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FORTUNATO MIZZI
5 July 1844 – 18 May 1905
Founder of the Partito Nazionale – the Gozo Connection

JoSEpH BEZZINA

Fortunato Mizzi will be forever remembered in 
the annals of the history of Malta as the pioneer of 
political parties in Malta. He founded the partito 
Nazionale 135 years ago. The Gozitans respected 
him wholeheartedly, nurtured high hopes in his 
ability to promote the interests of Gozo, and 
contributed in no small measure towards the success 
of his political career.

The Constitution of the Year 1849

Between 16 and 20 August 1849, when Fortunato 
was five years old, the people of Malta and Gozo 
voted in the first ever election held in Malta.

It was held under the Constitution of 11 May 
1849 – the third of twelve granted by the British 
Government to Malta during one hundred and 
sixty four years of colonial rule. This Constitution 
established a Council with eighteen members: 
ten ex officio and eight elected by the people. It 
was craftily conceived, as while the Government 
had a majority on the Council through the official 
members, five of these officials were Maltese and so 
there was a majority of Maltese. The Council had the 
right to enact laws, but could not propose financial 
votes. Besides, the Colonial Office in London had 
the right to proceed in enacting legislation and to 
suspend laws approved by the Council.

So as to vote, one had to be over twenty-one years 
and either (1) had a property rendering one hundred 
Scudi annually (€19.40), or (2) one’s residence, if 
rented, could render fifty Scudi a year (€9.70), or 
(3) one was partner in a business with a person so 
qualified. Malta and Gozo were divided into eight 
districts with Gozo as the eighth with 281 persons 
from a population of around 14,500 which had a 
right to vote for the Gozo candidate. of these 281, 
only 128 were resident in Gozo, the remaining 153 
were Maltese that had the right to vote for the Gozo 
candidate as they owned property in Gozo. This 
means that 54 per cent of the voters were people 

resident in Malta who with all probability had never 
set foot on Gozo. Their only interest was to collect 
the annual rents and emphyteusis on their properties 
and not to promote the interests of the island and 
its inhabitants. The lawyer Adriano Dingli, the son 
of a Gozitan, was elected to represent Gozo with 
117 votes.

The Council met for the first time on 8 January 
1850. Dr Dingli succeeded to put Gozo on the 
agenda of the Colonial Government. It was through 
his endeavour that the Government voted money 
for a road between Mellieħa and Marfa easying 
transport to and from Gozo towards Mellieħa and 
Valletta. He played a pivotal role with Dun pietro 
Pace in the establishment of the diocese of Gozo 
on 16 September 1864.

The 1849 Constitution remained in force, with 
small modifications, up to the year 1887. Fortunato 
Mizzi entered politics so as to improve on this 
Constitution.

The Gozitan Roots of the Mizzi Family

The roots of the family of Fortunato Mizzi in Gozo 
go back more than four hundred years (see Figure 
1). on 5 March 1628, Domenico Mizzi married 
Marietta Azzopardi at the Gozo Matrice. Domenico 
was the son of Pietro Mizzi and a certain Paolina 
that might have settled in Gozo towards the end of 
the sixteenth century. Francesco Mizzi, the father 
of Fortunato, was the ninth generation ensuing from 
this couple.

on 25 July 1765, his great grandfather, Notary 
Placido Mizzi, who was also a cleric, presented a 
petition to the Gozo Universitas, to erect a plinth 
with a statue of the Blessed Virgin Mary of Loreto 
upon pjazza San Ġorġ, ir-Rabat (see National 
Archives Gozo (NAG), UG, 03/Suppliche 97 
170r-171v). The statue is still there but not on its 
original plinth. Through the same Placido, he is also 
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related to Karolina Cauchi, who in 1889 founded the 
Congregation of the Dominican Sisters of Malta.

His grandfather Fortunato Mizzi married Vincenza 
Mallia at the Gozo Matrice on 11 January 1811. 
Fortunato was named after him. The name originates 
from that of a corpo santo, the holy remains of a 
Roman martyr, that the Mizzi family kept with 
veneration at their home. In the early twentieth 
century, they donated it to the parish church of iż-
Żebbuġ, where it is venerated to this day.

Francesco, his father, was born in Rabat, Gozo, and 
was baptised at the Matrice on 18 January 1819. 
He became a lawyer and, on 1 May 1943, soon 
after his graduation, he married Maria-Josepha 
Cassar, daughter of Salvatore, a well-known general 
practitioner, at the Chapel of Saint paul, Birkirkara. 
Francesco exercised his profession in Malta and in 
December 1868 he was promoted to the bar. For 
some time he practiced in Gozo, as newly appointed 
magistrates were sent to Gozo for training.

