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The purpose of disinfecting correspondence· was to prevent the i111-
po;1tation of pestilence· into the Maltese Islands, as in the past it was 
belived that the "co·ntagion" of plague could attach itself to paper (Ca,ssar, 
1962, 1965) . 

A·rrangements for earring out the disin.fe•ction of letters were in exist
ence in Malta by 1678 - tha-t is, two years after the worst visitation of 
p'ague i·n the history of the Maltese Islands. lt has been stated that the 
mec:-ns emp!-oyed for this purpose at that t·ime are unknown, and that no 
precise docume·nts have been fo•und f.rom which one can de·duce the nature 
of the mail-disinfection methods of the seventee·nth and e'ghteenth cen
turies in Malta. lt has been suggested that by 1787, over a century la:ter, 
the process used in Malta was the same as that then prevaili·ng at Marseil
les - tha•t is, ·incising the letter (e'ntail/es) and soak'ng it in vinegar. The 
earliest instance, however, which has been quoted of the in-cising o.f cor-· 
mspondence for purification in Ma·lta belongs to 1809. The evidence con
sists in a ,fetter that passed through the Island in that yea.r on its way 
to Great Britain from Smyrna (Carneva.le-Mauzan, 1960a'). 

I have recently come across a set of manuscripts which, though not 
dealing d:,rectly with the subject, contain refemnces to the mail-disinfect·ion 
proct.:dures in use in Malta in the eightee-nth century. So far as I am awa·re 
these ma.nuscripts have never been published. lt has therefore been thought 
worth while to place on record those parts of the documents tha't concern 
the purification of letters (Archives 6464, Royal Malta Library, Valletta). 

The ea~l'est allusion is to the year 1720. On 12 September of that year 
a series of re•gulations were issued by the Deputation of Health of the Order 
of St. John relating to the quarantining of vessels, the control of ship-to
shore communication, and the unloading of me.rchandise. They also deal 
with the. reception and ha;ndl'ng of correspondenc-e. The following is a free 
translation from Italian of the relevant excerpt: "Dispa1:ches bro·ught in by 
ships are not to be rece·ived unless they are first pe-rfumed. The packets a·nd 
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letters are to be unpack8d, disinfecte-d by a double pedume, and left exposed 
to the action of the latter for twenty-four hours. lt is only after undergoing 
this process that leuers are to be d8livered." The nature of the "double 
perfume" is not disclosed, and no reference is made to "sl·itting". 

In 1743 we find a lett8r that bears unmistakable proof that it was dis
infected by sl.itting and perfuming. The city of Mess'na, in near-by Sicily, 
was invaded by pesti.Jence in that year. A plague "expert" from Venice, a 
Dr. Pietro Polacco, was caHed to Messina, to conduct a ge-ne1ral depuration 
of the stricken city. After carrying out the depurat'on he wrote· a deta·iled 
report on the va.rious steps he· had ta,!<en to stamp out the plague. A copy 
of this report, dated 18 February 1744, was sent to Malta, and: is included 
in the S8t of manuscripts a~:ready mentioned. lt consists of ten handwritten 
sheets and ·two blank ones at the end. Each sheet (30 by 20 cm.) is incised 
by eight slits, four on each side, e~ach sHt being oblique in direction and 
about 4.5 cm. in length. The ha1ck of the last sheet has a brownish dis
colomtion, most marked along ·its lines of folding. 

The· r8port bears no wording or mark indicating its place. of disinfec
tion, because se-als and cachets attesting the place· of pmification appear 
much later in postal history - that is, in 1813 in France a~nd in 1816 in 
Malta, (Ca!mevale-Mauzan, 1960b). We know, however, that there was a 
direct sea' route between Messina and Malta. lt is therefore reasonable to 
suppose• that th's letter was disinfected at Malta, which was the receiving 
- and vulnerable - end. A primed book·let of 60 pages (15 by 6.2 cm.), 
forming pa:rt of the same' collection of documents, was also disinfect8d, and 
has two horizontal slits that traverse its whole thickness from front to back 
The title of <the book,let is "Trattato de rimedi contra la peste" 
(Treatise on Remed'es against the Plague). lt was written by a Si,gnor 
Elvezio, physician to His Royal Highness the Duke of Or.!ea·ns, and published 
in Venice. in 1743. 

To dispel all douhts about the existence of the' pmctice of slitting 
letters for d'sinfection we ha1ve a document of 1749 which provides definite 
proof of the prevalence· of this procedure in Malta at tha.t time. Among 
other provisions relating to quarantine matte,rs there is the following ruling: 
"Letters brought by ships with a' clean bill of health but haili·ng from sus
pected places are· to be incised by a scalpel to ascenain tha't they contain 
no susceptible goods such as objects of wool, silk, and thread and to 
ensure that the perfume penetrates inside, them. The- letters are then to be 
placed in the perfuming stove." Incising was therefore used for letters 
coming on ships from suspected places. Correspondence conveyed on ships 
with a foul bill of health, besides being i·ncised, was a'!so immersed in 
vinegar. 

Confirmatory evidence of slitting comes from the French traveller J. 
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Houel (1787), who saw it applied at the Quarantine Station at the Barriera 
on the wharf of Valletta. The lettc::rs were seized with a pa'r of pincers and 
struck with two blows from a chisel so that they were cut in two places 
from onE> side to another. They were then placed over a grille inside a stove 
and fumigated for half an hour over burning straw and aromatic herbs. 

The documents quoted above demonstrate that the slitting of letters 
for dis'nfection purposes was certainly being car:ried out in Malta before 
1809. In fact it was current as far back as 1749 (and very likely 1744-
that is, at least 60 (and very probably 65) years e·arlier that has been 
recorded so far. Slitting became infrequent after 1845 but was still in use 
by 1866 ( Meyer, 1962). 

REFERENCES 

Cctssar, P. (1962). Stamp. 1Vlag., 28, 315. 

-- (r964). Med'cal History of Malta, !). 291. Wel'come Medlcct! I-r:sto~ica! Lbrctry, 
London. 

Cctrneval-Mauun, M. (rg6oa). La pur.f.'cation des lettres en France et a Maltc, ~· 6z. Gap. 

-- (rg6ob). Ib'd., pp. 5•1· 70. 

Houe', J. (r787). Voyage pittoresque des Isles de s:cile, de Lij;ari cl de Malte, vo'. JV, 
p. gr. Par:s. 

Meyer, K. F. (1962). D's'nfecled Mail, pp. z82-3 Gossi~ Pr:ntery, Holton, Kansas. 

-16-


