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Abstract

Abstract

The Axis powers ultimately failed to achieve their objectives in the naval war in the
Mediterranean, although Italy’s strategic location in the Central Mediterranean provided
an excellent basis for successful conduct of the war. Cooperation and coordination
between Italy and Germany from the pre-war era to the Italian capitulation on 8
September 1943 were too inefficient to fight a successful modern coalition war. The
deficiencies in the combined and joint conduct of the war as well as the command and
control relationships were the leading causes behind the Axis defeat in the
Mediterranean. This essay argues that inter-service rivalries and the different strategies
of the two Axis Powers undermined effective coordination and command relationships
between the Axis powers in the Mediterranean theatre. As a result, they fought in a
parallel manner rather than in a coordinated effort. The effects of their inefficient
coordination and command relationships were that the Axis powers failed in their efforts
to deny the Allies the use of the Mediterranean and to protect their own sea lines of
communications to North Africa. Ultimately, they even failed to protect the Italian coast

against the Allied amphibious landings in Sicily and on the Italian mainland.
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1. Introduction

Coalition war is not a recent invention nor does it represent an exception in history.
Nearly all past large-scale wars were fought in coalitions and fighting in a coalition today
is regarded as the standard, even in minor conflicts. Certainly the two World Wars in the
last century are examples of grand coalition wars from which valuable lessons for future
coalitions can still be drawn. To be victorious in a coalition is much more difficult than
to fight a war alone because several conditions must be met to hold the coalition together.
It is especially important that each member is equally represented, even if the
contribution to the war effort varies from one member to another. The coalition must
reflect the needs and strategic goals of its members and must also respect cultural and
linguistic differences. These sine qua non have to be reflected in the pre-war era, in the
planning for the war, and in the actual conduct of the war. In particular, command and
control of a coalition is a special challenge because each member and its interests have to
be respected and included in the planning as well as the direction of operations, no matter
how small the actual contribution might be.! These challenges render it very difficult for
a coalition to achieve the military principle of unity of command. But without respecting
these conditions the member’s support for a coalition will not exist and the cohesion of
the coalition is at risk. These challenges further increase when the war requires a joint
effort of army, navy, and air force because the command structure must reflect inter-

service differences and must be able to mediate them. In the Second World War, the

"' R.L. DiNardo and Daniel J. Hughes, “Germany and Coalition Warfare in the World Wars: A
Comparative Study”, War in History 8, no. 2 (Spring 2001): 166; http://content.epnet.com/pdf13_15/pdf/
2001/31d/01apr01; Internet, accessed 7 January 2005.
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Allied Powers provided an example of a successful coalition while the Axis provided an
excellent example of a failed one. Since it is easier to deduce lessons from failure than
from success, this paper analyzes the joint and combined aspects of the Axis conduct of
naval war in the Mediterranean from the Italian declaration of war on 11 June 1940 to the
Italian capitulation on 8 September 1943, as well as the history, which led to the flaws in
coalition warfare in the Mediterranean theatre.

While most literature about the naval war in the Mediterranean during the Second
World War concentrates on the examination of the battles and war actions of the different
navies fighting in this theatre of war, little attention has been given to the coalition
aspects, such as command relationships, cooperation between the Axis navies, and
jointness.

The first to address the problem was the German Vice-Admiral Eberhard Weichold in
his contributions to the Allied essay-writing-project of senior German officers and
officials. These essays have to be regarded under the circumstances of the time, as they
were written just after the Second World War by German officers and officials, who
where heavily involved in German conduct of the war. Therefore, they tend to defend
their own decisions during the war and to attribute all errors to Adolf Hitler and National
Socialism or to flaws inherent in the system. Furthermore, they are only based on the
surviving German records in Allied possession and personal memory. Even with these
caveats, these essays provide a valuable insight into the German view of problems during
the war, in particular Eberhard Weichold’s essays “Axis Naval Policy and Operations in
the Mediterranean, 1939 to May 1943”, “Why Germany lost the Second World War”, and

