 years ago the first humans crossed the sea from Sicily to inhabit Malta and Gozo with the sea playing, and continuing to play, a central role for the islands’ inhabitants’. Gambin’s work involves searching the sea around the islands for its wealth of wrecks, an underwater timeline of exploration and conquest.

Why so many wrecks? Although not the aggressors, the pivotal position of the archipelago has seen Malta repeatedly in the eye of the storm, and this history is well preserved, hidden beneath the water’s surface. Most ferociously, Maltese waters were the final frontier between East and West when Süleyman the Magnificent’s Ottoman fleet sailed in, ready to take the islands by force in 1565 (he was foiled by the Great Siege). A few hundred years later, the islands again became a fortress in the battle between Allied and Axis forces in the 1940s, and were battered relentlessly from the skies. Today, Malta, like other Mediterranean islands, is again a kind of apex, seeing a steady stream of migrant arrivals taking their chance in fragile craft and landing here to an uncertain future.

It speaks of Malta’s relationship with the sea that the traces of its multi-layered past lie as much beneath the glittering offshore as on land. Gambin says, ‘On land, Malta and Gozo have one of the densest concentrations of cultural heritage per square kilometre created by people through history. I always wondered how much of this human activity is reflected on the seabed around our islands in the form of shipwrecks and other archaeological remains – that is what drove me to specialise in maritime archaeology’.

Gambin and Malta’s Underwater Cultural Heritage Unit have undertaken some of the deepest underwater archaeology ever performed, at 110m below sea level, of a Phoenician trading ship dating back almost 3000 years, discovered off the coast of Xlendi (Gozo). The Phoenicians, great seafarers, were some of the earliest travellers to use the islands as a harbour and trading post.

One of the things you notice about the sea around Malta is its clarity. There is little tidal activity here, and a lack of algae blooms. As a result, the visibility of the Maltese Mediterranean is unusually clear. Although it’s sometimes said that there are few reefs and less life around here than other countries, Malta’s circumference of shipwrecks teem with marine life, from black coral to weblike gorgonians.

However, where the Phoenician boat lies, no light penetrates, and each diver has only around 12 to 14 minutes to excavate with each dive. You can see what was discovered, and other inaccessible-to-most offshore riches, online at Malta’s extraordinary Underwater Museum (underwatermalta.org), Gambin and Heritage Malta’s project. Its time-capsule excavations trace Maltese history, from the Phoenician boat, dating to the 7th century BCE, to a submerged spitfire lost in 1943, each of them swallowed and retained by the glittering Mediterranean Sea.

Phoenician boats are thought to have had a protective eye painted on the prow. Incredibly, like a strand of particularly resilient DNA, the boats of Malta still bear the same decorations today. In ancient shipping, superstitious emblems were thought to protect boats and ships during dangerous crossings, and the eye on the prow of the boat would protect seafarers from the evil eye. It’s thought that the Phoenicians may themselves have adopted the symbols from the Egyptians.

You’ll still spot traditional Maltese luzzu in the bays alongside modern yachts and speedboats. They’re painted in blue, red, yellow and green, each with a protective eye on the prow. They are celebrated in Luzzu (2021), a multi-award-winning Maltese feature film following the story of a local fisherman torn between the tradition of Maltese fishing and the demands of contemporary life, of financial pressures, EU regulations and the lure of black-market fishing.

Maltese-American filmmaker Alex Camilleri wrote the neorealist film, which stars local Maltese fishers, to capture the lure of the Mediterranean, the way the light and dark of the sea permeates Maltese life, ancient traditions and the tension between Malta’s past and present. Camilleri explains what drew him to the subject: ‘I always loved watching Maltese fishermen at work in their colourful boats (the luzzu), which feature the eyes of Osiris painted on the bow. There’s a beauty and dignity to traditional fishing that seems at odds with much of modern life in Malta. After staring at those boats for most of my life, I decided to make a film about them, and use the camera to ask: what would happen if the boats could stare back at us?’
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“My breakfast of choice in Rabat soon defaulted to pastizzi and sweet, milky tea with the taxi drivers at Is-Serkin.”
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“Even after four visits across 20 years, the astounding Ħal Saflieni Hypogeum still surprises and inspires me.”
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Unlock the secrets of this beautiful planet
with our inspirational range of illustrated
non-fiction and gift titles.
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365 THINGS TO DO

& THE PERFECT DAY
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Gozo & Comino

Gozo & Comino

CLIFFS, COVES, COUNTRYSIDE AND
CHARACTER

Slow-paced Gozo has oodles of sleepy charm,
with historic towns, beaches and jagged cliffs. A
tiny fortified citadel tops the capital Victoria, while
beguiling towns and villages include Xaghra, just
outside the extraordinary prehistoric site, Ggantija.
Neighbouring islet Comino has the famous Blue
Lagoon and good walking trails.

