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Prologue


‘Here we are safely back in harbour after taking part in what has been rightly described as “the greatest naval battle of the war”.’ So wrote Surgeon-Commander E.R. Sorley in April 1941, who served on the battleship Barham, part of the golden generation that fought during the Second World War, sadly fast disappearing now. He tried to analyse the Battle of Matapan: ‘Our success was due to (a) an extraordinary piece of good fortune in coming close enough to the enemy in the dark (b) the Italians’ ignorance of our whereabouts and (c) our very prompt seizing of the opportunity before the enemy could escape.’1


Of course Sorley could not have known there was rather more to it than that; vital aspects responsible for victory were hidden. The Italian fleet was hamstrung by its own countrymen and allies. A labyrinth of Axis politics and strategies did it no favours. Yet it might have turned out differently had another course been taken.


And then there are the voices of those who took part from admirals, to pilots and the ratings of the lower decks; all were heroes in the long story of men at sea.


Note


1  BBC World War II archives. Surgeon-Commander E.R. Sorley
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Introduction


It was the humid season on Malta, that September of 1943. The hot Sirocco winds from North Africa blow from August to October across the cool sea, raising humidity. The local sailors do not like them because the seas have time to build up and on land they can bring bad dust storms to the Maltese islands and Sicily. However, the weather was clear on the day the Italian fleet came to surrender.


On 10 September 1943, a haze reduced visibility to some fifteen miles. Warspite and Valiant, two British veteran battleships of Matapan, with escorting destroyers, went out to meet the Italian vessels. Both battleships had been present 25 years before, with the 5th Battle Squadron, when in November 1918 the German High Seas Fleet had surrendered at the end of the First World War. They had met the Italians off the coast of Africa, north of Bone, the Italian ships sailing from Spezia early on 9 September. The latter had taken an agreed course west of Corsica, a fleet of three battleships, six cruisers and eight destroyers. The three battleships of the Vittorio Veneto class were the newest in the fleet; Roma had only been completed in 1942.


The Italian ships were attacked by dozens of German aircraft from bases in the south of France, using the new FX-1400 ‘Fitz X’ guided bombs, in the gulf of Asinara near Sardinia. Roma was hit on the port side; speed was quickly reduced to ten knots. Another bomb hit between the bridge and second 15-inch gun turret resulting in a magazine explosion. The ship burst into flames and quickly capsized and sank, taking 1,350 men down with her. The Littorio (renamed the Italia after the fall of Mussolini) was slightly damaged. Other Italian naval units sailed to Malta from several ports. In all 5 battleships, 8 cruisers, 7 destroyers, 24 torpedo-boats, 40 submarines, 19 corvettes and various auxiliaries and smaller vessels surrendered.


Admiral Andrew Browne Cunningham, commander of the British Mediterranean Fleet, known affectionately as ABC, was delighted. ‘It was the most moving and thrilling sight. To see my wildest hopes of years back brought to fruition.’1 The most deadly enemy to Britain’s control of the Mediterranean had been brought to heel, directly the result of the victories of Taranto and Matapan.


Modern Italy almost from its first unification had cast covetous eyes toward Malta. In 1866 she had entered an alliance with Prussia against Austria but had come off worst both on land and sea. The result was the navy was rebuilt with the most powerful ships, the Duilio class battleships with four 100-ton Armstrong guns mounted in pairs in revolving turrets, their design directly influenced by the USS Monitor of the American Civil War.


Britain could not risk any likely threat to its route through the Mediterranean Sea to its imperial territories. Although no state of war existed between the two countries, Malta and Gibraltar were vital coaling stations. The answer, the deterrent, was to build four great coastal batteries armed with the same 100-ton guns, all built by Armstrong’s of Newcastle, one of which can still be seen at the Rinella Gun Battery on Malta. During the Second World War it became a coast watching post for the 2nd Battalion Cheshire Regiment, whilst its rock-hewn galleries became air raid shelters.2 Therefore it was a great achievement that on 11 September 1943 Cunningham was able to send a signal to the Admiralty; ‘Be pleased to inform their Lordships that the Italian Battle Fleet now lies at anchor under the guns of the fortress of Malta.’3


The people of the island rejoiced as the Italians surrendered. ‘Malta was en fete, with the people wild with jubilation and many of the streets draped in flags. Among others, the parish priest of shattered Senglea contiguous to the dockyard and therefore one of the main targets of air attack announced the Italian surrender from his pulpit.’4 The outlook in June 1940 could hardly have been more different. The day after Italy’s declaration of war on Britain and France, the air raids hit Malta, bombs falling on Pieta, Floriana, and lower Valetta.


