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Giorgio Borg Olivier's Biography 
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The political life of a 
DR SIMON MERCIECA 

If one reads Henry Frendo's 
latest book, Patrijott Liberali 
MaW - Bijografija ta' Gorg 
Bol'g Olivier expecting to read 
the life of a national figure 
now deceased, this is not the 
book. Quintessentially, this 
book is not a cilJ:onicie of a 
man's life but an analysis of 
Giorgio Borg Olivier's politi­
cal actions within the context 
of his times. 
In the introduction to. his 

book, Frendo himself warns 
the reader that slhe should 
not expect an account of Borg 
Olivier's private life, which is 
typical in traditional biogra· 
phy prose. On the contrary, 
this book is primarily a study 
of the man within the context 
of NIalta's contemporary his­
tory, with special emphasis 
on how he marked these 
events and how the gravitas 
of these events marked this 
man's political career: 

Borg Olivier in history 
The study of past political fig. 
ures is one of the tasks theta 
hist()rian is called upon to 
undertake as part of his pro· 
fessional portfolio, in order to 
preserve the image of promi­
nent, outstanding individuals 
for future generations. 
According to Ranke, a theo­
retician on the writing of his· 
tory, the lives of politicians 
ought to be studied so that 
the resulting chronicle can 
provide' a r61e model of 
behaviour for aspiring disci· 
pies. Undoubtedly, Frendo's 
interest goes beyond this. His 
foremost interest in preserv· 
ing Borg Olivier's memory is 
to rehabilitate Borg Olivier in 
the collective memory after 
having undergone cultural 
and historical displacement, 
as well as to present the life· 
story of this man as a form of 
political manual. 
In brief, the author wants to 

give to the fledgling RepUblic 
of Malta, its fIrst post·inde· 
pendence hero. As correctly 
shown in this study, hero 
worship was a central feature 
of 20th century politics and 
Malta witnessed the burgeon. 
ing of its first political figures; 
Fortunato Mizzi, Manuel 
Dimech, Mikiel Anton 
Vassalli 
It is .the duty of a histerian 

to study the protagonist of his 
story within the context of his 
times, but it is also the histe· 
rian's job, to feature his sub­
ject within the wider histori· 
cal, European and world con· 
text. Henry Prendo totally 
succeeds in this task and goes 
on to show how Borg Olivier 
features in what Ferdinand 
Braudel used to call '18 
gra.nde bistoire. 

Frendo is in no doubt that 
Borg Olivier's figure tran· 
scended the shores of Our 
island. 

Frendo starts his book by 
placing Giorgio Borg Olivier 
within the framework of his 
family traditions; a family of 
illustrious lineage with 
important personalities on 

his paternal side who had 
achieved prestigious positions 
in the corridors of power. It 
was also a family with strorJg 
roots at parochial level; the 
Collegiate Church of St Paul's 
in Valletta had a humber of 
cano!,s from the Borg Olivier 
family. 

Borg Olivier had a s\leltered 
childhood lived' in the 
Valletta of the 1920. and 
1930s, protected and greatly 
carlld for by his mother. This 
serenity was disturhed when 
he reached the threshold of 
adulthood with the loss of the 
father. Once at university, 
the young student involved 
himaelf in the principal stu· 
dent association and his edu­
cational development is por· 
trayed withih the context of 
colonial Malta. 
The 19308 were difficult 

years for Malta. The escala· 
tion of war on the continent 
brought about social and cul· 
tural tension on the island. 
The identification of the 

island with Italian cUlture by 
members of the elite was 
translated locally as a sign of 
lackey behaviour towards 
Fascist Italy. The party cho­
sen by Borg Olivier to·.express 
his political ideals and affini· 
ty, the Partito NaziOffiile of 
Enrico Miazi and Sir Ugo 
MifSud, came under fire once 
war broke out in Europo in 
1939. The situation escalated 
with the exile of Nationalists 
supporters, including Enrico 
11izzi, one of the main pillars 
of the Partite Nazionale. At 
the time, Borg Olivier was not 
only a member of the'Partito 
N"zionaJe but also one of the 
three party candidates, 
together with Miizi and 
Mifsud, who made it to the 
Council of Govern.ment in 
1939. 

The political life 
At this moment in tllne, Borg 
Olivier showed great'courage. 
He stood alone in a. totally 
hostile Council defending the 

Jndependence Day Cembr.aona 

ideals of his party and the 
interest of its members. 
Enrico Mizzi was still in exile 
while Sir Ugo Mifsud, the 
other elected member for the 
PN died in 1942 from heart 
failure after taking a reso· 
lute stand against the gov· 
emment's motion to' intern 
Maltese citizens in Uganda. 

