Malta and Djerha, L2401 1798

GODIREY WETTINGER

sowoukd seem pertectly correet 1o say that for most of the past twe centuries
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A rc": migrant, the islands of Malta anc Dijerba
: existence. And yet for some six hundred
vears betore that, when their respective culpural allegiances were unmistakably
ranged on cither side of the great divide that has sundered the Mediterranean
World since the Islamic conquests of the eighth and ninth centuries, Malta
and Djerba were in constant touch precisely owing to the incessant warfare
that plagued the relations between the two. Practically at any time after that
it would seem that there were Maltese captives on Djerba and Dijerba captives
on Malta desperately trying to return to their home island, corresponding with
their relatives and other persons and agents in order to bring this about and,
no doubt, informing all and sundry in their respective place of captivity what
a blessed place their island of origin was.! In Malta one knows for a certainty
that in the first half of the sixteenth century Dijerba itself was frequently in
men’s minds in connection with the activities of the corsairs, then at their
best, dominating the trade routes and threatening the security of all the
inhabitants of the coastal areas of the Mediterranean countries and islands
In spite of the lack of information about Malta duting the High Middle

Ages, it is known that in 1241 Malta had eighty-four slaves from Djerba working
on the royal estates: octoginta quatior servi Gerbini depulati in serviciis
paricolarum curie nostre, this at a time when the total population probably
amounted to less than 10,000, and when the local Muslims stll lived openly
on the island and apparently outnumbered the Christians.? In 1 134—6q, 1284—
1335 and 1383—92 Malta and Djerba shared the rule first of the Normans
and then of the Aragonese, and personal and comme;cml contact between
the two islands could have easily developed® In the fifteenth century, after
decades of warfare, there were still among the Jews of Malta ser-:fgI whose
family name showed a connection with Djerba* In fact, the milina roster
for Malta of ¢. 1417 contains the following names among th.e 31Jewish rr}en}bels
of the force on guard duty: Muxi Girbi, Merdoc Girbi, Mahaluf Girbt and
<1 < 1ater. Fadalun Girbi is accompanied by Josef Gurby,
Fadaluni Girbi? Eight years latef, nds $ bi, Jacob Gitbi, Benchas
Jacob Girbi and Galluf Girbi. In 1485 one finds Sadi Gir .,_Ja;:lo GUbILBaishe?
'Girbi, Xamuel Girhi son of Chayri, and SemahanirE;'tllSSL;riéiTs:bigr ;cilyobut
to have mamm‘““':"d Pl Dacs lir}lis -1mot gnszhe other hand, the fifteenth
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sowalhy stopped at Gozo where he even issued documents dated fry, V.
Hoth expeditons had been preceded by Halsicl raids on Malty and é’;
and they therefore partook of the nature of retaliatory raids? f‘"flftum:;:;.
strer the Glure of both expeditions Alfonso adopted a friendly policy “maé
Tunis, and Dierba is not mentioned again in Maltese affairs until the CI()S};:-;
vears of that century. Corsairing activity on both sides was, however, ve
active. '
The rebellion of Djerba against the Hafsid rulers of Tunisia in the midde
i490s was an episode in which a prominent Maltese corsair, Petrus de Armer:
(or Darmanin) took a prominent part.!' On 20 March 1496 the Viceroy o
Sicily declared that Petrus de Armenia of the town of Malta had informed
him by letter and word of mouth that the Xech and inhabitants of Dijerbe
had raised the flag of the Spanish King (who ruled also over Sicily) on the
castle of Djerba, the keys of which were handed over to the Viceroy by de
Armenia himself.2 The latter had left his vessel, a fusta, back at Djerba together
with a barchetia belonging to Alligritti de Nicolao to help in guarding the
castle. The Royal Council of Sicily arranged for the payment of the men 0‘
the two vessels for their past services, and engaged them for a further perit\d:
of two months, part of the money coming from the composicioni imposed
on the Jews of Sicily before their expulsion in 1492. Some weeks later LOF®
Arriagua was sent to Djerba as Captain General of the Christian forces et
on land or sea with special instructions to ensure that the Christians did 0
molest or annoy the Muslims in any way. In fact the Muslims Wer® to B¢
favoured and helped in person and possessions, so that they would ot h"‘:
31152 reasonuto complain. He was specifically told that he had no 3“‘#‘\’:?:5
?(Zgjél:s;n[;r‘on[}nl’:ﬁgfnt:c V_;iﬁf“")YhWrOt‘e again that he had sent .‘fon:i‘l ‘f’i‘mg
at Maltz, Petmys d(; - Ul’llcul Lljzfrter from the Crown, add%n'g that, Jgpedition
at his expense, afterwar ;1&11;L _[?ClSll?lLlecl fl‘vc: otherishipste) omlih ((3;1  August
1496 Petrus d:e Armeni(: S ¢ c, 1:«.1Yed by the Viceroy's government. 1 4 off i
a was instructed to proceed to Barcellona Wit
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oo Petrus Darmaninu (alias De Armenj
w Palermo tound time during his stop at Malt
his interests by collecting the ransom money he had paid for the redens i
from captivity of a Maltese man named Bellule Calleya most probabiy [nerts
or close by.”” In 1512 one hears of Cataldum Abdille Jilium Bernardi Abdilt,
Maltensem tunc captivum ali Gerbi® In 1529 Juliano Axac was simifarfy keor
captive at Djerba until he paid his ransom.! In February 1516 the town Councl
of Malta anxiously debated reports that Turtuculi the Turkish ‘pirate’ w.is
stationed in the island of Djerba with an armament of 3,000 Turkish men.—
in 1528 again, reports that Ranchichiue(?) the Turkish. corsair and O[h.e‘fs \\-'lt“fti
making hectic preparations for operations from their base Or_l the xls u‘n: \_,;.;
Dierba led the Viceroy of Sicily to fear an attack on”Malta, a_nd he .tlh:&qn-[;
reinforced the armaments inside the castle of Malta.*® On tl}e. ch;elo_m:xj;;. f
1523 the Viceroy of Sicily ordered the restitution to‘ th‘e .?fe’cccjl ;) qui;ll;.“'
2 vessel which had been captured by the Maltese coraauf \‘: ]‘Ohé i S
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e covering only twentytwo years falling in the peren (-
Laeed o the discovery of some 70 passports issued 1o [t

