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This book is dedicated to the memory of Philip and Isla Brownless, who passed away within three months of each other in 2014; and to those gallant Charioteers and X-Men described here, who paid the ultimate sacrifice during operations against their country’s enemies between 1942 and 1945.










Let your thoughts dwell day by day on your country’s true greatness, and when you realise her grandeur, remember it is a heritage won for you by dauntless men who knew their duty, and who did it. In the hour of trial – the one thing they feared was dishonour – they failed not their motherland, but laid their gallant lives at her feet. In one great host did they give themselves to death: but each one, man by man, has won imperishable praise. Each one has won a glorious grave – not that sepulchre of earth wherein they lie, but the everlasting tomb of remembrance that will live on the lips, that will blossom in the deeds of their countrymen the world over.


For the whole earth is the sepulchre of heroes; monuments may rise, and tablets be set up to them in their own land, but on the far-off shores, there is an abiding memorial that no pen or chisel has traced; it is graven, not on stone or brass, but on the living heart of humanity.


Take these men for your example. Like them, remember that prosperity and true happiness can only be for the free, and that freedom is the possession of those alone who have the courage to defend it.


Pericles, c. 430 BC










Abbreviations and Glossary



	AB
	Able Seaman





	Abaft/aft
	Towards the rear (stern) of a vessel





	AEDU
	Admiralty Experimental Diving Unit





	ASDIC
	An active sound-detection device on ships, to detect submarines





	A/S
	Anti-submarine





	A/T
	Anti-torpedo





	BAD
	British Admiralty Detachment, Washington





	Benzedrine
	An early amphetamine tablet, used as an artificial stimulant 





	CGC
	Conspicuous Gallantry Cross





	C-in-C
	Commander-in-Chief





	CO
	Commanding Officer





	COMINCH
	Commander-in-Chief, United States Fleet





	COPP
	Combined Operations Pilotage Parties





	CPO
	Chief Petty Officer





	DSC
	Distinguished Service Cross 





	DSEA
	Davis Submarine Escape Apparatus





	DSO
	Distinguished Service Order





	ERA
	Engine Room Artificer





	Heads
	Naval slang for lavatory





	MGB
	Motor Gun Boat





	MSC
	Motorised Submersible Canoe (the ‘Sleeping Beauty’)





	MTB
	Motor Torpedo Boat





	Pompey
	Naval slang for Portsmouth





	Q ship
	A decoy vessel, designed to catch U-boats by deception





	RAF
	Royal Air Force





	RNVR
	Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve





	SLC
	
Siluri a Lenta Corsa; Italian ‘Slow Speed Torpedoes’, also known as Maiali (‘pigs’)






	SOE
	Special Operations Executive





	SUE
	Submarine Underwater Explosives, a means of signalling to X-craft, and known as ‘Suzies’





	XE-craft
	X-craft specially designed for use in the Far East











Preface


Between 1942 and 1945 the Royal Navy engaged in a type of warfare so secret that very few people knew about it at the time, and few have heard about it since. It was extraordinarily tough work, and demanded unusually high standards of personal courage, physical fitness, determination, training and leadership from those engaged; not merely to get through training, but to survive a live operation against the enemy. It was concerned with using tiny sub-surface craft to take the war to the enemy. There were four main types. The first were manned torpedoes – known in the British Service as ‘Chariots’ – designed to sink enemy shipping in its harbours. This was an ingenious idea borrowed from the Italians, who demonstrated its effectiveness in a spectacular attack against the Royal Navy in Alexandria harbour in December 1941. The second were three- and four-man 30-ton mini-, or ‘midget’, submarines, known as X-craft, which were designed in the first place to take on the mighty German battleship Tirpitz in 1943, but whose use extended to other strategic targets in the Far East in 1945. Mini-submarines were an idea that had long been in consideration by navies around the globe, but which was applied with success by only a few. The Japanese experimented with this concept, but no other belligerent during the Second World War developed it as thoroughly, or enjoyed as much success with it, as the Royal Navy. The third were the Special Operations Executive’s (SOE) single-man submersible craft, known as the ‘Welman’, and the fourth were Motorised Submersible Canoes (MSCs).


Both the Welman and the MSC were ingenious ideas which reached stages of development that allowed them to be considered for deployment against the enemy, although the Welman (in an attack against Bergen, Norway) and the MLC, in a disastrous raid against Japanese-held Singapore in 1944 (Operation Rimau), saw limited operational service. The numbers of men and women involved in the successful deployment of these weapons were tiny, but a measure of the demands made on the men who crewed these contrary and often dangerous devices, and of their success on operations against German, Italian and Japanese targets, can be seen in the extraordinary number of men awarded medals for gallantry: sixty-eight.


The two-man teams who operated the Chariots, and the four-man crews who operated the X-craft, were a breed apart. The courage required to sit astride 600 pounds of high explosive in a cold, dark and claustrophobic underwater environment, at a time when little was known about the effect of oxygen on the body at more than two atmospheres (rudimentary oxygen rebreathers were worn); or to sit cramped within a 30-ton submersible coffin across many hundreds of miles of hostile ocean, to enter a heavily guarded enemy harbour and then to exit the craft to lay anti-ship (‘limpet’) mines on the hull of an enemy vessel, called for men to whom the otherwise largely devalued title of ‘hero’ can properly be given. They willingly took on the challenge of mastering entirely new skills in an often hostile natural environment, pushing the boundaries of physiological science, military technique and human endurance as they strove to carry out their missions and to defeat their enemy.


