


Marsaxlokk’s fish market is known throughout the islands to be the 
finest in Malta. After all, the town’s citizens are well-versed in the 
trade. This is one of the oldest seafaring settlements in the country 
– the Phoenicians first landed here in the 9th century BC. The port 
has seen a great deal of action since then; besides the Maltese, the 
Ottomans, the British and the French have all made use of it. In 
more recent times, Marsaxlokk bay played host to the crucial 1989 
Malta Summit, where Soviet premier Mikhail Gorbachev and US 
President George Bush officially declared an end to the Cold War. 
The famous fish market is a daily event for restaurateurs and bulk 
buyers, but Sundays are special, as it’s the only day the public gets 
a whiff of the day’s catch. Opening bright and early at 8:30, you’ll 
want to get there as soon as possible, as the top-quality produce is 
snapped up quickly. 

If you didn’t get to shop for your own fresh fish at the market, 
you can still sample a taste of it in one of Marsaxlokk’s many 
restaurants lined along the seafront. Even better, in fact, because 
you can chill out with a cool Kinnie while a professional chef cooks 
up a pescatarian feast. Any Marsaxlokk chef worth their salt knows 
to source their fish from the local market, which is why Maltese 
families flock here for Sunday lunch – you might need to book a 
table in advance!

Sunday may be a day of buzzing activity, but during the rest of 
the week, Marsaxlokk is a quiet, traditional village – perfect for 
beating the crowds. The main square is filled with coffee shops and 
al fresco dining options, but if you’re not hungry, then a wander 
around the old district is in order. Like many of the towns on this 
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THE SUN RISES ON ANOTHER EXCITING MARKET DAY IN MARSAXLOKK. COLOURFUL WOODEN BOATS CALLED 
LUZZIJIET BOB UP AND DOWN IN THE HARBOUR, THEIR PAINTED EYES STARING AT THE HUBBUB ON THE 

WATERFRONT. HOUSEWIVES HAGGLE FOR SEAFOOD WITH FORMIDABLE VIGOUR, WHILE THE FISHERMEN WATCH 
THE SPECTACLE, TAKING A WELL-EARNED REST AFTER THEIR MORNING OUT IN THE MEDITERRANEAN. 

MARSAXLOKK’S SUNDAY MARKET IS A MUST, BUT THERE ARE REASONS TO VISIT
THIS SLEEPY FISHING VILLAGE ANY DAY OF THE WEEK.
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ancient  archipelago, the shabby-chic brickwork is part of its charm, 
accented perfectly by vibrant window shutters and wooden doors. 
There’s even a bright red British phone box, contrasting with the 
golden townhouses and shops.

Inevitably, you’ll find yourself outside the Parish Church, as all 
the main roads lead here. Built in the 1890s, it’s a typical Maltese 
Catholic Church, decked out in white marble, crimson upholstery, 
and gilding. Oil paintings by Maltese artist Giuseppe Cali hang 
pride of place. Dedicated to Our Lady of Pompei, this church was 
intended to accommodate the spiritual needs of the fishermen who 
moved to Marsaxlokk from neighbouring Żejtun. It has been serving 
the community ever since.

Strolling along the coastline, you can choose to go one of two ways. 
Walking west along the cactus-lined pavements takes you to St 
Lucian’s Tower, a 17th century battery designed to withstand even 
the most tenacious Ottoman fleet. Unfortunately, St Lucian’s Tower 
is only possible to view from the outside, but with its impressive 
fortifications and location at the edge of the see-through sea, it’s 
still a glorious photo opportunity.

Speaking of crystalline waters, heading east out of Marsaxlokk will lead 
to St Peter’s Pool – a turquoise inlet surrounded by stout, smooth cliffs, 
which bold divers use to launch themselves into the water. Since ladders 
have been installed, it’s become quite the natural swimming pool. But 
unlike the rest of Marsaxlokk, we can’t promise it’ll be crowd-free. 

If you didn’t get to shop for your own
fresh fish at the market, you can still sample a

taste of it in one of Marsaxlokk’s many
restaurants lined along the seafront.
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Otherwise known as dolphin fish, lampuki are a seasonal staple. 
The small, shimmery fish begins life in Cyprus, and slowly 
makes its way through the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. They 
bless the warm seas of Malta in August to December, with 
the official start of lampuki season on 15th August. This date is 
especially significant in the Maltese religious calendar, as it marks 
the Feast of Santa Marija. 