TR \‘\‘1"5‘

v mostiv slaves or exsslaves returning 1O their island home, o g,

l,-;wh;nw.\ ar agents engaged in the ransoming of Christians on Dierty, am
eiwers in that of Muslims on Malta® These amount only to a very
~ercentage of such passports issued at the time, a mere one or two per ¢ Cni‘
and they show no sign of diminution towards the end of the periog
‘ot Napoleon himself freed the last seven captive slaves born on Djerba wher,
e sed free 597 Muslim slaves on his arrival at Malta in June 1798: Selem by,
thraim. Sehit bin Selah, Muhammet bin Ali, Sehit bin Imhammet, Ali il Mistur,
Omor bin Hac Selem and Seit bin Salem. Auction sale records of 1779
S5 contain several references to slaves from Djerba: four men were suld
on 23 November 1779, two on 12 July 1780, fifteen on 23—24 July 1784, five
on 17 August 1784, one on 23 August 1784 and another on 19 October f
‘he same vear, in sale auctions of a total of 497 slaves.® Similar sales of some
~h6 slaves between 1659 and 1664 contain the names of some twelve slaves
from Djerba.® Other records also refer to slaves from Djerba. Quarantine
records reveal the entry into Malta of nine schiavi gerbini on 14 January 1727
of Rais Omor bin Ali and Rais Buecher Jahia on 3 September 1771, of Casem
bin Ali on 14 November 1772, of Raies Casem bin Aly on 27 April 1773, and
of eight others, all from Djerba, on 13 May 177934 Selah bin Hissia arrived
in captivity on 19 November 1780 and Amor bin Selem on 20 June 17837
And so it went on. No source contains more than two or three pet cent of
slaves from Djerba, but numerous other captive slaves similarly recorded
originated from the Kerkenna islands, Sfax, Gabes, Tunis itself and every focality
on the neighbouring coasts, as well as others from practically every coutit
and province of the Ottoman Empire from Bosnia and Roumelia in the N_'Ol"h
(with an oceasional Russian or Pole) to Egypt in the South, and othets from
Moroceo and Bornu in Africa,
| Several of the slaves from Djerba must have died in captivity; betwee!
! May 1657 a_nd 30 April 1666 such deaths included Mahamet bin Said Girbto®
glmac bmaso-mor delli Gerbi and Soliman bin Ali delli Gerbi, all Slavesv':a)s
8, 133 other Moors, 13 Christians, 16 converts to Chris
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The money was to be invested in goods at Dj | «