What the British achieved in the field of submersible manned torpedoes originated inside Italy’s Regia Marina (Royal Navy), and it is to the Italian pioneers of this innovative method of warfare that full credit must go for creating and mastering the concept. The British rapidly learned the lessons the Italians taught them, and in turn conquered the intricacies of this new form of warfare. The Royal Navy was enabled to do this by the quality of its men: a mixture of professional sailors and part-timers from across the Commonwealth – Britons, Australians, Canadians, New Zealanders and South Africans – mobilised for the duration of the war; together with conscripts and volunteers whose military service would end – they hoped – at the cessation of hostilities, when they could return to their peacetime civilian occupations. It is for reasons of authenticity, therefore, that this account is built, where available, on the direct reminiscences, records, logbooks and reports of some of the brave men involved.


This is not a story of high strategy. It undertakes no detailed account of the technology associated with this innovative branch of warfare, or the tactics required for mounting a successful attack. Nor does it follow the mini-submarine ventures of the Axis countries, with the obvious exception of the Italian Maiale, the forerunner of the British Chariot. It offers, instead, selected tales of the extraordinary achievements of small, well-trained and committed groups of men – most of them teenagers – who faced immense dangers and overwhelming odds to bring their nation’s enemies to heel. Never did they doubt whether their role – tiny amidst all the noise of the big ships and the heavy battalions – made them somehow less significant than those fighting the battles that made it into the press. As Pericles explained, they were content to do their duty. Many did this to the death, paying the ultimate sacrifice. They, and those who survived to carry the flame of their achievements to a new generation, achieved, as Pericles rightly asserts, ‘imperishable praise’.










ONE


Sea Swine


It was a warm, clear, humid night. Off the coast of Alexandria the Mediterranean lapped unhurriedly against the darkened coast. Light from a bright moon glistened on the surface of the sea, making up in part for the fact that during these years of war the Ras-el-Tin lighthouse no longer routinely threw its warning rays out to sea, but switched on only to guide returning British warships to the safety of the port. It was perhaps the only sign that this tranquil place was at war. On 18 December 1941 the war in Europe had been raging for over two years. The Italians under Mussolini had thrown in their lot with Hitler in mid-1940. Eleven days earlier the Japanese had announced their entry to the war in spectacular fashion, with simultaneous surprise assaults on Thailand, Malaya, Borneo, Hawaii, Hong Kong and the Philippines.


The Mediterranean had witnessed a desperate struggle for naval supremacy, which demonstrated that, for the first time in two hundred years, it could not be described as a British lake. Alexandria was the home in the eastern Mediterranean of the Royal Navy’s Mediterranean Fleet, but it had recently been severely weakened by a series of devastating losses. The remnants of this fleet, now reduced to two battleships – HMS Queen Elizabeth and HMS Valiant – both veterans of the First World War, were now hemmed in within the security of the harbour chain and the anti-submarine nets of Alexandria harbour. The C-in-C of the Mediterranean Fleet, Admiral Andrew Browne Cunningham (known universally in the Royal Navy as ‘ABC’), whose flagship the Queen Elizabeth was, had warned London at the beginning of the month that he was worried about losing any more of his capital ships. ‘I must keep them rather in cotton wool as it won’t do to get another put out of action,’ he told Sir Dudley Pound, the ailing First Lord of the Admiralty.


Cunningham’s fears for his few remaining battleships had been prompted by a run of devastating losses suffered as German and Italian pressure against the North African shore increased. This included the sinking off Gibraltar on 13 November 1941 of the Navy’s only modern aircraft carrier, HMS Ark Royal, sent to the bottom after a strike by a single torpedo from Kapitänleutnant Friedrich Guggenberger’s U-81. Then, on 25 November, off Sidi Barrani, three torpedoes fired at close range from Leutnant Hans-Diedrich Freiherr von Tiesenhausen’s U-331 at HMS Barham sank the veteran battleship and took with it the lives of 841 men in a single extraordinary explosion – captured by a Pathé cameraman on board HMS Valiant. (The moment that violent death came to many hundreds of men can still be viewed, at the click of a button, on YouTube.) The Royal Navy had twice as many warships as the Kriegsmarine and Regia Marina combined, but of course these were spread thinly across the globe, attempting to meet and curb a host of threats to its security interests.


The Queen Elizabeth and Valiant were now all Cunningham had left to counter the threat posed to his lines of communication across the Mediterranean – which stretched from Gibraltar to the Suez Canal, as well as to Egypt, Malta and the entire seaboard of Cyrenaica – by the more powerful Italian fleet which now amounted to five battleships, two of them new. If this wasn’t bad enough, a week later came the humiliating loss, off the eastern coast of the Malay Peninsula, of the mighty HMS Prince of Wales and the battle cruiser HMS Repulse. The two capital ships of Force Z, weakened by the absence of its accompanying aircraft carrier HMS Indomitable, which had been forced to remain in the United States undergoing repairs, had been sent to the bottom of the South China Sea together with 835 men after a sustained attack by Japanese torpedo bombers. The shock waves of this humiliation coursed through the Royal Navy and the Admiralty and thundered against the stone steps of 10 Downing Street. Nineteen forty-one was wartime Britain’s annus horribilis, perhaps the worst in its modern history and the closest it came to defeat in a war that now coiled its destructive tentacles around the globe.


That night, underneath the surface of the gently undulating ocean just over a nautical mile off Ras-el-Tin, Lieutenant Luigi Durand de la Penne and Petty Officer Emilio Bianchi, together with four colleagues (Captain Antonio Marceglia, Petty Officer/diver Spartaco Schergat, Captain Vincenzo Martellotta and Petty Officer/diver Mario Marino) from a top-secret assault squadron of the Regia Marina – the Decima Flottiglia Mezzi d’Assalto (MAS), or 10th Light Assault Vehicle Flotilla: often abbreviated to Decima MAS or Decima Flottiglia – prepared to disembark from the submarine Scirè. Unaware perhaps of the imperatives of grand strategy, or of the full extent of the Royal Navy’s predicament, but imbued nevertheless with determination to do honour to Italian martial pride, the world’s first commando frogmen prepared to launch an assault – unique in the annals of modern warfare – against the remaining capital ships of the British Mediterranean Fleet. De la Penne and his comrades were certain only of one thing: they represented Italy’s David against Britain’s Goliath, and they would do their duty.