On his own in the Council 
< of Government, Giorgio Borg 
Olivier endured great politi­

. cal and psychological pres· 
sure. Standing up in defence 
of the Maltese who had sup-

. ported I talian ~ul ture in 
Malta, when Italy was not 
only run by a dictatorship 
but also sending its aero· 
planes to bombard Malta, 
was not only a ris!..)' business 
but a dangerous endeavour. 

Yet history would soon 
repay Borg Olivier for stand· 
ing by his principles. 
Unexpectedly, the local polit­
ical spectrum was over~ 
turned after the war. It was 
an irony of history that tho 

party, which had blown the 
British Imperial trumpet, 
turned out to be the big loser 
in the post·war elections. The 
emerging Labour Party led 
by Paul Boffa obliterated the 
pro· British Constitutional 
Party. 

On the other hand, the 
party which should have dis· 
appeared from the local polit­
ical scene, the PN, would 
restructure itself, participate 
in the 1947 election and after 
three years, the leader of the 
party, the person who during 
the war was considered inim­
iells pa trae, Enrico Mizzi, 
was called to form a minority 
government thus becoming 
Malta's Prime Minister. Borg 
Olivier became Mizzi's right 
hand man and deputy leader. 

Frendo recounts the 
uneasiness of Borg Olivier's 
climb to power. The PN went 
throrJgh a political· schism 
when two party members 
left. The fll'st to leave WaS 
Professor Guze Hyzler who 

set up his own party. 
decade later, . 
Ganado did the san 
Olivier's proved his 
ability when, despite! 
that Ganado one of h 
appeared to be popu 
enjoyed extensive 8J.l! 
least in clerical ciri 
still managed to win.1 
tion; in fact in every (: 
his party always iri 
its number of votE 
party's electoral 'Ii!! 
1950 also meant that' 
Borg Olivier became 
Prime Minister at th! 
age of 39. He w'. 
youngest Prime Min. 
gain office to date. 

Frendo goes into the 
of the political COUTS< 
by Borg Olivier and . 
successfully operated 
precise and calc 
'machine'through wi 
gained independen! 
Malta. The book mak 
pleasant reading in i 
lar those chapters CI 

Borg Olivier's earJut 
career and his ab~ 
negotiating independe 

-Malta. The authoriee: 
comfortable writing: 
chapters than those ct 
the 1960s excommuq 
of the Labour Party,! 
events leading to the, 
horribilis in the politi· 
of Borg Olivier, whil 
1977. . 

The historical documel 
Taking advantage of ti 
that he was researel 
contemporary period"l 
interviewed a number i 
tagonists who had liv( 
shared with Borg Oli", 
days of glory as well £Ii 
of disaster. This first 
information is thehai' 
of this. historical. a 
supported by a Ilumi 
documents, mainly'~ 
from the local and £ 
press, parliamentary dJ 
as well asdocumenta 
the Public Record :Oll 
Britein. Based on thilr\ 
sive docwnentation, f~ 
not only succeeds iII. h1I 
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[altese patriot 
the political history of this 
man while providing person­
al commentary and analyti­
cal study, he also relives the 
history of the last decades 
that led to independence, 
intertwining the political his­
tory of Malta and that of the 
Empire and establishing it 
within the framework of the 
Commonwealth. 
Moreover~ the author 

shares his documents with 
the reader a~ the latter can 
avail himself of most of the 
documentation used or quot­
ed in this hook as thoy are 
reproduced in full in the 
appendix. Yet, 'despite 
Frendo's lament that the PN 
lacks historical rec0it- for 
example, the minute . of the 
Executive Council lings 
have disappeared - Borg 
Olivier was well conscious of 
his role in history, to the 
extent that he kept copies of 
letters sent to him or by him 
at his summer residence in 

A'bout a St Paul's Bay; copies of par­
Herbert liamentary debates, his per, 
,e. Borg sonal writings, Cabinet 
political papers together with other 
.the fact type of correspondence were 
is rivals also stored in this house. 
Jar and Unfortunately, after his 
>port, at death, no one took any intor­
,les, he est in this wealth of informa, . 
:he .Iee, tion to the extent that the 
~l~ction, house was broken into and 
creased vandalised. Could it be that 
!S_ The this was wilfully carried out 
~ry in by individuals who wanted to 
:Glorgio 'obliterate a historical memo, 
!Malta's ry? 
p young - . Frendo admits that he was 
as the not interested in Borg 
ister to Olivier's· family affairs, 

. details 
! taken 
~ow he 
:,R very 
lllating 
nch he 
ie for 
~very 

1af1'i~-
)vermg 
iolitical 
lity in 
nee for 

which were somewhat dis­
turbed, as both father and 
mother turned out to 'be 
idiosyncratic parents. This 
does not imply that the chil­
dren were neglectod or that 
the father was absent or 
relinquished his paternal 
duties. Despite Borg Olivier's 
marital choice, a woman 
with an aristocratic hack~ 
ground, he could n4llllilluite 
affix his shore to hintife's 
boat_ 'rhe marital relation­