Fortunato Mizzi

Fortunato was born in Valletta on 5 July 1844. In 
all probability, he passed his summer holidays in 
Gozo, as his family owned a residence at the resort 
of Marsalforn. He graduated a lawyer in 1865 
and married Sofia Fogliero de Luna, descendant 
from Italo-Spanish nobility, on 22 July 1871 (see 
Figure 1).

During his life he militated for three ideals: to secure 
a liberal constitution for Malta; to defend the Roman 
Catholic religion and traditions of the island; and 
to promote the Latin and European culture of the 
people of Malta. He was fully aware that the liberal 
movement that was transforming the political class 
of Europe was squashed by the Imperial interests in 
Malta. He set himself the arduous task to align the 
political movement in Malta with that of Europe.

In october 1878, the Colonial office in London, 
which ruled supreme over Malta, sent a Royal 
Commission made up of Sir Penrose Julyan and 
patrick Keenan to prepare a report on the civil and 
educational system of Malta. The report, authored 
by Keenan, was concluded in June 1879, but it 
was only in August 1880 that it was presented to 
the British Parliament and became public. Mizzi 
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Figure 1: Family Roots. Courtesy NAG/Toni Calleja.
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and his ilk were of the opinion that the true reason 
behind the Commission was to enhance and further 
solidify the imperial interests in Malta.

In Mizzi’s opinion, this was the real reason why the 
Commission suggested the promotion of the English 
language. Between August and october 1880, 
this line of reasoning brought together a group of 
gentlemen led by Mizzi and they decided to militate 
against the reforms proposed in the report. It was 
for this reason that the group, the nascent political 
party, became known as Anti-Riformista.

There is no doubt that Fortunato and his group were 
promoters of the Italian language, however, they 
opposed the imposition of English not because they 
were against that language per se, but as through this 
imposition they perceived more intrusions by the 
Colonial Government in the administration of Malta. 
So much so, that during a prize day ceremony at the 
Gozo Seminary, that was held under his auspices, 
he praised the teaching of English at the institution 
as it was carried out without any imposition.

This line of reasoning is reflected in the programmatic 
names that he gave to the newspapers that he edited. 
The first was Il Diritto di Malta, (the rights of Malta) 
and the Maltese vis-à-vis the Colonial impositions; 

its first number was issued on 1 July 1880 and it 
was published for five years. He acknowledged 
that Il titolo di un giornale deve rappresentare di 
per sè un programma. on 10 November 1883, he 
published the first number of Malta, a name that 
encapsulates his whole political programme, a 
name declaring Malta as a political entity on par 
with other countries, a name in which it is possible 
to percieve the remote beginning of the road to 
Malta’s independence.

This is what he himself wrote in the leader of the first 
number of Malta refering to the many possible titles 
that could have been given to the newspaper:

Molti ci suggerirono vari altri nomi tutti belli ed addatti alla 
circostanza... La Gazzetta di Malta rivaleggia molti grandi 
giornali del continente – L’Unione esprime una necessità
nel paese – La Voce del Popolo echeggia le aspirazioni della 
patria – L’Antiriformista simboleggia il Partito Nazionale 
– La Patria rammenta un dovere; tutti sono bei nomi – ma 
... MALTA ... ahh! Questo è il nome che parla dolci accenti 
al cuore. Scegliamo questo caro nome e preghiamo venia ai 
nostri buoni amici se non ci sentiamo la forza di cambiarlo 
per alcun altro fra i tanti suggeriti. 

It is in this leader of 10 November that the Partito 
Anti-Riformista is referred to for the first time as 
partito Nazionale – its aim was to bring about a 
major constitutional change (see Figure 3).

Elections

The population of Gozo from 14,343 in the year 
1842, when the first census was held, had climbed 
to 17,653 in the year 1881, and to 20,003 in the 
year 1901 – an increase of 39.47 per cent in sixty 
years.

The first election after the formation of the Anti-
Riformista group was held between 13 and 16 
october 1880. Fortunato Mizzi contested the Gozo 
district, the eighth, that had 292 electors, of which 
172 were Gozitans and 120 Malta residents (see Fig 
ure 4, courtesy NLG/paul Falzon). He was elected 
with 131 votes. The beginning of his political career 
is rooted in Gozo. In the election, the Anti-Riformisti 
won five of the eight seats.