Was it a coincidence that Cunningham had that very night sent a signal to his fleet that ‘attacks on Alexandria harbour by air, boat or human torpedo might be expected in calm weather’? Recent attempts against British shipping in Gibraltar had spread the alarm amongst the British fleet. In his memoirs Cunningham noted:


 


Besides the boom and the net defence at the harbour entrance, each battleship was surrounded by a floated net as a protection against torpedoes, human or otherwise. Arrangements were also made for patrolling boats to drop small explosive charges at the harbour entrance at regular intervals.


 


The war clouds threatening Europe in 1939 prompted the establishment in Italy of a unit designed to translate the Maiale concept into operational reality. This became, in 1941, the 10th Flotilla, commanded by Commander Vittorio Moccagatta. The 10th Flotilla had two ways of taking its particular style of warfare to its enemy, the Royal Navy, long dominant in the Mediterranean. The first was with a 2-ton wooden motorboat packed with explosives, which the unfortunate operator was expected to bring into close proximity with the target, before aiming the vessel at the enemy hull and ejecting himself into the water at high speed before impact (thus hopefully to survive the resulting explosion). Despite the crudity of the concept, the method enjoyed some success, with the sinking off Souda Bay on Crete on 26 March 1941 of the heavy cruiser HMS York and three other vessels. The second was the human torpedo, known officially as ‘siluri a lenta corsa’ (slow-speed torpedoes), or SLC.


The SLC was the product of the collaboration in 1935 between two engineers in the Regia Marina’s submarine service, Sub Lieutenants Elios Toschi and Teseo Tesei. They knew, from Italy’s experience in the First World War, that a manned torpedo was not only technically feasible but could reap sizeable rewards in combat, relative to its puny size. At 6.30 a.m. on 1 November 1918, a mere ten days from the end of the First World War, two enterprising Regia Marina sailors, Sub Lieutenant Raffaele Paolucci and Major Raffaele Rossetti, took a standard 22-foot-long torpedo, which they called the ‘Leech’, made a number of simple modifications (such as designing a detachable warhead) that allowed it to be operated manually by two operators sitting or lying astride it as it travelled to its target under compressed air at 1 mile per hour, and steered it into Pula harbour, Croatia. There they sank the 20,000-ton ex-Austrian battleship Viribus Unitis, after detaching the charge and fixing it by ropes to the vessel’s hull. The original plan was to do this by magnetic clamps, but the hull had been so seldom cleaned that it was covered in barnacles, which prevented the magnets attaching successfully. Unknown to the Italians, the vessel had only days earlier changed ownership from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was sliding into the dust of history, into what would, later that year, become the newly independent state of Yugoslavia. But its sinking demonstrated the principle that a small, manned, unarmoured submersible, exploiting nothing more than the underwater environment, stealth and the audacity of its oper­ators, could reap an outcome that far outweighed its size.


Seventeen years later Toschi and Tesei took the idea a step further to design a considerably more elegant submersible vessel that could enter enemy harbours unobserved, there to sink capital ships with an explosive charge incorporated in the body of the vessel. By January 1936 they had successfully demonstrated the design of their ‘slow-speed torpedo’ to the Naval High Command. Powered by batteries, the vessel was designed to carry two oper­ators submerged for up to twelve hours at a speed of 3 knots. Dressed in specially designed rubberised suits, the men sat astride the 22-foot machine as if they were riding a horse. The idea was that it would travel just below the surface for its approach journey, with the operators’ heads just above the water. It could then submerge to the limit for human diving – estimated at the time, and before anyone fully comprehended the physiology of oxygen poisoning, to be a maximum depth of 120 feet – for the final approach, with the operators using British-designed oxygen rebreather sets.


Manufactured under licence by Pirelli, these Siebe Gorman devices, originally designed to assist submariners to escape from their sunken craft, had enjoyed a growing use amongst sports divers in France and Italy during the 1930s, as well as offering – to the Italians at least – considerable military possibilities. Before the advent of the rebreather, diving could only be conducted using hoses that pumped compressed air down long tubes to the harnessed diver. Now, with an oxygen rebreather, frogmen – as they became known in the British press during the war – could, within the limits provided by the amount of oxygen carried, and the still unknown medical science associated with prolonged oxygen use, enable underwater swimmers to remain submerged for the entire duration of an attack. Unlike compressed-air sets, rebreathers did not release any telltale bubbles from the divers, likely to alert an enemy to their presence. Other items of equipment, such as flippers (or ‘fins’) and masks, had become a standard part of the sports-diving community on the French and Italian Riviera in the same decade.


The 660-pound main charge was detachable from the front of the vessel: the operators had merely to fix it to a rope hung underneath the hull. The ubiquitous bilge keels on a ship’s hull – long strips of metal welded to each side of the vessel and designed to prevent excessive rolling – provided a useful platform on which to clamp both ends of the line. It was during the early days of learning to master these underwater beasts that Tesei described one that had just sunk under him as a ‘pig’. The name stuck, and in Italian service they were henceforth always known as Maiali.