Northern Malta

Northern Malta

RUGGED COAST, GOLDEN BEACHES AND
GREAT RESTAURANTS central
The northis where you'll find Malta’s package-holiday M a lta
resorts. Bugibba is crammed with restaurants, cafes and
bars, Qawra has the Malta National Aquarium and St Paul’s
Bay hosts higher-end dining choices. The north also has
great beaches like Golden Bay and Ghajn Tuffieha, clifftop
views and Mellieha's relaxed holiday vibe.

Central Malta

CLIFFS, ARCHITECTURE, CAVES AND CATACOMBS

The golden-stone walled city of Mdina is a world apart
from modern Malta. Rabat, adjoining Mdina, is a charming
traditional town, with underground catacombs and a thriving
restaurant scene. A few kilometres away are the spectacular
Dingli Cliffs, prehistoric cart ruts, and the historic and
tranquil Buskett Gardens.

Sliema, St Julian’s &
Paceville

SEAFRONT DINING, SHOPPING AND
NIGHTLIFE

Sliema, long associated with the Maltese
upper classes, has some of the islands’
highest-end real estate, as well as
boutique hostels and a sunny waterfront
promenade. Nearby, St Julian's and
Paceville are where Malta’s cool crowd
come to wine, dine and party, especially
at good water's-edge

restaurants and bars.

Valletta

BAROQUE ARCHITECTURE AND
HARBOUR VIEWS

Packed full of heritage, Valletta
overlooks two great harbours, and
UNESCO describes it as ‘one of the most
concentrated historic areas in the world'.
Across Grand Harbour, the village-like
Three Cities encompasses Vittoriosa,
Senglea and Cospicua, enclosing
historic backstreets and more reminders

Sliema,
St Julian’s
& Paceville

of the Knights of St John.
Dk
Valletta
Southern Malta Southern Malta
SEAFOOD, SWIMMING AND MYSTERIOUS
TEMPLES

At Marsaxlokk, primary-coloured luzzu (fishing
boats) bob in the harbour: head here for the
Sunday fish market when Maltese and tourists
flock to the village's seafood restaurants. Other
southern highlights include the great prehistoric
sites of Fagar Qim and Mnajdra, the Blue Grotto

and natural coastal rock pools.
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Marfa Peninsula

Exult in vast coastal views from the
wild headland of Ras il-Qammieh,
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BUS e 29
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especially around Mellieha, s Bay © Mellieha

Bugibba and St Paul’'s Bay. Golden @anam-eﬁ Bay
Bay and Mgarr can also be reached
although departures are less

frequent.

Anchor

Bay
CAR
Getting around by car is the most
flexible way to explore this area. As z%ylﬁs%—z
elsewhere in Malta, parking is free,
but timed. Expect more difficult P
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BOAT

From The Strand in Sliema,
Valletta Ferry Services operates
ferries to Valletta's Marsamxett
Harbour. They take around five
minutes and run from morning
to evening with longer hours in
summer.

BUS & CAR

Key buses include bus 222 to
Cirkewwa for Gozo ferries, X2
from the airport, and buses 13 and
14 to and from Valletta. Street
parking is limited. Pendergardens
Public Car Park is a convenient
paid option.
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OAttard
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St Julian’s

Bay lined with apartments,
restaurants and bars. Busy,
lively and increasingly built-up
with regular traffic jams.

Paceville

Malta’s nightlife zone,
especially for under 25s. A
brash and buzzing couple
of bar-lined streets. Nearby
construction can make it

even noisier.
Mediterranean
Sea
St Julian's
[
Paceville N
&f Sliema
Elegant 19th-century
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Having a car is ideal for
exploring in depth. Rabat Garage
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On the corner of

0Old Theatre Stand
Merchant’s St, combine
coffee and harbour

views at Lot Sixty One.

When the Knights of St
John planned Valletta,
they issued regulations
that corners had to

be embellished by
statues.

Reopenedin 2024, the
16th-century Grand
Master’s Palace
contains a superb
historical armoury
and is used for many
important state
occasions.
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Congratulations on choosing
Malta & Gozo for your next adventure

Plan Your Trip The Guide

Explore some of the most Navigate the destination with
spectacular parts of the country in-depth tips on the best
as you start to build the itinerary experiences and the best way to
for your journey make the most of your trip

Southern
{ Malta

Family Travel Health & Safe Travel MEET THE
.. MALTESE

FRONT COVER: Blue Lagoon, Comino,
Guido Cozzi/4Corners ©
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On the harbour’s edge in
Spinola Bay, don't miss
the charming sculpture
of a fisherman and his
cat waiting patiently for
atreat.

i Mediterrancan
Qalict Sea

On the eastern side of Balluta
Bay, the neo-Gothic Knisja
tal-Karmnu (Church of Our
Lady of Mt Carmel) was
completed in1978.

Trig Mikiel Anton

When the LOVE
artinstallation is
reflected in the calm
waters of Spinola Bay,
it can be read the right

Balluta
Bay

way up.