In the following election, held between 8 and 11 
october 1883, he once again contested the Gozo 
seat and won with 270 votes. only 25.8 per cent 
cast their votes in this election; in Gozo the number 

Figure 2: Fortunato Mizzi. Courtesy MApN▪Mizzi Archives-pN-
pietà/Richard Muscat.
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Figure 3: The first issue of Malta. Courtesy NLG▪National Library Gozo/paul Falzon – this facsimile, formerly unknown, is being published 
for the first time.
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of voters exceeded 50 per cent in support of Mizzi. 
On that occasion, the Anti-Riformisti won seven out 
of eight seats. The low turnout demonstrates that 
the people were fed up of the political situation. 
In conformity with the general feeling, the elected 
members resigned soon after their election to the 
Council.
 
Expression of Gratitude

The Council met for the first time on Tuesday, 30 
october 1883. The following weekend, Fortunato 
Mizzi travelled to Gozo to express his gratitude 
to the Gozitans for the trust they placed in him 
(see Figure 5). He reiterated his appreciation in 

the first number of Malta in a leader entitled: 
Ringraziamento ai Gozitani:

I heartfully thank my good and generous compatriots for the 
overwhelming display of affection and support they showed 
me, when, following my election as their representative on 
the National legislative body, I went there to express my 
gratitude for the trust placed in me. The celebrations they 
prepared for me were touching, but, knowing that I did not 
merit them and I cannot take their credit in compensation for 
the meagre services that I have been able to render them up to 
now, I will consider them as an incentive to work effectively 
and as a strong encouragement to continue to strive for our 
rights ….. Meanwhile I thank them from the bottom of my 
heart for all they did for me (Malta, 10 Nov 1883 p.2) 

(Translated from the Italian language)

Figure 4: List of persons eligible to vote in the 1880 elections. Courtesy NLG/paul Falzon.
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The Partito Anti-Riformista became the Partito 
Nazionale with the specific objective to strive for 
a better constitution. It was successful and through 
Letters Patent of 12 December 1887 – the fourth 
Constitution granted by the British to Malta – the 
elected members gained a majority in the Council 
and were granted the right to enact legislation and 
control local finances.

The number of electors in Gozo, as evinced from the 
electoral register published in the Malta Government 
Gazette (24 Feb 1888, p.91-99), had climbed to 
1621 as the annual income granting one the right to 
vote was lowered from €19.40 to €14. Besides these 
there were 113 persons resident in Malta who had a 
vote in Gozo. Elections were held between 1 and 3 
March 1888. Gozo was the tenth district and there 
were only four voting posts: at Victoria, l-Għarb, 
ix-Xewkija and in-Nadur. When Fortunato Mizzi 
made it known that he would once again contest the 
Gozo seat, no one dared to challenge him. It was a 
well-known fact that all Gozo was with Mizzi and 
that it would be useless to contest him. The Partito 
Nazionale of Mizzi set a record by winning all seats. 
The Council was inaugurated by General Sir John 
Lintorn Arabin Simmons, Governor of Malta, on 21 
March 1888; however, it functioned for less than 
a year and a half as, due to a multitude of reasons, 
the members resigned.

Elections were held once again on 24 and 25 
September 1889, but Mizzi did not contest. In an 
Indirizzo ai Gozitani, he informed the Gozitans that 
he was retiring for health reasons as he longed for 
some peace from the frenetic life full of tensions 
of a politician. He had partly fulfilled his political 
vision with the acquisition of the 1887 Constitution 
and a representative Council. He continued to play 
a role in local politics through the newspaper Malta 
for many more years. 

The Appeal of the Gozitans

When elections were called for 28 and 29 September 
1898, Mizzi was adamant not to enter politics again. 
on 15 August 1898, a group of admirers of Mizzi 
from Gozo started to circulate a petition to convince 
him to change his mind (published in Malta – 24 
Aug 1898) (see Figure 6).

The petition opened by reminding him that since his 
exit from politics, the political freedoms laboriously 

Figure 5: The text of the expression of gratitude to the Gozitans 
by Fortunato Mizzi. Courtesy NLG/paul Falzon – this facsimile, 
formerly unknown, is being published for the first time.
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gained in the previous decades had been reduced one 
after another. The supreme power, a reference to the 
Imperial Government, was dominating all sectors 
of the political, economic, and social structure of 
the island. Public debt was on the increase and the 
right to public meetings had been squashed. The 
Italian language – la quale è d’interesse vitale che 
sia suprema in tutto – had been downgraded. The 
running of public instruction, upon which both civic 
and religious education depended, had been taken 
away from the people and passed over to a person 
who was neither of the same religion, nor Maltese. 
private property was  threatened on the pretext of 
military requirements and public hygiene.