S . jerba for sale in Malta, the slavess
owner obtaining two-thirds both of the sum invested (150 gold scudi) and

of the profits on it, the rest going to Rais Ali. On 14 January
Banchar, a servant of Caid Ali, in Malta to arrange the ranso
slaves, obtained a safe-conduct from the Grand Master to travel to Tripoli
and Djerba and return*! Such safe-conducts were to become extremely common
in the following two centuries and more, and persons from Djerba frequently
obtained one. Thus on 10 February 1556 Bussalem Bensait of Djerba obtained
a safe<conduct for nine months similar to the one just issued to the Turk Hianza
Dorla, a slave in Malta, who wanted to go to Djerba to arrange the ransom
of some Christian slaves over there and return to Malta with his own vessel
and his merchandise and goods.#2 Only five days before, Selem Abez of Sfax,
after a long period of captivity in Malta, having paid hils OWIl Tansom now
obtained a safe-conduct to last eight months to enable him to make a return
journey from Malta to Djerba and Sfax with his own vessel andlmerchancti:se
and goods intended for the ransom of some slaveé.43 In the Prewousi;:g;g
Hagi Buabdallah de Chalipha of Tripoli left for Dlefba_oél hlsa(r’“;nf‘;r i
with 2 crew employed by him, intendin'g Y Wltf tk?ecl)riir of Lorraine,
0 November 1556, Rays Amot Meliha'Y, hlmsjlt . :%fzfoiduct from fhe Grand
left Malta with his master’s permission one e turning to Malta on a vessel
Master to obtain his own ransom from Djerba, re in Malta in order to
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Chaer in tolo wanted o return 1o Malta 1o release his wite and oy
com thelr personal recognizance by paying his creditors in the. ixl:u»lf,i‘}m
oy 1o10 Raijs Selembin Setach Gerbino was allowed 1o Fent aceer, l
iy Valletta for himself, his wife, his female slaves and his merchandis. |
L+ October 1616 he was given a safe-conduct for North Africy, Zl.lar;{:;;.;;:
recorded as his place of residence.” Chalfun bin Barhun, a Jew from U;
i1 1034 prepared to return to Malta with the Christian slaves whose ra;«.;r:r
he wis negotiating in Djerba® o
However, a number of the slaves from Djerba, like others from ...
where. were released simply in return for the good service they had perforee.
during their captivity. This was the reason why Calife Benasal of Djerba w;
given his freedom in 1570.%° Some tried to arrange an exchange with Maltese
men who were enslaved in North Africa. Thus on 23 April 1560 Bubacar Ber
Ali Gerbinus Maurus, 40 years old and belonging to a private owner, agree!
o be exchanged with Simon Grima, a Maltese slave belonging to Bubacars
brother; Bubacar had also to surrender sixty cafisa of oil to obtain his freedom.
On 14 July 1661 Juseph Bin Chag Sihid el Gibeli, another inhabitant of Djeft:.
obtained a safe-conduct to go to Algiers to procure the freedom of th
prominent Maltese merchant Lazzaro delli Albori in exchange with himseh:
his wife and young son.¥ Most, however, paid a ransom. Amor bin eyt ¢
Girbi paid 100 scudi in 1579; Yunes bin Machamett gerbino paid 120 30
in 1583, Ayacaya ben Yunes de gerbi paid 200 scudi in 1589 and Cas<®
bin Aly gierbino paid 250 cequinos in 1591 A document of 1602 records

e pagt ey i -1 ipeludod
these estimated ransom values for slaves from Dijerba in a list which incluct
several others from elsewhere:s
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Jachie ben Sechsil gerbino, 50 years old 250 scuci
Bubachar ben Achmet gerbino, 30 190 scuct
(‘:h(.JITl(JF hen Soliman gerbino ’40

Salim hen Jachilef, gerbino, 21% ]

! 630 scudi
Chasem hen Chabdalta

Ag lunes ben Chali gerbing. - cudl

L Qali gerbino, 30 675 scuc
f[f'm‘dnm figho di Giuda gerbino, 25 400 SCl‘-df
Hachmet hen Chgj githino, 40 : 200 scudi

Charaibi ben Brachim gerbino, 20 300 scudt
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junes bin Brahim di Girba, 14
aichamet bin Homor delli Gerbj
Homor bin Ahmet Gerbino

Ali hin Seid Gerbino

Suleiman bin Jahia Gerbino 247 seudi
Cassem bhin Ahmet Gerbino 268 :gcu di
Cassen bin Ali Gerbino 231 seudi

130 scudi
101 scudi
241 scudi
231 scudi

- auction prices for the Djerba slaves of a whole century later are so low
-arive to the general increase of slave prices in Malta that one must conclude
.1 the slaves in question were of a humbler status that these previous ones:*!