“A Survey from the Naval Point of View of the Organization of the German Air Force for
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Operations over the Sea, 1939-1945”.> Weichold expressed his opinion that the failure of
both Italy and Germany to prepare and conduct the war in a coalition was one of the main
reasons for the defeat of the Axis. Later on, he expanded his essays into a book which
due to his death was never published. After his death, the historian Walter Baum used

the work of Eberhard Weichold, expanded by his own studies on the naval war in the
Mediterranean and using current historical research, to publish the book “Der Krieg der
Achsenméchte im Mittelmeer-Raum. Die Strategie der Diktatoren.” While some parts of
this book still contain word for word passages from the essays of Admiral Weichold,
other parts were totally rewritten by Walter Baum, which makes an exact attribution of
many ideas quite difficult.’

More recently, the naval historian Gerhard Schreiber analyzed the problem of the
Italian-German relationship in the Second World War and the inter-war era using
intensively German and Italian sources. He published his research in his comprehensive
and well-documented book “Revisonismus und Weltmachtstreben; Marinefiihrung und
die deutsch.-italienischen. Beziehungen 1919-1944.”* He opposes Weichold’s view that
by not concentrating all efforts in the Mediterranean theatre in 1941 Germany missed the
opportunity to defeat Great Britain. In Schreiber’s opinion this reasoning totally

overstates both the influence of the Kriegsmarine on strategic affairs and the importance

* All essays contained in Scholarly Resources Inc., Essays by German Officers and Officials on World
War II (Wilmington, DE,: Scholarly Resources, n.d.).

? Concerning the contributions to the book ¢f. Walter Baum and Eberhard Weichold, Der Krieg der
,Achsenmdchte* im Mittelmeer-Raum. Die ,,Strategie* der Diktatoren (Gottingen, Ziirich and Frankfurt:
Musterschmidt, 1973), 9.

* Gerhard Schreiber, Revisionismus und Wehrmachtstreben; Marinefiithrung und die deutsch-
italienischen Beziehungen 1919-1944 (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1978).
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of the Mediterranean for Great Britain’s survival. It also totally neglects Adolf Hitler’s
vision of Lebensraum in the east, which led Hitler to regard the Mediterranean as a
peripheral theatre of war for Germany.” In order to analyze the role of the German
Seekriegsleitung (Skl), her strategic vision, and her relationship with the German
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW) in the Mediterranean, the research of Michael
Salewski provides the best insight. He published the result of his research in his books
Die deutsche Seekriegsleitung 1935-1945, Band I-11I which are still the basis of all recent
research on this subject.’

Regarding the joint aspects of the Axis naval war in the Mediterranean, in addition to
the earlier mentioned essay by Eberhard Weichold, two essays by Walter Gaul
concerning employment of the Naval Air Force and the relations between the
Kriegsmarine and the Luftwaffe provide an analysis of the problematic cooperation
between the Lufiwaffe and the Kriegsmarine.” Generally both authors reach the same
conclusion that due to different strategic visions of both services cooperation was largely

non-existent and among the major flaws in German preparation for a naval war.

> Gerhard Schreiber explained his reasoning very convincingly in his essay ,,Der Mittelmeeraum in
Hitlers Strategie 1940.“ Gerhard Schreiber, “Der Mittelmeerraum in Hitlers Strategie 1940,”
Militdrgeschichtliche Mitteilungen 1980, no. 2: 69 - 99.

6 Michael Salewski, Die deutsche Seekriegsleitung 1935-1945. Band I: 1935-1941 (Frankfurt a. Main:
Bernard & Graefe Verlag, 1970), Michael Salewski, Die deutsche Seekriegsleitung 1935-1945. Band II:
1942-1945 (Miinchen: Bernard & Graefe Verlag, 1975) and Michael Salewski, Die deutsche
Seekriegsleitung 1935-1945. Band IIl: Denkschriften und Lagebetrachtungen (Frankfurt a. Main: Bernard
&Graefe verlag, 1973).