The men selected to become Maiale frogmen were to prove some of the toughest in the Regia Marina, subject to thorough selection and extensive training. Not only did they need to be physically strong, but also capable swimmers, able to withstand the psychological pressures of prolonged immersion under water. They were trained to travel up to 6 miles in their submersible vessels from their escort submarine, cut through anti-submarine nets, and place the heavy charge underneath their target. The approach was described by one Italian ‘pilot’ (or Number 1) as follows:


 


You approach, at ‘observation level’, to within about 30 metres of the target . . . You take a compass bearing, then you flood the diving-tank and the water closes over your head. Everything is cold, dark and silent. Now you are deep enough; you close the flooding valve, put the motor into low gear and slide onwards. It gets suddenly darker; you know that you are underneath the ship. You shut off the motor and open the valve for pushing the water out of the diving tanks. As you rise, you lift a hand above your head. You wonder whether it will touch smooth plates or knife-edged barnacles, which will play the devil with your fingers, or, worse still, tear your rubber overall and let the sea seep through.


Now you have found the hull. You push the torpedo back, so that your assistant can catch hold of the bilge keel, a couple of hands’ breadths wide . . . You feel a thump on the shoulder; your assistant has found the bilge [keel] and is fixing a clamp on it. Two thumps on the shoulder: the clamp is in position. Now you go ahead to get at the bilge keel on the other side. Your assistant is paying out a line from one side to the other. He fixes the second clamp. And now back again, pulling oneself along by the line stretched under the hull, as far as the centre of the ship. While you clutch the rope with your hands, holding the torpedo between your legs, your second leaves his seat and passes you till he reaches the warhead in front. In the darkness you know that he is fastening the warhead to the rope stretched under the ship between the bilge keels. Now he has detached the head; the firing clock that will cause the 330 kg of the charge to explode in two and a half hours begins to measure off the seconds . . . Now you may think of escape.


 


Within two months of Italy’s declaration of war against Britain, the assault units, both surface and sub-surface, of what was to become the 10th Flotilla went aggressively in search of the Royal Navy – despite the relatively primitive design of the SLC and the fact that the Regia Marina boasted probably no more than a dozen of the machines. They understood that it would be difficult for the Regia Marina to destroy the British Mediterranean battle fleet in an open fight and therefore, in addition to conventional strategies, it would need also to pursue a ‘war of the flea’: striking the British where they were most vulnerable, and at times and places where they were least expected. This included mining, submarine warfare and attacks on enemy harbours. The concept was that of the short, sharp offensive strike that would deal death and destruction in unexpected places and in unexpected ways, and by so doing sap the morale of an enemy who still provided a significant threat to Italian dreams of being able to dominate their own naval backyard.


Attacking the foe in his harbour, a place where perhaps he felt safest, was a stratagem whose virtues the British were to demonstrate to the Italians’ considerable cost at Taranto in December 1940. In this engagement the Regia Marina lost half of its capital ships in a single night, the result of a devastating attack by seventeen obsolescent Swordfish ‘Stringbag’ torpedo bombers of the Fleet Air Arm. But from the very outset of the war Italian ingenuity and bravery did not make up for their failure to come up with a strategy suited to exploiting their tactical successes. Italian technical achievements, doggedness and standards of personal training, small-unit leadership and courage were exemplary. Alas for the Axis Powers, they were not coordinated with other operations, nor ever part of a coherent naval or military plan to defeat the British. And for this reason individual successes failed to deliver any more than a short-lived advantage. Worse, they were intimately bound up with concepts of national honour and military pride that should have had no place in the attitudes of men whose single-minded purpose should have been the defeat of their enemy, not the glory of Italian arms.


Tesei’s operational concept was built around the idea of the Maiale as the tip of an offensive spear able to destroy the enemy in an overwhelming pre-emptive strike. The chief British bases in the Mediterranean were Gibraltar and Alexandria, and the eyes of the 10th Flotilla were on both. An attack on Alexandria was designed to be an Italian version of the Japanese strike on Pearl Harbor, maiming the Royal Navy in the Mediterranean. The first attempt to deliver this plan came in September 1940, when eight Maiali carried aboard two submarines – Gondar and Scirè – set sail for Alexandria and Gibraltar respectively to strike a simultaneous and decisive blow against British naval hegemony in the Mediterranean. The day after Gondar left La Spezia for Alexandria, Scirè, commanded by Commander Junio Valerio Borghese, headed for Gibraltar with three human torpedoes. Unfortunately, when he arrived he found the cupboard bare: the British battleships HMSs Renown, Ark Royal and Sheffield were away in the Atlantic searching for the Bismarck. It might have worked, if Italian intelligence had been superior.


Exactly a month later, Borghese returned, but was again frustrated. A technical failure with their Pirelli rebreathers prevented one team from getting close to their target, and the sudden sinking of a Maiale ended another mission. The third vessel lost steerage only a few hundred feet from the hull of the Queen Elizabeth-class battleship HMS Barham. The two crewmen – Gino Birindelli and Damos Paccagnini – attempted to drag the heavy and unresponsive vessel – a ‘pig’ indeed – but had to give up in exhaustion. Rather foolishly, they set the fuse on the warhead even though they had not reached and would not reach their target, so that when it exploded harmlessly a few hours later it simply advertised to the British that they needed to be wary of a new threat against their capital ships. The first two crews (including Teseo Tesei) managed to scuttle their two Maiali and escape through Spain with the help of an Italian secret agent, although Birindelli and Paccagnini became prisoners of war. With days, however, one of the two scuttled pigs was washed onto the Spanish shore, where it was photographed by the British.


Some of the Italian equipment and parts of the SLCs were recovered and returned to the UK. For the first time, the Royal Navy could see what they were up against. Nevertheless, there is no evidence that anyone in the Royal Navy acted upon this discovery, except to initiate defensive procedures across the Mediterranean ports that included the regular dropping of charges into the sea to counter the threat of frogmen. After all, the SLC had not yet demonstrated that it could cause the British any harm.