'" more ship of the Borg Olivier cou­
. these pIe fell under public scrutiny 

and the resulting sexual 
scandals were used by all his 
political opponents as' a 
source of criticism. These 
scandals form part of the 
political rhetoric of the 
1960s, considering the 
Church's taaching on sexual 
behaviour. One has to 
remember that Borg Olivier 
jumped on the Church band­
wagon and grasped the great 
political advantage following 
the Church's excommunica, 
tion of the Labour Party. 
Indeed, one cannot but agree 
with the author that Borg 
Olivier did not agree with 
the Church's position 
because at heart he was a lib­
eral, yet he stilI capitalised 
on the situation and gave 
sterling support to the 
Church's authorities by fore­
stalling the illtroduction of 
Labour newspapers in pUblic 
hospitals (a decision later 
revoked by the courts) and 

)Vering 
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cal life 
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he fact 
lling a 
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more importantly by forbid­
ding excommunicated citi· 
zens from being buried . in 
their family graves in public 
cemeteries. I cannot under~ 
stand why this scandal was 
not included in the biogra­
phy, particularly in light of 
the fact that another sexual 
scandal is discussed - the 
one involving the abuse of 
Maltese children who had 
been sent to AustraJia on the 
initiative of the Maltese 
Church. At the time, Borg 
Olivier showed foresight and 
criticised this scheme. 

Frendo goes into detail 

regarding the economic, 
social and political develop­
ments that took place' after 
Malta's independence, with 
industry and banking devel­
oping in tandem. After 1964, 
the population grew. The 
island experienced the rise of 
modernism. Modernist and 
modem infrastructure bogan 
to emerge in the quaint rural 
areas of Malta in the form of 
hotels, villas or apartments to 
host the rising number of 
tourists and the. nouveau 
riebe. 

Continues on page 48 
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A Maltese liberal patriot 
Continued from page 29 

The 'annus horribilis' 
Nonetheless, Frendo is not only 
interested in recounting the 
days of glory_ He is also inter· 
ested in shedding light on the 
darker days of Malts:s political 
history, and how Borg Olivier 
reacted to Mintolfs clumsy poli­
cies. A number of violent thugs, 
active on Mintoffs side, resort­
ed to violence as a form of polit­
ical weapon. It is very strange 
that some of these violent ele­
ments in the Laham party con­
verted to the Nationalist 
principles once the PN retttrned 

, to office in 1987; unfortunately 
they are still being served on a 
silver platter up to this very day 
in the achievement of their sin­
ister alms. 

Frendo is no admirer of 
Mintoffs political bshaviour 
but, at the same time, he does 
not hide his admiration for 
Borg Olivier, for whom he 
reserves words of praise. The 
author portrays Mintoffs tac­
tlcs as infantile compared to 
Borg Olivier's lightweight but 
far-reaching policies. 

TIle author recounts the polit­
ical brickbats oftha early 1970s; 
the loss ,of two successive elec­
tions,that of 1971 and 1976, 
which brought about Borg 
Olivier's dowofall. Frendo talks 
ahout the removal of Borg 
Olivier as leader without going 
into the grizzlier details of the 
tactics used. Giol'llio Borg Olivier 
was forced to resign as the 
YOWlger generation considered 
him physically incapable of per­
forming bis duties and standing 
up to his popular arch-antago­
nist Mintoff. Borg Olivier's poli­
cies, in particular his 
procrastination when taking 
decisions, was the cause of 
strong dark cynicism from bis 
political opponents. The yOllIlger­
generation in the PN began to 
feel that OV81'-the-top-manifesta· 
!ions were neroed if their party 
wanted to defeat Mintoff. 
History proved them right. 

After the loes of the 1976 eJec­
tion, the general feeling in the 
PN was of moral bankruptcy, 
which could only be redeemed 
through the cboice of a young, 
devout Catholic as their new 

leader. In other' words, the 
Nationalist Party wanted to 
adopt a populist approach. 
Ironically enough, it was a posi· 
tion that had been advocated by 
Ganado but which Borg Olivier 
had strongly resisted, resulting 
in a split Within his party. 
Sinister undercurrents began to 
form within the higher ranks of 
the party with the aim ofremov· 
ing Bozg Olivier. 'rhe PN politi­
cal strategy after 1976 was for 
·harsh measures whlle taking a 
soft approach to the hard details; 
in this sense, the elected leader 
metastasised Borg Olivier's line 
of attack_ 