" Walter Gaul, Navy-Air Force Planning and Build-up of the Naval Air Forces; Their Disbandment, and
the Transfer of Naval Air Commitments to the Operational Air Force. Essays by German Officers and
Officials on World War II (Wilmington, DE: Scholarly Resources Inc., n.d.) and Walter Gaul, The
Development of the Naval Air Force Up to the Outbreak of the 1939-1945 War and Its Activity during the
First Seven months of the War. Essays by German Officers and Officials on World War II (Wilmington,
DE: Scholarly Resources Inc., n.d.).
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Among the chief problem for historians is objective evaluation of the Italian side of
the naval war in the Mediterranean. While many of the mentioned German and English-
speaking authors used Italian archives at least to some extent, most works by Italian
historians were not been translated to English.® To analyze the Italian side of the Axis,
the book “The Naval War in the Mediterranean 1940 — 1943” by Jack Greene and
Alessandro Massignani provides a balanced account of the naval war in the
Mediterranean and a valuable analysis of the Italian sources, as the books concentrates on
the Italian war efforts’ Moreover, James J. Sadkovich provides in his book The Italian
Navy in World War II valuable insights into the Italian war effort. Though his narrative
of the war actions is excellent, his revisionist approach concerning the Italian Armed
Forces, whose efforts are in his opinion underrated, led him sometimes to neglect
German contributions and somewhat exaggerate conclusions concerning Italian
successes, which detracts from the overall value of his research. 10

Concerning the preparation of the Regia Marina for the war and its involvement in an
Italian expansionism Robert Mallett provides in his well-documented book The Italian
Navy and Fascist expansionism, 1935-40 valuable insights. '' He opposes the view that
Mussolini was just an opportunist and argues eloquently that Fascist Italy followed a

national strategy to win supremacy in the Mediterranean.

8 Gerhard Schreiber assessed that he was the first non-Italian historian to have an unrestricted access to
the Italian Archivio Ufficio Storico della Marina It
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Coordination and command relationships between the Axis powers in the
Mediterranean theatre, although existent, were never really efficient due to both inter-
service rivalries and the different strategies of the two Axis Powers. As a result, they
fought in a parallel manner rather than in a coordinated effort.'* The effects of their
inefficient coordination and command relationships were that the Axis powers failed in
their efforts to deny the Allies the use of the Mediterranean and to protect their own sea
lines of communications to North Africa. Ultimately, they even failed to protect the

Italian coast against the amphibious landings in Sicily and on the Italian mainland.

"2 To counter Gerhard Schreiber’s argument that the war in the Mediterranean cannot be dubbed a
parallel war due to the neglect of the common strategic objectives of Italy and Germany in this case,
parallel is here used in contrast to combined. Gerhard Schreiber, Revisionismus und Wehrmachtstreben,
Marinefiihrung und die deutsch-italienischen Beziehungen 1919-1944, 13.
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II.  Strategic situation in the Mediterranean before the Outbreak of the Second
World War

Cooperation between Italy and Germany started rather late in the 1930s because the
Berlin-Rome Axis was not the only option for Italy. The existence of several options for
Italy before actual signature of the Pact of Steel in 1939 influenced directly the lack of
preparation of the two Axis Powers for common conduct of the war. Extensive,
traditional links between Great Britain and Italy still existed due to their coalition during
the First World War. But after Benito Mussolini rose to power, these links weakened as
Italy secretly sponsored conflicts in British possessions in the Mediterranean from the
late 1920s onwards."® Through the expansion of its colonies in North and East Africa,
Italy even opposed the British Empire, while at the same time Germany and Italy became
closer as fascist governments governed both. Italian economic disputes with Germany
also decreased. Therefore, a political, military, and economic coalition with Germany
was in Italy’s interest.'* On paper the British position in the Mediterranean still seemed
strong with naval bases in Alexandria, Malta and Gibraltar, but the inter-war years had
prevented strengthening these bases.'” Consequently, the British government tried to

appease Italy.