Lampuki fishing and religion are heavily intertwined in Malta, 
particularly on the southern coast. At Marsaxlokk, no fishermen 
would dare set off before the local priest blesses his luzzu 
(wooden boat – more on that elsewhere this issue). It is said 

that this yields a bountiful harvest, but Maltese fishermen can 
barely meet the limitless demand for these slippery characters – the 
country does not export any of its catch. 

If you miss out on the early morning fish van, head to Marsaxlokk 
market (turn to page 10 for more) and pick up your own lampuki to 
cook up at home. To be sure the fish is really fresh, look out for clear 
eyes that aren’t glazed over, and red gills – it should look as alive as 
the fishmonger says it is!

With white flesh and a meaty texture, lampuki are ideal in a flaky 
pie (see the recipe overleaf), or in a rich, warming stew we call  
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"LAMPUKI ĦAJJIN" YELLS THE FISHMONGER, HAWKING THE MORNING’S CATCH ALONG THE COBBLED 
STREETS. IT’S A PHRASE YOU'LL HEAR AD NAUSEUM IF YOU’RE LUCKY ENOUGH TO BE ON THE MALTESE 

ISLANDS COME AUTUMN. LITERALLY MEANING “THE LAMPUKI ARE ALIVE”, IT’S THE LOCAL WAY OF SAYING 
JUST HOW FRESH THESE BELOVED FISH ARE. 

IT’S THAT TIME OF YEAR AGAIN – THE MAJESTIC (AND DELICIOUS) MAHI-MAHI FISH HAVE MIGRATED TO OUR SHORES
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INGREDIENTS
1kg lampuki fillets

500g shortcrust or puff pastry (homemade or shop-bought)
3 brown onions
400g tomatoes

450g blanched spinach
1 head of cauliflower, chopped into small florets

2 carrots, chopped into small chunks
2 tablespoons of pitted and chopped black olives

2 tablespoons of capers, drained
2 tablespoons of tomato purée

2 cloves of garlic
A sprig of fresh mint

Salt and pepper
250ml fish stock

METHOD

STEP 1
Prepare the fish fillets by rolling them in flour, then shallow-fry in olive oil until golden brown.

STEP 2
Fry the chopped onions and garlic in the same oil. When these are golden and translucent, add the tomatoes

and cook for a few minutes, while the tomatoes release their juices.
STEP 3

Add the tomato purée, fish stock, cauliflower and carrots and cook until the
vegetables are tender – about 15 minutes.

STEP 4
Add the spinach, mint, olives, capers, and even a handful of sultanas if desired. Turn the heat to low and simmer

for up to half an hour, until the filling becomes thick, but not dry. Season as desired.
STEP 5

Add the fish to this mixture and stir well. Remove from heat.
STEP 6

Roll out your pastry to slightly thicker than a €2 coin. Line a greased pie dish with three-quarters of the pastry.
Add the filling, then cover the pie with the remaining pastry, and pierce with a fork.

STEP 7
Bake in the centre of a pre-heated oven at 175 degrees Celcius for 30 minutes, until the crust is golden brown.

Leave to cool before serving, or else it might crumble! 

LAMPUKI PIE (TORTA TAL-LAMPUKI)
Only in Malta would a fusion of Italian, Levantine and British food blend so well.

aljotta. If you prefer to savour your seafood without fuss, then sizzle 
it and pair it with fries for a Maltese take on fish and chips. Or, 
bake it with olive oil, garlic and lemon and serve it in a dish. 

The best restaurants to sample lampuki are (naturally) found 
in Marsaxlokk. If you’re in Gozo, any one of the family-run 
restaurants in Marsalforn will serve you something exquisite – like 
Marsaxlokk, the village is renowned for its fishermen. 

If you’d like nothing more than a sun-baked outdoor pursuit in 
these COVID times, fish for yourself. You might struggle to 
catch a dolphin fish, as they require a time-honoured special 
technique, but there are so many other tasty ocean creatures 

bobbing in the shallows. Each has its own Maltese name, too. 
Bass, with its sweet and mild flavour, is known as spnotta. White 
bream, meanwhile, is sargu. Lean red mullet is called trilja. Rent a 
fishing rod and buy some bait from your town’s angling shop, and 
see what you can pull up. 