One of the lessons of these failures was the development of the idea of the assault swimmer in the Italian service, who formed themselves into what became the ‘Gamma’ unit. This concept involved not the self-destruction of the Maiale by means of its main warhead, but the use of the pig to transport assault swimmers to a target, at which point they would attach small limpet mines to the underside of an enemy ship’s hull. They would then swim to safety and be collected by their escorting pig and be far away before the detonation of their charges.


But the strategy of the flea had its attendant weaknesses, one of which was the danger of compromise during the extended submar­ine journey to the target area. On 22 August 1940, whilst en route to attack the two British battleships which, in addition to HMS Eagle, were believed to be in Alexandria, the third submarine in the flotilla, the Iride (carrying four human torpedoes and five two-man crews, including men who would make their names in Italian SLC operations, such as Gino Birindelli; Damos Paccagnini, Teseo Tesei, Luigi de la Penne and Elios Toschi), accompanied by two support vessels, paused to carry out final arrangements in the Bay of Bomba. However, the little flotilla had been spotted the day before by a British Blenheim flying an aerial reconnaissance flight along the coast to Tobruk, and it was there, the following day, that three of HMS Eagle’s ‘Stringbags’ led by Captain Oliver Patch, Royal Marines, found them. The Stringbags – flying from a desert airfield at Maaten Bagush, the headquarters of the Royal Air Force in the Western Desert – had only just arrived in Egypt from Cyprus, for the express purpose of attacking Italian shipping. One of the pilots, Royal Marine Lieutenant John Welham, described how Ollie Patch’s torpedo, dropped from a height of 30 feet and at a distance of 300 yards, struck the Iride amidships, destroying it in a single huge explosion and ‘leaving only a small fraction of the stern above the surface’. Welham went for the second vessel, a motor torpedo boat that had brought the SLCs to the area to rendezvous with the Iride:


 


The destroyer [sic] opened fire with pom-poms, multi-machine guns and 0.5-ins. The fire was accurate and at 3,000 yards my aircraft was struck by a 0.5-in bullet . . . At a range of about 500 yards I dropped my torpedo . . . Three seconds later my torpedo exploded . . . just forward of amidships. The ship was left blazing furiously. Four minutes later there was a further large explosion which caused smoke to rise to a height of 300 feet.


 


Both the Iride and the torpedo boat Calipso were sunk. Neither Ollie Patch nor John Welham had any idea of just how significant their intervention had been in preventing an SLC attack against Alexandria, believing that their attack was a minor part of a general strategy of interdiction along the enemy coast.


A month later, a second attempt to strike at Alexandria also failed, in much the same way. The submarine Gondar, commanded by Lieutenant Francesco Brunetti and carrying three human torpedoes and four two-man crews, was attacked by the Australian destroyer HMAS Stuart close to Alexandria on 29 September. The following day the crew were forced to scuttle the submarine, and all, including the 10th Flotilla frogmen – among whom was one of the two inventors of the Italian submersible, Lieutenant Commander Elios Toschi – were captured. But again there is no evidence that the British understood at the time the nature of the threat to their naval supremacy that these operations posed. Both Iride and Gondar were seen merely as predatory submarines on patrol. Britain, in common with other ‘big gun’ navies of the time, had a tendency to belittle and disregard underwater innovation as somehow unworthy of true seamen: a little too piratical perhaps. Each time an attack in these early days failed, however, the men of the Regia Marina’s submarine service, together with the 10th Flotilla, worked hard to understand the causes of failure, to remedy faults in equipment or tactics, and press on with their offensive plans.


Indeed, repeated failures to strike a successful blow against the British seemed only to spur the 10th Flotilla to greater effort. In May 1941 a further attempt to attack Gibraltar failed for want of suitable targets, and on 26 July a brave assault on the harbour defences of the British bastion at Malta was defeated with considerable loss. The British, possibly warned by Ultra and equipped with radar, could see the oncoming Italian force long before it arrived, and the big guns of the defences held their fire before unleashing a devastating salvo at close range. None of the raiders – surface or sub-surface – were able to press home their attacks. Fifteen commandos were killed, including Moccagatta and Teseo Tesei. Eighteen became prisoners of war.


In the aftermath of this disaster Borghese was promoted from being commander of the Scirè to running all sub-surface oper­ations. Borghese concentrated on developing the work of piloted torpedoes. He knew that he needed operational success to re-establish the morale of his submariners, and to demonstrate the viability of the piloted torpedoes. A small successful operation would give them the authority they needed to proceed with a more substantial task.


 


I took advantage of the summer season, which was unsuitable for piloted torpedo operations owing to the shortness of the nights and the length of the hours of daylight, though favourable, on account of the mildness of the temperature of the sea, to intensive and prolonged training . . . The object was to put them in a con-dition to overcome the difficulties which had in the previous operations, especially the last one against Gibraltar, prevented successful action.


It was now that the Maiale achieved its first operational success, after more than a year of trying, and the loss in combat of many of the originators of the concept. On 10 September 1941 the Scirè left La Spezia once more, carrying three SLCs. The plan was that they would meet up with the eight SLC frogmen at Cadiz in neutral Spain, where an Italian freighter, the Fulgor, would provide cover during their night-time rendezvous. On 16 September Borghese sailed quietly through the Strait of Gibraltar, before spending the whole of the next day on the seabed off Cadiz, waiting for nightfall. After successfully collecting the crews and, according to Borghese’s report, enjoying ‘a hot bath, fresh victuals, bananas and brandy’ on the Fulgor, the Scirè was under way in the darkness of the following morning. By 19 September it had reached Algeciras Bay. The primary targets for the SLC were the capital ships of the Royal Navy’s Force H – such as the aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal and the battleship HMS Nelson. This required breaching the harbour defences, which was no easy task with British vigilance at an all-time high. Borghese recalled hearing, in the deeply submerged Scirè, the dull thuds of the half-hourly detonations from the guard boats on the surface above, designed specifically to counter the threat of enemy frogmen. If the SLCs could not penetrate the harbour they were to attack less prestigious cargo vessels in the Gibraltar roads.