1 Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani list the following conflicts: Palestine, Egypt, Gibraltar, Malta
and Yugoslavia. Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani, The Naval War in the Mediterranean 1940-
1943, 10.

' Enno von Rintelen, Mussolini als Bundesgenosse. Erinnerungen des Deutschen Militirattachés in
Rom 1936-43 (Tibingen und Stuttgart: Rainer Wunderlich Verlag, 1951), 12.

15 Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani, The Naval War in the Mediterranean 1940-1943, 11.
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The turning point in relations between the former Allies of the First World War, Italy,
Great Britain, and France was the Abyssinian crisis in 1935. This crisis nearly brought
Italy into direct conflict with Great Britain while France tried to remain neutral. As a
direct result of the Abyssinian crisis Great Britain tried to strengthen its position in the
Mediterranean. Great Britain concluded a treaty with Egypt that enabled Great Britain to
maintain control over the Suez Canal and Alexandria for twenty more years and started a
massive rearmament program in response to a resurgent Germany and an aggressive
Japan.'® These tensions, between Italy on the one side and Great Britain and France on
the other side, increased over the Italian support of General Franco during the Spanish
Civil War. France feared the transition of Spain into either an Italian or German vassal
and thus a new enemy at its own western flank. Moreover, France’s interest in the
Mediterranean was to protect its strategic sea lines of communications with Syria and the
French North African territories against an Italian threat. Therefore, the French Navy
actively sought to coordinate its efforts with the Royal Navy. But the Royal Navy was
not overly interested in close cooperation with France at the time, as they were still
attempting to reach an understanding with both Italy and Germany.'” This development
would hamper the Allied naval war efforts in the first months of the Second World War,
but when Italy entered the war in late June 1940 once France’s defeat was certain, it did

not affect the later British conduct of the naval war in the Mediterranean.

' Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani argued on that subject: “But Britain, no matter how small the
actual Italian naval budget was, was not building for war with Italy but against the more immediate threats
of Germany in Europe and Japan in the Far East.” Ibid., 19.

17 Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani concluded: “[a]s late as 1938 Anglo-French naval
discussions concerning the Mediterranean were still precluded by Britain as she sought to seek form of
accommodation with Italy and/or Germany. Not until 1939 was this policy reversed.” 1bid., 20.
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The civil war in Spain brought Italy and Germany closer together as they more or less
openly supported the nationalist side. The common German and Italian support of the
nationalists brought France and Great Britain closer together, so that by the outbreak of
the war they were planning on a common conduct of the war in the Mediterranean. '®
After the Spanish Civil War, the future coalitions became evident, though as late as 1938
tensions between Great Britain and Italy decreased once more as they signed a treaty
about mutual information about their intentions in the Mediterranean. But this move
mostly reflected Mussolini’s policy of wanting to keep as many options open as possible.

Nevertheless, the British military examined the possibility of a war with Italy at
nearly the same time. In February 1938 the Chiefs of Staff analyzed in their
“Mediterranean Appreciation” that Italy was reliant on its sea trade to receive important
raw materials to fight a prolonged war and that the lack of raw materials would prevent
Italy from replacing war losses on a large scale. While the Royal Navy assessed the
operational capabilities of the Italian Navy, the Regia Marina, not very highly, the British
overrated the operational capabilities of the Italian Air Force, the Regia Aeronautica. In
the end they concluded that Italy was a regional power benefiting from an excellent
strategic location.'” This analysis led later on to the offensive posture of the Royal Navy
in the Mediterranean theatre because they realized that the Regia Aeronautica was not as

powerful as thought.

'8 Stephen Roskill, Naval Policy between the Wars Vol. II: the Period of the Reluctant Rearmament
1930-1939 (London: Collins, 1976), 460-461.

' Lawrence R. Pratt, East of Malta, West of Suez (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 108-
117.
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III. The Axis Naval War in the Mediterranean — a Combined War?