Notes


1  Cunningham, A.B. A Sailor’s Odyssey p.563


2  Farrugia, Mario, Fort Rinella p.33


3  Cunningham, p.564


4  Ibid p.565
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The Naval War in the Mediterranean, June 1940–March 1941
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The Fourth Punic War


Late in the afternoon of 10 June 1940 Benito Mussolini, Il Duce, spoke from the balcony of the Palazzo Venezia in Rome to the crowd which had been hurriedly assembled. An order approving the demonstration had only been signed the day before, so the faithful could share the moment.


‘Destiny’ Il Duce proclaimed, had decreed war. ‘We go into the field against the plutocratic and reactionary democracies’ who had ‘threatened the existence of the Italian people.’ The speech was delivered in his usual bellicose style; ‘Honour, self-interest and the future’ could not be ignored. He declared Italy’s naval intentions: ‘We want to snap the territorial and military chains which suffocate us in our sea … [Italy] cannot really be free if it does not have free access to the ocean.’1


Mussolini was speaking to the ranks of his ardent fascist supporters. The view of many other Italians was rather different. Public opinion in September 1939 had rejoiced at the decision to remain neutral. In the intervening months it had not changed. Even among Il Duce’s closest supporters and advisors, support for the Pact of Steel with Germany and entry into the war was lukewarm, or people were openly hostile. Count Galeazzo Ciano, his son-in-law and Minister of Foreign Affairs, son of Costanzo Ciano, the admiral, war hero and ardent fascist supporter, was against the alliance. In his celebrated diary Ciano leaves a picture of his struggle to restrain his father-in-law in his support for Hitler and the Nazis. He warned him the war would be long, arduous and would be won by the British.2 On the day Mussolini made the announcement, Ciano wrote in his diary: ‘The news of war does not surprise anyone and does not cause very much enthusiasm. I am sad, very sad. The adventure begins. May God help Italy.’3 The Italian General Staff convened at the Palazzo Venezia a few days earlier and had warned Mussolini that Italy was ill-prepared, and the war must be short. ‘Our supplies are frighteningly low. We literally don’t have some metals. On the eve of the war – and what a war – we have only 100 tons of nickel.’4


Italy had been living on a war basis since 1935. Her adverse trading balance was large and the government’s budget for 1939–40 forecast a heavy deficit. A further arms race could be disastrous. The Italian Army was undergoing a major reorganisation, involving the reduction of infantry divisions from three regiments to two; the process was ongoing, and a serious handicap to large operations. Between January and April a big call up of conscripts and reservists had taken place. The army had some recent experience of campaigning but not against a modern enemy, and there were shortages of weapons and equipment, and much they had was outdated.


The Regia Aeronautica (Italian Air Force) had some 5,400 aircraft, but 400 were obsolete and based in the African colonies, and the Service had reached a peak of readiness for war in 1936. Since then a decline had set in. It was only fit to fight a short modern war. In contrast the morale of the Regia Marina (Italian Navy), a problem from its creation, had improved under the fascist regime. It had good ships: well built, well armed and fast. However it lacked a secure supply of oil and lacked experience, and had carried out too few exercises to bring the ships up to full efficiency. The submarine fleet by its size alone deserved respect; in 1940 it had twice as many boats as the Kreigsmarine.5 According to reports from the Italian Commission for War Production, which reached Mussolini at the end of 1939, Italian industry would begin to meet in full the needs of the three armed forces by 1944. By February 1940 General Favagrossa, head of the commission, was able to report that the former date could be brought forward to 1943.