The teams set off just after midnight on the morning of 20 September. Following the problems experienced on the previous mission, they wore improved Pirelli breathing apparatus. It was only a matter of days before their targets – unbeknown to the Italians – would be responsible for escorting the largest-ever British convoy to the besieged island of Malta.


Lieutenant Vesco, tasked with the destruction of HMS Nelson, struggled to break through the British defences and enter the harbour. Defences had been substantially improved since the British had realised that a new type of underwater threat existed against their vulnerable warships in harbour. Anti-submarine nets and regular surface patrols, together with underwater searches using divers, were extensively deployed. Vesco’s report described what happened next:


 


Surface approach was normal, though impeded by wind and high seas. I removed my mask at intervals, so as to see with the naked eye, but on each occasion only for a few seconds, because, even when I was stationary, the waves breaking over my face were a great nuisance especially to my eyes. After an emergency submersion to evade discovery by a patrol boat on duty I sighted the entrance to the harbour. I was about 300 metres from the defences and slowed down so as to prevent my being heard by hydrophones and in order to have time to find out about the manoeuvres of a boat which was shuttling, with her lights on, in front of the entrance . . . I set a bee-line course and submerged to the greatest possible depth, proceeding at low speed to prevent the phosphor­escence of my wake from being detected from the surface.


At about 3.15 a.m. I got down to a depth of about 26 metres, just grazing the bottom, which was hard and smooth, and did not interfere in any way with my progress. At about 3.30, at a depth of 15 metres, I heard and felt against the cask of the ‘pig’ and against my own body three consecutive underwater explosions. As everything continued to function normally I decided to go on. At 3.40 I was at a depth of 13 metres when I heard two further explosions, slightly more subdued than the previous ones, but of greater volume.


 


Unable to get through without risking his craft, he decided to attack a secondary target, one of the merchantmen sitting in the roads, which were considerably less well protected than those within the harbour.


 


At four a.m. I started to look for the most important target. A boat with its lights dimmed was moving about among the steamers. At last I sighted a vessel with a long, slender outline, lying low in the water and therefore heavily laden; I guessed her to be about 3 or 4 thousand tons displacement. I made my approach . . . I submerged deeply beneath the ship, stopped and came up, exhausting the tanks, till I reached the hull. I managed to do this unseen and unheard, but owing to damage to my breathing set I could not avoid swallowing water containing soda-lime, which caused painful burning to my mouth and throat.


 


Surfacing, Vesco changed his breathing set before submerging again, successfully setting the warhead. Returning to the parent submarine was considered too difficult for the frogman and too dangerous for the waiting submarine, and the Italian policy was that frogmen must swim to shore to escape, trusting to their luck to get away. With Spain so close, the plan in this instance was for the men to make for its coast. It was a tough swim. When they finally gained the shore they were detained by Spanish soldiers but were able to see the explosion that ripped apart the 48-year-old, 2,444-ton Fiona Shell.


The second SLC, commanded by Lieutenant Catalano, likewise struggled to enter the heavily guarded harbour. After spending two hours attempting to dodge a patrol boat they also decided to attack a freighter in the Gibraltar Roads. Rejecting a requisitioned Italian vessel, he and his diver chose another:


 


The work proceeded in first-rate style, owing to the splendid conduct, both in skill and in enterprise, of my second operator [Giannoni]. At 5.16 a.m. I set the fuses of the warhead. We left at high speed and I sank the ‘pig’ in 5 metres of water, after setting the fuses of her self-destructor charges: by that time it was 5.55 a.m. I surfaced with Giannoni; after removing our breathing sets and sinking them, we swam to the shore, landing at 7.15 a.m. At 9.16 a violent explosion took place at the stem of the motor ship I had attacked; a column of water rose to about 30 metres. The motor ship settled slowly by the stem, the entire structure of her bows emerging from the water. Four powerful tugs came to her assistance and towed her ashore, with considerable trouble, at a point opposite the neutral zone. I afterwards found out her name; she was the armed British motor ship Durham, of 10,900 tons.


 


The third SLC was under the command of Lieutenant Lioria Visintini. This ‘pig’, after playing cat-and-mouse with two patrol boats, managed to slip between them and through the anti-submarine nets to place the warhead underneath a large tanker. The fuses set at 4.40 a.m., Visintini retraced their steps, sank their vessel and swam safely to the Spanish shore. At 8.43 a.m. they heard an explosion in the harbour. Their victim was the Denbydale, a Royal Fleet Auxiliary fuel tanker of 17,000 tons, which was badly damaged, with a broken back. The six frogmen had all returned safely to shore, and each saw or heard the results of their efforts. Borghese was jubilant, as he had every reason to be. ‘At last, after so many disappointments,’ he later wrote, ‘we had a positive result, though not of the importance we had desired. It was the first success of the piloted torpedoes; three vessels, including a large naval tanker and amounting in all to 30,000 tons, had been sunk.’


But disaster then struck. Desperate for positive publicity, and ignoring the need to retain operational security around the means by which they had achieved these successes, the Italian Propaganda Ministry loudly trumpeted:


 


Assault craft of the Royal Navy have succeeded in penetrating the Roads and the Grand Harbour of Gibraltar, where they sank a 10,000-ton tanker and a 6,000-ton merchant ship loaded with munitions. A 12,000-ton merchant ship loaded with war material was hurled against the rocky outcrop by the force of the explosions and can be regarded as lost.