Seid figlio di Gaballa, 30 200 scudi

Ali figlio di Mihamet, ca. 45
Homor figlio di Selem, 12
Sesi bin Gimha, 40

Jahia bin Omor, 14
Imhammet bin Musa, 20
Homor bin Ahmet, 15
Juseph bin Selab, 30

Sihid bin Ahmet, 17
Mihammet bin Smahid, 55
Haset bin Rumdam, 25
Mishud bin Omor, 30
Mansur bin Sihid il Mahbul
Hamet bin Ali, 55

Selah bin Ibrahim, 30

Sest bin Sihid, 55

Sehid bhin Mihammet, 45
Jahia bin Sciaban, 16
Musa bin Omor, 60
Hammet bin Kasem, 25
Abdalla di Gerba nero
Abdriham di Gerba nero
Omor bin Mishud, 22
Seliman bin Casem, 20

50 scudi
300 scudi
151 scudi
200 scudi
158 scudi
250 scudi
121 scudi
200 scudi

52 scudi
110 scudi
206 scudi
100 scudi

69 scudi
200 scudi

81 scudi

g4 scudt

431 seudi
271 seudi
202 scudi
119 scudt

99 scudt
290 scudt
240 scudt
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2 sl between Djerba and Malta and, theretore, presumat), aloe, o
cvosire dicection which would not be recorded in such docurmers « ‘
s were made from Dierba to Malta in 1654, 1655, 1666 (1w, trips,, ,’
Tty Tos3. 1085 and 1087, several of the vessels flying the Maltese flag, },,‘;,;,C',

s of Frances Most of them were rather small ships, tarfanes, anq m;-
aormally carried oil, sponges, hides, linen (especially linen sheets), soap, cand
annd dates. One cannot say that the trade between the two islands was consige.
or heavy, but the numerous ships sailing between Malta and Susa or othe-
Tunisian ports certainly frequently also carried goods destined for or originating
irn the island of Djerba.

In the period 1660—94 several ships captured in the vicinity of Dierb
by Christian corsairs, mostly based on Malta, were brought to the latter island
by their prize crew. Their record in the quarantine registers of Malta enables
the maodern economic historian to learn something about the trade carried

on between Dierba, the mainland of Tunisia, and elsewhere®

1666) a garbo from Sfax; a sandal from Djerba loaded with earthen-
. ware jars, plates and jugs, some barley, raisins and myrtle
1662 a parbo
1667 three garbi from Djerba loaded with barley and wheat; a fregata
with wheat and barley; a tartana from Djerba going to Tripoli
with salt, salted octopuses, goat-wool cloths, caps and some
cloth sheets

1668 two pollacche from Djerba with wheat, barley and some hides
and goat-wool cloths

167 a garbo from Djerba with goatwool cloths, caps and other

goods; a garbo from Djetba with three bales of goat-wool cloth

1674 a4 garbo [rom Djerba to Tunis (a man, two women and two
| boys were captured)

1679 a4 Turkish vassello with a cargo of canvas, goatwool cloth, raisins,

jars and diverse kinds of earthenware, with salt as ballast (00
pemsons were also captured, including 10 women or children)
A lertana on its wdy 1o Djerba with a cargo of soap, oil, nuts

| hides, woollen felt and skins of shaggy billy-goats
6RO W felluca on its way to Tripoli; a carabo from Susa to Djetb
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R CHEE WIHR S0 Moorish or Negro passengers on | March 1744
3“[".“ A journey ot tour days from Djerba, bound for Smyrna. In the same
periad L:ﬂptured vessels reaching Malta from the vicinity of Djerba included
1 carabo Gerbino on 10 October 1742 with two sacks of sponges captured
on a journey from Djerba to Maometta, another vessel of the same type
travelling from Dijerba arrived on 30 June 1743, and yet another carabd with
two boxes of money, a horse, five cows and 28 persons captured near Djerba
on its way from Sfax, as well as a sandalo Gerbino on 24 December 1744
with nine captives on board, including two females, captured while sailing
between Djerba and Tripoli.