A. The Relationship between Italy and Germany before the Outbreak of the Second
World War

1.  Italian-German Relationship at the political level

The Rome—Berlin Axis was not the only option for Italy as proven on several
occasions in the 1930s when Italy confronted Germany. There was a long contest before
the actual signature of the Pact of Steel in 1939. Only as late as the Abyssinian crisis in
1935 and the Spanish Civil War did relations between the two nations improve. Actual
cooperation between the Armed Forces started later, and represented a leading cause of
poor cooperation later in the war.

As late as 1934 Italy mobilized several Army divisions against Germany on the
occasion of the Nazi-Putsch in Austria on 25 July to prevent any German-Austrian
unification. Later on, when Hitler declared German rearmament on 16 March 1935,
Mussolini stood at the side of France and Great Britain in the “Front of Stresa”, as he was
at the time negotiating with France on military cooperation.”” Adding to the tension was
also the Anglo-German naval treaty of 1935 because the Italians feared France would
construct a greater fleet in response to the lifting of the restrictions of the Versailles
Treaty on the Kriegsmarine. As France was still perceived as the most probable enemy at

the time, the Regia Marina would have had to start a huge shipbuilding programme of its

*% Hans Meier-Welcker, “Zur deutsch-italienischen Militirpolitik und der Beurteilung der italienischen
Wehrmacht vor dem Zweiten Weltkrieg,” Militdrgeschichtliche Mitteilungen 1970, no. 1: 59.
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own, but was impossible to do so due to the economic situation in Italy.”' Therefore, the
Regia Marina did not welcome lifting of the Versailles restrictions.

The great change in the relationship was the Abyssinian crisis, in which Great Britain
and France opposed Italian aggression and Mussolini deliberately destroyed the recently
achieved unity of the “Front of Stresa”. Nevertheless, the Axis was not born because of
the Abyssinian crisis; instead the crisis should be seen as providing the necessary basis
for the Axis. > Successful Italian conduct of the Abyssinian war and the appeasement
policy of the western states towards Hitler in the following years encouraged Mussolini
to think of Italian-German supremacy in Europe.” Therefore, he directed his Foreign
Minister Count Ciano to sign a secret protocol with Germany during a visit to Berlin in
October 1936, which divided spheres of influence between the two nations in Europe.**
This division had a direct impact on war planning and led subsequently to the parallel
conduct of the later war.

Although tensions grew between Italy, France and Great Britain during the
Abyssinian crisis and even more so during the Spanish Civil War, Mussolini’s attempt to
revitalise his policy of Italy as peso determinante (determing weight) in European foreign

relations led him as late as 1938 to sign a treaty with Great Britain to have as many

2! Gerhard Schreiber, Revisionismus und Wehrmachtstreben; Marinefiihrung und die deutsch-
italienischen Beziehungen 1919-1944, 83. Cf. p. 10-11 concerning France’s assessment of the Anglo-
German naval treaty as this represents a kind of vicious circle.

2 Robert Mallett, The Italian Navy and Fascist Expansionism 1935-1940, 79.

3 Hans Meier-Welcker, “Zur deutsch-italienischen Militarpolitik und der Beurteilung der italienischen
Wehrmacht vor dem Zweiten Weltkrieg,”, 60.

* Hans Meier-Welcker concluded: “Hitler sah die Zukunft Deutschlands in der Ausdehnung nach
Osten, wihrend Italiens Lebensraum das Mittelmeer sein sollte.” /bid., 59.
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alternatives as possible.25 Therefore, the Italians refused successive attempts by Hitler
and his foreign minister von Ribbentrop in 1938 to sign a military alliance between
Germany, Italy, and Japan, because Italy waited for British ratification of the Anglo-
Italian treaty of 16 April 1938.%° This diffuse policy was the reason for some German
suspicions concerning Italy and resulted in a degree of mistrust.

When on 12/13 March 1938, German soldiers entered Austria, Mussolini did not
oppose this move as he had in 1934, because he was already linked too heavily with
Hitler. As the weaker partner in this relationship, Italy had to accept German decisions at
the time without having any alternatives.”’ At the time both nations had already left the
League of Nations and due to their involvement in the Spanish Civil War they depended
on each other to influence international policy. Moreover, greater economic ties with
Germany increased the German influence in Italy. In the end, Mussolini’s impotence in
this case showed that his policy of the peso determinante was already doomed to fail.