Once pensioned off, Borg 
Olivier felt worthless. He was '. 
not the person to give in to aD 
idle life. His image is that of a 
person mentally incarcerated in 
his own home, alone and friend· ' . 
less and emarginated from the 
local political scene. experiencing 
the feelings of a person who had 
been stabbed in the back. Frendo 
covertly hinta at this sense of 
betrayal when recounting that 

. Borg Olivier's political successor 
bad been saved from downfall Qy 
Borg Olivier himself. lnd€€d, it 
was Borg Olivier who had 
encouraged Edward Fenech 
Adamitoremaininpoliticsafter 
the latter suffered two personal . 
elect:oqol defuats: DesJIte this 

. personal setback, t.roe to char· 
acter Borg Olivier did not moan; 
he remained, ·as always, a sin· 
gularly generous man until his 
death. 
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A~ liIIonl pUriot 
In Uris biograpi;y, the author 
hri:ngj; !)Ut the gallant treita of 
the man, in particular the 
episode of how Borg Olivier 
stood by his party leader, when 
the latter was interned in 
Uganda. Borg Olivier kept 
Enrico Mizzi's place in 
Parliaroent vacant, with the 
result that MiZzi remained iJ1Sl.l 
facto -and de facto, member of 
Council. And again, when Mizzi 
returned, Borg Olivier support· ExPorters Interested In exportlntl TUNA 

for the Season 2006 can coHect the condlijpns 
and Tender'Document from 19 December 2005 

onwards, from the undermentloned offices. 

--ed his leader until his death. 

More importantly, Frendo's 
book bas spaiked b;al C(lI1tro· 
versy, which is quite unusual 
for books on local history. 
Rarely are statements made Qy 
historians seriously challenged. 
The title of the book, A Maltese 
Liberal Patriot, Giorgio Borg 
Olivier, was put to the test, as 
there was disagreement on the 
use oftheword 'liberal'in the 
context of Borg Olivier. No one 
can deny, after reading this 
biography that in the Maltese 
context, Borg Olivier was a 
'Maltese Liberal'. .There now 
eX;,;ts a strong and general COn­
sensus that he was also a patri· 
ot. This book also seeks to 
rehabilitate Borg Olivier's fig· 
ure from theadveroo criticism 
levelled against him. Qy his 
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With hindsight and in the light 
of Borg Olivier past behaviour 
towards Mizzi, one can easily 
understand why. the for!!,er 
was hurt by the harsh way he 
was removed from the leader· 
ship. '. 

• 
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political opponents. Without 
doubt, Henry Frendo lliled the 
word liberal in a very much 
wider sense, that is, Borg 
Olivier together with other local 
politicians across the spectrum 
of all political parties, had sown 
and cultivatad the seeds of 
democracy and, after being 

• dofeatad in an election their 
tarm of office came to an end, 
they accepted to step down. 
Borg Olivier's respect for the 
rule of law in post·independent 
Malta set an example. Malta's 
political traditions as set by 
Borg Olivier meant that the 
island was spared of taking the 
path of other Commonwealth 
countries, where after indepen. 
dence, instead of moving 
towards democracy, they ended 
up becoming banana republics. 

Therefore, Borg Olivier's most 
important achievement was not 
independence per se but the 
fact that he ensured that 
Malta's democratic values 
would be safeguarded for pos· 
tarity. He himself was the role 
model for his successors by 
accepting the verdict of the 
people and sitting on the oppo­
sition benches after an 
electoral defeat, whlle guaran­
teeing the democratic transition 
of power. One sincerely hopes 
that such a tradition will can· 
tinue to be safeguarded by the 
emerging new class of politi· 
cians, the offspring of the post· 
indepondence and post·colonial 
period. 

Perhaps the most important 
factor in this engrossing work is 
that the author has succeroed 
in presenting the reader, in pat­
ticular those like myaelf who 
bave never known nor met 
Borg Olivier nor of course ever 
will, a faithful and incisive biog­
raphy. The political history. of 
Borg Olivier is written in enjoy· 
able prose, alternating with 
verse in some sections -~ a hall­
mark of the author's style when 
writing in Maltese. Frendo suc­
ceeds in combining the states· 
mansbip of Borg Olivier with 
the human element. Usiltg the 
right expressions, he is very 
mild in his cril.icism· of eertain 
political actions or personal 
bebaviour, such as Borg 
Olivier's statement on the eve of 
1971, wbichforestalled any idea 
of a change in Cabinet or for 
turning up three hours late for 
an interview with the author. 
Nevertheless, the author does 

. reserve a lot of praise for the 
man. 

t 

Frendo bas honoured a great 
Maltese political leader with a 
biography full of subtle affection 
and human truth. fn a nutshell, 
taking into account the 1977 
e'<ents, this publication, spon· 
sored by the Nationalist Party, . 
doesllorg Olivier justice. 
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