 


Until this point in time the British had little understanding of what was attacking them, and how. Vice Admiral Sir James Somerville, commander of Force H, reported:


 


A breathing apparatus, picked up in the Commercial anchorage, where an oil hulk, the Fiona Shell had been sunk, and SS Durham damaged, indicated that the probable cause was attack by two-man submarines.


 


Even though details remained sparse, the cat was now out of the bag, and both Gibraltar and Alexandria were placed on high alert.










TWO


Cavities in the Lion’s Mouth


In the early morning of 19 December 1941, lying on his bunk in the bowels of HMS Queen Elizabeth, Midshipman Tom Dowling awoke to a Tannoy announcement from the Captain warning that ‘midget enemy submarines were supposed to have got into the harbour’. Another midshipman, Frank Wade, recalled being awoken at 4 a.m. ‘by the alarm rattlers buzzing us to action stations and a bugler blowing the alarm’. He went up to his station on the bridge. Seaman A. J. Wilkins was a:


 


gunner on board HMS Queen Elizabeth, stationed at gunnery control. At about 2 a.m. the news was given that enemy under-water vehicles had entered the port while the barriers were open to let our own ships into the harbour. So the alarm was given – the entire ship’s crew had to clear the lower decks and go onto the upper decks. I was serving above by the anti-aircraft guns some two hours later when the order was given to return to the lower decks because everything was now all right.


 


Tom Dowling later wrote in his midshipman’s journal: ‘This seemed like a dream. Later through the length of the night we heard smaller and greater explosions – which we accepted as being depth charges. The last and greatest explosion caused us junior midshipmen to jump out of our hammocks and run round in small circles.’ On the bridge of the Queen Elizabeth Frank Wade heard ‘the low rumbling underwater explosion and the quarterdeck was thrown upwards about six inches, maybe more. I bent my legs and threw out my arms to keep my balance as the huge ship lurched beneath me. A blast of thick smoke and flame shot out the funnel. Then the ship seemed to settle rapidly.’ Down below, Wilkins was astonished at the power of the explosion:


 


The explosion was so terrific that the lights went out at once and the mess decks were completely flooded. The ship was in total darkness, the men sought shelter and we had to find our way out of the ship in order to reach the upper decks. I managed to do so, and when I arrived above I saw that the bow of the Valiant had sunk and that the Queen Elizabeth was still sinking because its armour-plating had been ripped off.


 


Admiral Cunningham related the events of the evening in his memoirs:


 


At about 4 a.m. on December 19th I was called in my cabin on board the Queen Elizabeth with the news that two Italians had been found clinging to the bow buoy of the Valiant. They had been taken on board and interrogated; but had vouchsafed nothing and had been sent ashore under arrest. I at once ordered them to be brought back to the Valiant and confined in one of the forward compartments well below the waterline. The boats of all ships were also called away to drop small charges around them, while the ships’ companies were turned out of their hammocks below and chain bottom-lines were dragged along the ships’ bottoms.


Just before 6 a.m., when I was on the quarter-deck of the Queen Elizabeth, there was a violent explosion under the stern of the tanker Sagona, lying close to the Queen Elizabeth with the Jervis alongside. Both the tanker and the destroyer were badly damaged, the Sagona being badly holed aft with her rudder and screws damaged. The Jervis’s injuries were to keep her in dock for a month.


About twenty minutes later I saw another heavy explosion under the Valiant’s fore turret, and four minutes after that, when I was right aft in the Queen Elizabeth by the ensign staff, I felt a dull thud and was tossed about five feet into the air by the whip of the ship and was lucky not to come down sprawling. I saw a great cloud of black smoke shoot up the funnel and from immediately in front of it, and knew at once that the ship was badly damaged. The Valiant was already down by the bows. The Queen Elizabeth took a heavy list to starboard. Three of our boiler-rooms were flooded, and we were unable to raise steam. Our list was compensated by flooding the opposite compartments; but with some thousands of tons of water in the ship the Queen Elizabeth was very low in the water. We brought a submarine alongside each side to provide power, and in twenty-four hours were able to provide power for ourselves; but there was a hole about forty feet square under the two foremost boiler-rooms and the ship was out of action.


 


Cunningham’s fears of an attack on Alexandria harbour, following the suspicious attacks on the Gibraltar roads, had been well founded. The British Mediterranean Fleet had lost its two remaining battleships and, at a stroke, British naval power in the region was crippled. It was the worst possible outcome for Britain. Despite previous failures, the attack entirely vindicated the deliberate strategy adopted by the Regia Marina to challenge British big-gun superiority with a weapon as small and simple – albeit ingenious in its design, and courageously deployed – as a manned torpedo.


The raid had begun fifteen days before and 1,600 nautical miles away, at twilight on 3 December 1941, when Borghese’s Scirè slipped quietly from the 10th Flotilla’s home base at La Spezia. It had three manned torpedoes secreted within specially designed garages built on the submarine’s deck, and was en route for the Greek island of Leros. There, on 12 December, they were joined by the three crews, six commando frogmen of the 10th Flotilla, who had flown in, together with four reserves.