This tight relationship deepened as both foreign ministers, von Ribbentrop and Ciano,
met in Mailand on 6 and 7 May 1939. While both intended only to prepare the ground
for a possible pact, Mussolini wanted to make a move and directed Ciano to announce
publicly Italy’s willingness to sign a pact with Germany. The final pact contained

provisions, which automatically assured military assistance by the other partner in the

25 Robert Mallett, The Italian Navy and Fascist Expansionism 1935-1940, 92.

%% Hans Meier-Welcker, “Zur deutsch-italienischen Militdrpolitik und der Beurteilung der italienischen
Wehrmacht vor dem Zweiten Weltkrieg,”, 60-61.

Y Ibid., 60.
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event of war.”® In hindsight, historians contend that a great mistake on the Italian side
was that no common protocol was worked out and consequently each side interpreted the
document to its will.>> This pact, dubbed the Pact of Steel, was finally signed on 22 May

1939.

2. Military relationships between Italy and Germany

Military cooperation between Italy and Germany started nearly simultaneously with
the political cooperation. Contacts between the Reichsmarine, later the Kriegsmarine,
and the Regia Marina in the inter-war years were nearly non-existent until the mid-
1930s.*° True cooperation between the two navies really began during the Spanish Civil
War when the Regia Marina provided valuable support to ships of the Kriegsmarine in
the Mediterranean.’ Nevertheless, as early as 1925 the Reichsmarine was interested in
cooperation with Italy, as the yearly wargame foresaw the Regia Marina disrupting
French sea lines of communications with North Africa and thus diverting a large part of

the French Navy into the Mediterranean.*® But this intended cooperation mainly resulted

28 Reichsgesetzblatt, “Pact of Friendship and Alliance between Germany and Italy [Pact of Steel],”
Documents on German Foreign Policy (DGFP) 1918-1945 Series D (1937-1945) Volume VI The Last
Months of Peace March-August 1939, No. 426, 561-564.

2 Walter Baum and Eberhard Weichold, Der Krieg der ,, Achsenmdchte* im Mittelmeer-Raum. Die
., Strategie  der Diktatoren, 37.

3% The German Navy of the Weimar Republic bore the name Reichsmarine. After Hitler succeeding von
Hindenburg as Reichsprisident in 1935 the official name was changed to Kriegsmarine. Even if the
exchange of military attaches between the two countries started already in 1927, the contacts should not be
overestimated. Because of the restrictions of the Versailles treaty the German military representative in
Italy was only an officer on special mission.

3! Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani, The Naval War in the Mediterranean 1940-1943, 14.

32 Gerhard Schreiber, Revisionismus und Wehrmachtstreben; Marinefiihrung und die deutsch-
italienischen Beziehungen 1919-1944, 40.
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from German naval ambitions to regain a blue-water navy, because for the small
Reichsmarine it would too ambitious to take on the expected Polish-French coalition
without hoping for some kind of French diversion in the Mediterranean. But French
involvement was necessary to argue for the Panzerschiff (pocket-battleship), which was
much disputed at the time.

The first German participation in Italian fleet manoeuvres came as late as 1932. The
later Admiral Boehm assessed after his participation in the summer manoeuvres of the
Regia Marina in 1932 that the Italian fleet was technically and tactically inferior to the
Reichsmarine and wanted to learn from it. He therefore assessed that in a German-Italian
coalition, the Germans would be “those who give”.” Later, the German war minister
von Blomberg was impressed by the presentations of the Regia Marina and the Regia
Aeronautica during his visit in June 1937. This impression set the basis for all
subsequent estimates of the Italian Armed Forces, even when the attachés reported
differently. Hitler even ordered destroyed an estimate of the German intelligence
division (Fremde Heere) of the General Staff about the war potential of the Italian Armed
Forces and the Italian war industry, as he thought it would be inappropriate and
counterproductive to give such a pessimistic picture of a future ally.>* Overestimation of

Italian military capabilities would cause some surprises later in the war, as the OKW and

especially Hitler were not aware of these Italian limitations.