Corsairing activities by ships based on Malta continued right up to the
last days of the Order’s rule (1798). Thus on 15 September 1793 a Maltese
galeote captured in Djerba waters a ‘Turkish’ sandal manned by seven Moors
on its way from Djerba to Sfax with empty jars, and on the following 21 July
another Maltese galeote under the same captain, Georgio Mitrovich, captured
another empty sandal manned by six “Turks'.®® Mitrovich seems to have had
a particular liking for the neighbourhood of Djerba because on 1 April 17?5
he captured another sandal in those waters vaith 10 Turks on board on its
way from the Kerkenna Islands to Djerba. with a cargo of parlgy, and }'fe,ft
another sandal with empty jars travelling in the opposn.e direction. On 22
May 1795 a similar Maltese galeote commanded by G1us§ppe Romea.of
Vittoriosa, Malta, captured three “Turks’ on a sandal laden with barley which

“ he then abandoned. These activities must have been something of a nuisance
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o Malta, wstead, acarg
MOOrs a8 passengers, Djert r

jerba on 4

to the inhabitants and traders of Djerba and the neighbouring islands and

bly account for the contemporary decline of direct commercial
- | X
3 - n Dierba and Malta.® | o
g contacit f}eat:"f";t. bg:fore this period trade between Malta and D]C'lbil seems
i toha i h}ed a peék unattained, so far as Is known, at any earlier period.
No fe‘;evel;‘eican severi 'V-esséls arrived in Malta from Djerba in4'179g ;llonf’lf%g
' ' ; : Cthe vears 1794, 1795 and -
O < : t only one for each of the years ; -
B 1Pn 179;’;? o;n :111-1371?3’,}?:@@%1 might have been caused by the outbreak of
" Wzr; Setvéeeen i‘ianc’e and England, seeing that ten of the ships were French,

by coasts, and possi
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237, 20 March 1496

Ibid., fols. 257—258, 15 April 1496, ibid,,

vol. 193, fols. 328'—329", 21 April 1496;

and ibid., vol. 194, fols. 58'—59, 21 April

1496.

14 Ibid., vol. 192, fol. 316, 20 june 1496;
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ibid., fols. 337*—338, 26 July 1496.

15 Ibid., fol. 3417, 1 August 1496, ibid., fols.
- 342-343, 29 july 1496.
16 Ibid., vol. 201, fols. 215216, 28
gl December 1499.
ESS 17 N[otarial] Alrchives] V][alletta], Not.
4 Jacobo Sabara, R 49472, fol. 121, 15 June
1498.
Ly 18 ASP, Real Cancelleria, vol. 192, fols. 342—
o 343, 29 July 1496.
157, 19 NAV, Not Jacobus Sabara, R 494/1, 3
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that he had brought Catleya with him from
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" ardua servica Regla [ y
20 NAVY, Not, Consalvo Canchur, R 140/5,
s fols. 115%™ et seq., 8 February 1512.
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Cltag e

o

pp. 37—

43

CONLdosal L LDy of] Mialial, Universra
BTl PAG e sy e s nd O Bebiroary
[ 10,

OANE, e oo, vl Jai ol Apar

Codive A2 ), haedl 30 SNovembier 17545,

2 Cathedrd Moseon, Mebiree, Ml Gl
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(?7152:4).

25 Gincomao Bosit, Delltstoria della Sacre
Religione et Hhistrissimer Militia di San
Ciovannt Cerosolimitano, 5.

26 U, Mori Ubaldini, fa Marine del Sovrans
Militare Ordine di San Giovanni di
Cerusalemme di Rodi e di Malte, Rome.
1971.

27 Mori Ubaldini, p. 160.

28 In the middle part of this article the author
has used the extensive card index of
archival references and notes which he
had compiled while working on his
thesis ‘Some Aspects of Slavery in Malta,
15301800’ ; most of the stuff on Djerba
is not separately referred to in the thesis
itself,

29 NLM, Alrchives of the] O[rder in] Mlalta],
Mss 443, 458, 459, 256, 461, 464, 491, 492,
493, 494, 495, 496, 499, 500 and 3504,
sections entitled Salvacondotti et diversae
scripturcae.

30 NLM, AOM, Ms. 6501. See G. Wettinger,
“The Abolition of Slavery in Malta’,
Archivum, 1 (Malta, 1981).

31 Nlational] Alrchives of} M[alta], Court Ar-
chives, Libro Vendita Schiavi.

32 Ibid., Tlribunall Alrmamentorum],
Registro delle prese € schiavi.

33 NLM, Ms. 820, entry dated 14 January
1727.

34 NLM, AOM 6530, dates as in text

35 Ibid, AOM 6531, dates as in text.

3¢ Cathedral Museum, Mdina, Malta, Cathe-
dral Ms. 117, fols. 184, 185, and 190.

37 Ibid, lists on fols. 184—194.

38 Ibid., Ists ot ransomed slaves of the Order

on fols 196198, and of slaves sold to

private persons on fols, 201-203"

- 39 NAV, Not Gioacchino Sillato, R 441/5
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