Mussolini was gambling that the war would be short, although however short it might be, Italy would be dependent for raw materials on her German ally, although Il Duce was determined to fight his own war at British and French expense.6 According to the New York Times:


With the courage of a jackal at the heels of a bolder beast of prey, Mussolini had now left his ambush. His motives in taking Italy into the war are as clear as day. He wants to share in the spoils which he believes will fall to Hitler, and he has chosen to enter the war when he thinks he can accomplish this at the least cost to himself.7


Winston Churchill said that the responsibility for Italy entering the war was borne by ‘one man alone’; certainly many Italians were unenthusiastic. For Mussolini, victory was less important than fighting itself, for it was ‘humiliating to remain with our hands folded while others write history. It matters little who wins.’8 By 1940 he had been in power for eighteen years; in the early days many had admired him and his policies. Clementine Churchill who met him in 1926 thought him ‘One of the most wonderful men of our times.’ She was delighted to take away a signed photo as a memento, which she kept on her desk for some time.9 Winston Churchill himself, in a 1927 speech in Rome, declared that Mussolini’s fascist movement had ‘rendered a service to the entire world’, with its stand against ‘the bestial appetites and passions of Leninism.’10


Many Italians, although they mistrusted Hitler, felt they were opportunistically entering a short war for profit. France was on her knees, the BEF had lost all its heavy equipment and had barely escaped Dunkirk, and some of her leaders talked of abandoning the Mediterranean. In June 1940 Mussolini’s gamble hardly seemed risky, and few demurred openly at his decision. The alliance with Germany would free Italy to pursue her own agenda in the Mediterranean and Africa. Mussolini expressed this three years later to party officials. ‘The question of our land frontiers was settled by the war of 1915–18. We are faced today with the problem of maritime frontiers, and this conflict has for us a very special character, that of the Fourth Punic War.’11 The Italian fleet would play a central role in this.


To make a people great it is necessary to send them to battle even if you have to kick them in the ass. This is what I shall do. I do not forget that in 1918 there were 540,000 deserters in Italy. And if we do not take advantage of this opportunity to pit our navy against the French and British forces, what is the use of building 600,000 tons of warships? Some coast guards and some yachts would be enough to take the young ladies on a joy ride.12


Notes


  1 Bosworth, R.J.B. Mussolini p.369


  2 Ciano, G. Ciano’s Diary 1937–1943 p.341, 347


  3 Ibid p.362


  4 Ibid p.357


  5 Playfair, Major-General I.S.O. The Mediterranean and Middle East Volume 1 p.39


  6 Deakin, F.W. The Brutal Friendship p.12


  7 New York Times 11 June 1940


  8 Bosworth, p.369


  9 Ibid p.370


10 Garibaldi, Luciano, Mussolini: The Secrets of his Death p.130


11 Deakin, p.6


12 Ciano, p.341
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The Regia Marina


When Italy declared war in June 1940 the armed forces had been on a war footing since the Ethiopian campaign of 1935. For a brief period after that some Regia Marina (Italian Navy) auxiliary services were reduced but by the end of 1936 the Spanish Civil War broke out in which Italy became heavily involved. That was followed by various international crises, and finally the occupation of Albania in April 1939.


The Regia Marina had planned – like the other services – for a major war in 1942; when war came in 1940 it was far from ready. It had only two of the Andrea-Doria class of reconstructed battleships in commission; built during the First World War, they had been completely modernised, weighing 23,622 tons and with a speed of 27 knots they mounted 10 12.6-inch guns, 12 5.2-inch, 10 3.5-inch and 19 37mm anti-aircraft guns. Armour protection had also been improved over the magazines and vital machinery areas. A main armament gun turret had been removed from the midship section to reduce weight. Two more ships of the class, Duilio and Doria, were near to entering service after a similar reconstruction.1


More impressive were the Vittorio Veneto class (also known as Littorio class) ships; four vessels were laid down making use of the maximum dimensions permitted by the Washington naval treaty. They displaced 35,000 tons and were capable of 30 knots. They mounted 9 15-inch guns and 12 6-inch, 4 4.7-inch, 12 3.5-inch and some 50 anti-aircraft guns.2 These ships were comparable to the British King George V class battleships. However they were more heavily armed and armoured and faster than the British Queen Elizabeth class predominately used by the Royal Navy in the Mediterranean. Work on the fourth ship of the class Impero was ultimately suspended in 1943; Roma (the third) did enter service in the spring of 1943.