33 Kapitén zur See Boehm and Korvettenkapitin Ritter took officially part in the manoeuvre as engineers
of Zeiss in order to disguise their presence. Gerhard Schreiber, Revisionismus und Wehrmachtstreben;
Marinefiihrung und die deutsch-italienischen Beziehungen 1919-1944, 62-63.

* Enno von Rintelen, Mussolini als Bundesgenosse. Erinnerungen des Deutschen Militirattachés in
Rom 1936-43, 55-56.
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As the Regia Marina possessed the largest submarine fleet in the world at the time,
with over 100 submarines just before the outbreak of the Second World War, great
successes were expected by this part of the navy. But as the German military attaché
General von Rintelen pointed out the Regia Marina was technically obsolete by the
standards of the day.”> Admiral Weichold argued that “backwardness on the technical
side” was the great handicap for the Italian fleet. Moreover, Weichold regarded the
Cavour-class of battleships, though modernized, as no real match for British battleships.
Only with commissioning the Vittorio Veneto and Littorio did Italy finally possess
modern battleships.’® In spite of German awareness of the technical problems of the
Regia Marina, “[t]echnical exchange between all three of the Axis nations was very
limited before the war and not extensive during it.”*’ This flaw in cooperation between
Germany, Italy, and Japan stands out as only one example of the parallel nature of their
conduct of war.

After signing of the Anti-Comintern Pact in 1937 little happened on the military side
to foster cooperation between the two armed forces. In 1938 preparations were made for
the first talks between the chief of staffs of the respective services but the German side
was, on Hitler’s order, very reluctant to consider close cooperation. In his memorandum

about the proposed German positions for military talks with Italy of 26 November 1938,

3 Ibid., 43. As an example, Italian submarines took at least twice as long as German U-boats to dive in
1940. Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani, The Naval War in the Mediterranean 1940-1943, 53.

3% As examples Weichold listed obsolete mines, antisubmarine equipment dating from the end of the
First World War, and missing torpedo fire control equipment for night attacks. Eberhard Weichold, Axis
Naval Policy and Operations in the Mediterranean, 1939 to May 1943, Essays by German Officers and
Officials on World War 11, 2-3.

37 Jack Greene and Alessandro Massignani, The Naval War in the Mediterranean 1940-1943, 14.
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the Chief of the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (OKW), General Keitel, proposed that
there should be no common German-Italian command structure in a war, but that each
nation received assignment of its own missions and theatres of wars. The proposed
mission for the Regia Marina should be to disrupt French and British sea lines of
communication in the Mediterranean and to eliminate Gibraltar.® Thus the Germans
already neglected their own propositions, as they already assigned missions to services of
the other partner, as seemed fitting, without discussing them. The German tendency to
request, later nearly to order action by their ally would increase over the time in the war
and would cause much friction and result in Italian reluctance.

Italy, on the contrary, was keen to hold common meetings of the General staff to
coordinate an eventual war, but the German side proved reluctant. Only on 11 March
1939 did the Germans approve meetings between the respective chiefs of staff to
coordinate war plans. Indeed, General Keitel ordered the German chiefs of staff to avoid
discussing all military-political, strategic, and operational questions and to use the talks
only to provide an overview about preparations for war and to solve technical and tactical
questions of cooperation.>> Thus, the first opportunity to mount a coalition war was

wasted through low-level discussions.

¥ Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (General Keitel), Memorandum “Notes for Wehrmacht Discussions
with Italy,” dated 26 November 1938, DGFP Series D (1937-1945) Volume 1V The Aftermath of Munich
October 1938-March 1939. Ed. (Washington, DC: United States Printing Office, 1951), No. 411, 530-532.