Confronted by these threats, it was of utter 
importance that Malta would be led by an honest 
person full of vigour and energy. La lotta nella 
quale per tanti anni siete stato il duce, the struggle 
of which you were the undisputed leader for many 
years, bears witness to the fact that you are endowed 
with these qualities, they affirmed.

They proceeded: For this reason, ardentamente, 
(from the depth of our heart), we appeal to you to 
once again accept to represent Gozo on the Council. 

Remember that the gifts with which you are 
endowed to be il Duce del popolo, (the undisputed 
leader of the people), were received from Divine 
Providence and when it trusted these gifts upon you, 
it did so in order to be its instrument.

You were the defender of our religious and political 
rights in difficult times when everything seemed 
lost. We do not wish that in the future you will 
have the misgiving that you did not cooperate with 
the plan of Divine providence. For this reason, 
it is imperative that you undertake this generous 
sacrifice – concluded the petition.

The petition was signed by 95 priests, amongst 
them all the members of the Cathedral Chapter 
– the first signature is that of Archdeacon Ġużeppi 
Mizzi – and all the parish priests of Gozo. It was also 
signed by 70 other professionals and merchants. Dr 
Isidoro Xuereb, Gozo’s leading lawyer, head these 
signatures. All the Gozitans that counted signed 
the petition.

Fortunato Mizzi was convinced and he once again 
contested the election on the Gozo district and got 
346 votes, the absolute majority of the Gozitans that 
had a vote. He contested again in March 1899, in 
September 1900, and in January 1904. In the last 
three elections, people did not vote as candidates 
in Malta and Gozo were not contested.

The Council was hardly functional in those years 
due to one division after another on expenditure. 
The 1887 Constitution was withdrawn on 3 June 
1903 and replaced by another, the fifth, a shameful 
document that put the political situation in Malta 
back to 1849. Gozo became again the eighth 
district.

In January 1905, Fortunato came up with the idea 
of a political union and the Associazione Politica 
Maltese came into being with the aim to pave the 
way for a popular election in the country. Fortunato 
was elected president, but he died suddently on 18 
May 1905.

Religious Family

Fortunato and his wife Sofia nurtured an exemplary 
and religious family. He was active in the Pija 
Unjoni tad-Duluri founded at the Church of Stella 

Figure 6: petition to convince Mizzi to contest the election of 1898. 
Courtesy MApN/Richard Muscat.
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Joseph Bezzina studied at the University of Malta and the
pontifical Gregorian University, Rome. He was ordained
priest by pope paul VI in 1957. He was for many years Head
of Department of Church History at the University of Malta
and Senior Lecturer in history in the Faculty of Theology at
the same University and at the Sacred Heart Seminary, Gozo.
He is the Assistant National Archivist of Malta and Head at its 
Gozo Section that he founded in 1989.

Maris, Sliema. His son, Enrico, eventually became 
prime Minister (20 September 1885 – 20 December 
1950) (see Figure 7), they had two other sons both 
of whom joined the Franciscan Capuchins. patri 
Fortunato (5 July 1880 – 23 July 1945), ordained 

Figure 7: Enrico Mizzi. Courtesy MApN/Richard Muscat.

Figure 8: patri Fortunato. Courtesy MApN/Richard Muscat.

Figure 9: patri Anġ. Courtesy MApN/Richard Muscat.

priest in 1906, fulfilled his pastoral mission in 
Ottawa, Canada, and afterwards on the island of 
Corsica (see Figure 8). His brother, patri Anġ (22 
october 1888 – 16 May 1957), ordained priest 
in Burgos, Spain, on 20 December 1913, was for 
several years a missionary in Ethiopia and later 
on in India where he died and was buried (see 
Figure 9). He is the author of the researched book 
L’Apostolato Maltese, a biographical dictionary of 
the missionaries hailing from Malta.

Conclusion

Slowly, one step after another, the Associazione 
Politica Maltese and other political movements 
got stronger and their determination led to major 
achievements in the political and social sphere. 
It was finally crowned by the attainment of 
Independence on 21 September 1964.