The 10th Flotilla had, by this stage of the war, learned some painful lessons. One was to ensure that its operations were subject to the utmost secrecy; for this reason the Scirè arrived quietly in Leros under cover of urgent repairs, and her frogmen – all volunteers, and led by Luigi de la Penne, a veteran of the previous mission to Gibraltar – travelled clandestinely. During their time on Leros they were hidden on a freighter outside the harbour, only being united with the submarine under cover of darkness on the night of departure. Another hard-learned lesson was that thorough prep­aration paid great dividends. Borghese and his colleagues became obsessive in their planning for the greatest raid of all, especially given the two previous failures, building on their success in September against Gibraltar. Reconnaissance photographs of Alexandria were taken by German aircraft, braving Egypt’s fighter defences, to ensure that their intended targets were in the harbour when the Scirè arrived with her cargo. Borghese supervised relentless training, at night and in conditions similar to those that the frogmen would find when they launched their attack (no one, of course, not even the submarine crew, knew their destination, which remained a closely guarded secret).


This was the 10th Flotilla’s third attempt against Alexandria. The previous two had both ended in discovery, failure and death. Borghese recalled:


This kind of operation, if it were to have any decent chance of success, had to be thought out to the last detail; the whole of an extensive organisation had to be got ready; there were a thousand details to be studied and put into practice: from the collection of hydrographic and meteorological data to intelligence as to enemy vigilance; from the taking of aerial photographs of the harbour to the arrangement of safe and extremely rapid channels of radio liaison with the submarine, so that the latter could be informed, immediately before the operators were dropped, as to the number and disposition of units on the night of the operation; from the determination of suitable ciphers to getting materials ready for action; from composition of the series of operational orders to the training of operators so as to bring them to the maximum of physical efficiency by the pre-arranged day; from the study of navigation and the best routes of approach for the submarine and those for the forcing of the harbour by the pilots, to research on new devices for causing the enemy maximum damage should the occasion arise; in a word, the proceedings were exactly the oppos­ite of what the phrase ‘assault craft’ might be supposed to mean; there was to be nothing in the nature of making a dash, nothing was to be left to chance, all impulsiveness was to be held in check; on the contrary, everything was to be coolly calculated and every technical and ingenious resource was to be exploited to the fullest extent possible.


 


With the weather prospects good, Borghese planned to slip away unnoticed from Leros on the night of 14 December. He would proceed to a position about a mile off Alexandria, travelling submerged during the day under battery power and on the surface by night by diesel, in order to refresh the air supply in the boat and to recharge his batteries. No risks were to be run of the enemy observing his movements during the journey – such as halts on the surface in daylight – to avoid suffering the fate of both Iride and Gondar the previous year. As a diversion, Axis aircraft would bomb the harbour on the night of the attack, forcing defenders to safety underground or to look up into the sky, rather than at the surface of the harbour.


Once released from the submarine, each of the six human torpedoes would have to find a way to break through the submarine net at the harbour mouth and thereafter make his way undetected to their targets in the inner harbour. They would then clamp their charges to the bilge keels of each ship. One end of a rope or chain would be clamped to one side of the vessel, and the other would be attached to the bilge keel on the opposite side. The charge would be hung underneath, and the timer set. Afterwards, they would release a number of floating incendiary devices designed to ignite water-borne oil discharged from their targets, in the hope that this would cause a secondary conflagration, and maximise the damage caused by the initial explosions. As was the case in Gibraltar, once the crews had left the submarine they would have to swim to shore: from there to make their way along the coast to Rosetta, some 35 miles east, at the mouth of the Nile. If they were successful in securing a boat, the submarine Zaffiro had been instructed to patrol 10 miles off the coast for two days after the raid. If they failed to make this rendezvous, they were on their own.


In truth, the men knew that making it back to the Zaffiro was a forlorn hope. The reality was that, if they survived the attack, the best they could hope for was to hide amongst the Egyptian population: the worst was that they would find themselves prisoners of war. In the Italian concept of operations, even with the provision of the Zaffiro, the operators, like their ‘pigs’, were dispensable. It was simply too dangerous to risk allowing the Scirè to await their return off the coast of Egypt on the night of the attack: the British would be after them like a swarm of angry hornets. They were one-shot weapons, with one-shot crews.


Borghese’s plan went exactly as he had intended. The Scirè, with the pilots aboard, left Leros early on the morning of the 14th. Borghese was confident enough to send a signal to Ernesto Forza, the commanding officer of the 10th Flotilla: ‘Departing at Dawn. Foresee cavities developing in Lion’s mouth.’ Scirè proceeded without incident and complete secrecy. There is no evidence that British intelligence – in Bletchley Park or elsewhere – had any inkling of her voyage. Extreme precautions were taken to mask her noise from listening hydrophones.


The defences of Alexandria port were formidable. Minefields, detector cables, observation positions and anti-submarine nets protected the port in layers a considerable distance out to sea. It would be a challenge just to get the Scirè close to the entrance, let alone to dispatch the pigs successfully. And the pigs would still have to make their way through the final anti-submarine barrier beyond which lay their targets. A heavy storm at sea on 16 December delayed the submarine’s arrival by twenty-four hours, but confirmation by radio signal that the two British battleships were in harbour raised spirits measurably. Then, at 6.40 p.m. on 18 December the submarine came to a rest at a depth of 15 metres, about 1.3 miles off Alexandria. When darkness had fallen, Borghese gently raised his boat so that only the top of the conning tower sat above the gently undulating surface of the sea. Opening the hatch, he made a visual sighting of prominent buildings on the shoreline, and recorded with some pleasure that, after sixteen hours at sea, they had arrived at exactly the point they had planned. The deck ‘garages’, in which the ‘pigs’ were enclosed, remained underwater. The frogmen climbed out of the conning tower wearing their new Pirelli rebreather sets and began the task of submerging, opening the garage doors and readying each of the pigs. One by one, de la Penne and Bianchi, Marceglia and Schergat, Martellotta and Marino launched their vessels, rose slowly to the surface and, with only their heads showing above the darkened sea, made their way silently towards the harbour.
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