%% The Italian side proposed at least twice such a conference in May 1938 and February 1939.
Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (General Keitel), “Directive by the Chief of the High Command of the
Wehrmacht,” dated 22 March 1939, DGFP Series D (1937-1945) Volume VI The Last Months of Peace
March-August 1939. Ed. (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery Office, 1956), Appendix 1, No. IV, 1107-
1108.
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The opening conference of these meetings took place between the two representatives
of the general staffs, General Keitel and General Pariani, on 5 and 6 April 1939 in
Innsbruck. During this conference Keitel announced that the best time for a successful
war against the Western Allies would be “in a few years’ time”. In response, Pariani
announced 1941-42 as the year in which Italy would be ready for war.*’ In hindsight,
Eberhard Weichold assessed that the “[t]alks were only of a preliminary nature” and
nothing more.*" The fact that not more substantial talks were conducted before the war
and that the announced timelines were not respected later on showed already the
significance of these talks.

Last in this series of conferences was the conference of the two Chiefs of Staff of the
navies in Friedrichshafen on 20-21 June 1939 between Admiral Raeder and Admiral
Cavignari. In preparation for this conference the Oberkommando der Kriegsmarine
(OKM) concluded in a position paper, . . . that a direct cooperation between the two

navies was hardly appropriate or just possible.”*

The Kriegsmarine presented its war
plan to operate in the Atlantic while withholding its main force in home waters in the
North Sea and the Baltic. Cavagnari estimated that the Italians would be able to control
the central Mediterranean, but would be vulnerable to attack by the Royal Navy and the

French Navy in doing so. He also expressed his wish that the Kriegsmarine deploy

0 1/Skl (Korvettenkapitin Neubauer), “Unsigned Memorandum [record of information passed by
Generaloberst Keitel to Konteradmiral Schniewind about conversation between Generaloberst Keitel and
General Pariani at Innsbruck 4 April 1939],” DGFP Series D (1937-1945) Volume VI The Last Months of
Peace March-August 1939, Appendix 1, No. XI, 1110-1112.

*I Eberhard Weichold, Axis Naval Policy and Operations in the Mediterranean, 1939 to May 1943,
Essays by German Officers and Officials on World War II, 1.

* Translation of the German original by author. Hans Meier-Welcker, “Zur deutsch-italienischen
Militarpolitik und der Beurteilung der italienischen Wehrmacht vor dem Zweiten Weltkrieg,” 71.
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raiders in the Atlantic to draw Allied ships from the Mediterranean theatre.*> At the end
of the conference, an agreement was reached on the exchange of technical information
and worldwide areas of operations were established. While Germany became responsible
for the North Sea, the Baltic, the Arctic Sea, and the Atlantic Ocean, Italy was in charge
of the Mediterranean, Black and Red Seas. The Indian and Pacific Oceans became a
common responsibility, though even there a separation of the area of operations between
the two navies was foreseen.** The results of this conference fostered the prospects of a
parallel war and neglected the demands of a modern coalition war. The command
arrangement caused much friction, until in the end the Germans neglected them.

The assessment of the strategic situation in the Mediterranean provided further reason
for quarrel. As Italy feared a French major attack in North Africa, the Regia Marina
considered their mission was to keep the Italian sea lines of communications to North
Africa open, and thus the Central Mediterranean was the main operations area for the
Regia Marina. The Kriegsmarine had a diametrically opposed point of view. The
Germans regarded operations in North Africa as “running after all sorts of prestige
targets” and demanded that the Regia Marina should be offensive in the Western

Mediterranean to open communications with Spain.* These different strategic views of

3 1/Skl, “Unsigned Memorandum [record of the conversations at Friedrichshafen on 20-21 June 1939],”
DGFP Series D (1937-1945) Volume VI The Last Months of Peace March-August 1939, Appendix 1, No.
XII, 1121-1123.

4 Cds/skl (Konteradmiral Schniewind), “German-Italian Naval Conversations,” dated 24 June 1939,
DGFP Series D (1937-1945) Volume VI The Last Months of Peace March-August 1939, Appendix 1, No.
X1V, 1126-1