Two more years might have helped the Regia Marina to improve any technical weakness in its vessels, but it was also behind most of the other leading navies in the areas of night fighting, torpedo launching, radar and asdic. Lack of radar in particular hampered early warning, gunnery, and night actions. Radar and asdic were well known in principle, but home industries were well behind in research and development. It was only towards the end of the war that the navy received a few experimental radar sets.3


In most areas of supply the navy was well catered for. The naval shipyards worked throughout the war, using almost exclusively supplies stockpiled before the conflict. Changing fortunes in the Libyan desert war forced the navy to re-equip various ports several times from its own stocks. At times it even helped out the other armed services as well.


However in the supply of fuel oil the navy was always hampered. In June 1940 the navy had 1,800,000 tons of oil stored. Under war conditions it was estimated the fleet would need 200,000 tons per month. However Mussolini considered this more than enough for the ‘three month campaign’, which he felt was the likely duration of the war. He even insisted the navy give up 300,000 tons to the Regia Aeronautica (Italian Air Force) and civilian industry. As the war progressed the Regia Marina was gradually forced to limit ship movements to reduce consumption. By 1943 it was down to 24,000 tons a month.


Commander Marc Antonio Bragadin wrote: ‘Following its service tradition the navy was largely impervious to Fascist political infiltration.’ This was true up to a point and certainly true of the older aristocratic officers, but many of the younger officers had been imbued with Fascist principles.4 Admiral Cunningham visited the Italian Naval Academy at Livorno (Leghorn) in 1934, and observed


the Italians appeared to give their young officers a good training which ended in an extensive cruise on a sailing training ship. According to our values the discipline was unnecessarily harsh, imprisonment in a cell being awarded for quite minor offences. The Italian Navy was always royalist, and such conversations as I had with the more senior officers disclosed considerable resentment with the Fascist Regime, particularly because two Fascist officials, in the guise of physical training experts, had recently been appointed to the staff presumably to keep an eye on what went on and to indoctrinate the cadets in the Fascist creed.5


Although Benito Mussolini had been Prime Minister and was dictator of Italy, unlike Adolf Hitler he never became head of state. His Black Shirts might swear loyalty to him but the armed forces did not. Their allegiance was to King Victor Emmanuel III, and it was the power of the King through the armed forces that removed Mussolini from power in 1943.6


In 1938 Cunningham was entertained to lunch on board the battleship Conte di Cavour when an Italian squadron visited Malta. He found the battleships ‘fine examples of old ships modernised and the work had been skilfully done.’ He came to the conclusion such was their reception, ‘that he [Admiral Riccardi] must have embarked the whole catering staff and band from one of the best hotels in Rome, so distinguished was his entertainment.’ He found he ‘liked Admiral Riccardi and the senior officers who were most courteous and pleasant. The younger officers however, were ill-mannered and boorish.’7


On the whole before the war the two navies had a good relationship. For the Regia Marina it was a pity a good relationship did not exist with the air force, the Regia Aeronautica. The four major navies of the world in the years after the First World War had come to the conclusion individually that it was critical to develop aircraft carriers and a naval air arm. The Regia Marina did develop its own air arm at this time, but with the creation of the Regia Aeronautica in 1923 the navy was ordered to discontinue all aviation activity.


In Britain towards the end of the First World War, when the Royal Air Force came into being, the Royal Navy also had to hand over all its aircraft and personnel. The RAF then controlled naval aviation for the next 21 years. However the relationship between the two services, although prickly at times, did bear fruit. Naval aviation made significant progress, and just in time for the Second World War an independent Fleet Air Arm was formed.