Once you’ve acquired your protein, consulting a Maltese recipe 
book or website is the best way to discover what to do with it. Keep 
things simple by grilling or shallow-frying your fillet with some oil 
and seasoning, or go all-out and mix with tomato, onion and herbs 
for a sumptuous soup. Alternatively, mix it up and match with pasta 
for an Italianate delight. As always, one truth prevails in Malta – you 
certainly won’t go hungry.  
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The sound of the waves slapping against wood is a common 
one in the ports of Southern Malta: it’s particularly audible 
in Marsaxlokk and Marsaskala. Ironically, the most famous 
landmark of these two towns is not actually on land, for it is the 
luzzu boats that draw in visitors and photographers from around 
the world.

These vibrant vessels have been criss-crossing the Maltese 
archipelago since the early 20th century, but their roots go back 
much further. They evolved from traditional Maltese fishing 
boats, the basic design dating back centuries. Their most ancient 
feature, however, is the pair of eyes, staring dead ahead from 
the bow. Known interchangeably as the Eyes of Horus or Osiris, 
the kohl-lined oculus is a living remnant of the Phoenician era: a 
superstition said to protect the sailor from the evil eye. 

Built from sturdy pinewood, their elegantly curved shape and 
bright colours mean you’ll easily be able to spot a luzzu amongst 

a cluster of plain, modern yachts. It’s a characterful design, but 
a practical one too: the curvature of the boards makes for better 
sailing, while the nearly flat bottom gives the user more storage. 
Where the luzzu once had great sails and fabric tents, it now has 
a diesel engine and glass captain’s cabin, such is their ability to 
change with the times. 

While the seaworthiness of any ship is crucial, the luzzu is 
unusual in that their appearance is almost as important as their 
build quality. After all, their colour scheme is what distinguishes 
them from other boats – and, indeed, each other. A luzzu should 
be repainted at least twice per year, the staple shades being 
blue, red, yellow, green, maroon and white. Yet it is the mustaċċi 
(moustache) - the section of the hull where the Eyes sit - that 
reveal a ship’s story. 

The mustaċċi can be painted in an array of colours, which denote 
where the luzzu’s owner is from. Red indicates St Paul’s Bay, a  
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THESE COLOURFUL BOATS ARE AS SYMBOLIC OF MALTA AS THE FISHERMEN
THEMSELVES – BUT THEY ARE AT RISK OF FADING FROM HISTORY
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lemon yellow denotes the St Julian’s area, while a mustard hue 
is frequently seen in Marsaxlokk harbour. If a mustaċċi is black, 
console the fisherman aboard, because it marks a death in his 
family. Aside from this occasional tweak, a luzzu’s colour scheme 
is rarely changed, as it is passed down from father to son. 
Deviating from the original pattern is thought to bring about ill 
fortune – and superstition plays a key role in the lives of many 
Maltese fishermen.

What is subject to change, however, are the motifs and 
decorations adorning the boat. From olive branches to the Cross 
of St John, many symbols that have special meaning in Malta 
are added at the current owner’s discretion. The name of the 
luzzu can also reflect their personality: “John F Kennedy” and 
“Ben Hur” have been spotted among the masses of boats called 
“Anton” and “Paola”.

Nowadays, luzzijet have fallen out of favour with many 
fishermen, who opt for slicker and cheaper carbon-fibre boats. It’s 
understandable, as the paint required for one luzzu alone is said to 

cost around €300 per year. Ferrying visitors around on day trips can 
be more profitable for the luzzu owner than fishing, because the 
beautiful boat has become a tourist attraction in its own right. 

But even then, the lovely luzzu is at risk of being lost to time. 
Wooden boat builders on the islands have been dwindling since 
the late 20th century, their skills dying with them as the younger 
generation pursues fast-paced jobs in the cities and towns. Those 
who are able to construct luzzijet from scratch are relegated 
to showing off their skills at regattas and races, which are held 
twice a year: on the 31st of March, and on the 8th of September.

The boatbuilding skill may be in decline, but the popularity of the 
luzzu certainly is not. A stroll along the seafront will showcase 
luzzijet, taking pride of place. An irresistible photo opportunity, 
tourists take snapshots of them, running their hands along the 
rounded hull to appreciate the craftsmanship. Perhaps the luzzu 
will experience a new lease of life, taking to the sea once more to 
take curious tourists around our islands - as historic and colourful 
as the luzzu themselves. 