In Italy Mussolini and the Regia Aeronautica argued that the Italian peninsula represented a great aircraft carrier in the middle of the Mediterranean. Therefore naval proposals to build carriers were firmly rejected. Had the two services worked in close tandem this might have been a reasonable stance. However the Regia Aeronautica greatly overrated its own capabilities. Count Ciano observed: ‘The usual air force boasts were inspired by their hatred and distrust of the navy.’8 An example of this hubris was that the air force entered the war with no torpedo-carrying aircraft and only developed one, with naval help, once the war was in full swing.9 During the war the two Italian services made great efforts to overcome their difficulties but years of neglect and mistrust could not be quickly forgotten. The result was that the navy fought its war without adequate air cover, and more specifically a lack of aircraft carriers. In 1941 Mussolini realised his mistake and directed that two big ocean liners under construction be converted to aircraft carriers. The liner Roma, renamed the Aquila, and the liner Augustus, which became the Sparviero were taken over. All too late however, as both ships never entered service. By 1943 Aquila was finished, only waiting for its aircraft.10


On the whole the Supermarina, the Italian Navy High Command was a top-heavy, overly hierarchical organisation. Practically its ‘operations rooms’ worked well, although failed to develop ideas and strategy. Only through its smaller units did the navy display a genius for ideas which had little import from the high command. Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, head of the Abwehr (German Intelligence Service), said to Field Marshal Erwin Rommel:


The Italian Navy has for the most part excellent qualities, which should enable it to stand up to the best navies in the world. It is too bad that its High Command lacks decision. But this probably is because it has to work under the disordered directives of the Italian Supreme Command which is controlled by the Army.11


Notes


  1 Preston, Antony, Jane’s Fighting Ships of World War II p.162


  2 Ibid p.163


  3 Bragadin, M.A. The Italian Navy in World War II p.4


  4 Ibid p.5


  5 Cunningham, A.B. A Sailor’s Odyssey p.162–163


  6 Bosworth, R.J.B. Mussolini p.401


  7 Cunningham, p.190–191


  8 de Belat, R. The Struggle for the Mediterranean 1939–1945 p.68


  9 Bragadin, p.11


10 Ibid p.98–99


11 Ibid p.13
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Britain Alone


On 22 June 1940, the aged Marshal Petain, as head of the French Government, signed an armistice with Germany. Britain was alone. But this was not to say that the inhabitants of the island were truly alone, as Britain had the considerable support of her Empire. From Canada, Australia, New Zealand and India, troops flooded into Britain, although it took the collapse of the coalition government in South Africa under Barry Hertzog before that country declared war, under a new administration formed by Jan Smuts. Foreign cruisers and destroyers joined the Royal Navy and later the 8th Army would be made up with units from all corners of the Empire.


With the threat of a cross-channel invasion looming and Italy’s entry into the war, the First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Dudley Pound, suggested on 17 June that the Mediterranean Fleet should sail for Gibraltar, where it could better support the Home Fleet and the vital trade routes across the Atlantic, thus withdrawing from the eastern Mediterranean. Admiral Cunningham ‘replied later the same day, detailing my proposed arrangements for the withdrawal of the navy, saying that the possibility had already been considered by General Wavell, and that in this event it was his opinion that Egypt could not be held for long.’1 On paper this was not an unreasonable stance for the Admiralty to take. The number of Italian troops in Libya so greatly outnumbered the British Army of the Nile that the safe retention of Alexandria as a supply base was in question. However Winston Churchill would have none of it. The Mediterranean must be held; anything less would be tantamount to giving up the Empire. And from the Mediterranean, Jews, Arabs, Maltese and Cypriots had flocked to the colours.


Egypt itself had been in the throes of a major political crisis; Mohammad Mahmoud Pasha had resigned and had been replaced by the chief of the royal household, Aly Maher Pasha. This was an indication that the government, perhaps, did not reflect the anti-German feeling of the people. Egypt would become a hotbed of clandestine Axis-Fascist supporters and sympathisers, requiring a large garrison.
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