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INTRODUCTION

By VE-Day the Italian public was in no mood to share in the victory celebrations enjoyed by the Allies. In contrast with World War 1, when returning servicemen were accorded the highest accolades associated with their victory in that conflict, a veil was drawn over the events, and men, who had fought in a war full of painful memories for all Italians. Fighting a civil war for the last 18 months of World War 2, which brought five years of conflict to a tragic and bitter end, the deep psychological wounds suffered by all Italians took decades to heal. Even today, almost 60 years after the end of hostilities, some aspects of the Italian participation in World War 2 are still looked upon suspiciously, and thus prove difficult to tackle objectively.

The subject of this book is one area that has, in the past, been problematic to research. As far as recognising Italian fighter pilots as ‘aces’, there existed within official quarters a tacit agreement not to deal with a matter some feared could possibly reopen old wounds. A case in point was the official treatment of those airmen who had fought alongside the Germans after the Armistice of 8 September 1943. Far from making a political choice to fight on with their former ally, most pilots were simply caught on the northern side of the frontline when the Armistice came into effect – admittedly, some still harboured strong feelings towards the Germans, whom they had fought alongside since 1940.

Though knowing full well the hopelessness of pursuing a lost war, these individuals continued to fight gallantly in defence of northern Italian skies. And once the conflict was over, these unquestionably brave pilots were effectively put on trial and duly expelled from the post-war air force. Among their number were some of the most successful Italian aces of World War 2.

This singular event explains why the Historical Section of the Italian Air Force has politely, but consistently, ignored requests from both local and foreign researchers for information relating to Italian fighter aces of World War 2. Either including or excluding the names of the pilots who remained supportive of the Axis cause would have caused an unacceptable political problem for those in officialdom, so no ‘official’ list of Italian aces – or even a comprehensive record of confirmed ‘claims’ – has ever been issued by the Italian Air Force.

As a result of this policy, the work presented within this volume represents many years of personal research on the part of the authors, and we have made every effort to carefully check all the combat accounts featured with primary sources.

We hope that this book will be considered as a small, but concrete, contribution to the preservation of the memory of those men whose exploits must not be forgotten by present and future generations.

 

Giovanni Massimello & Giorgio Apostolo

Milan

August 2000


ITALIAN AIR WAR

Italy’s part in the air war during World War 2 is often overlooked and undervalued, especially in English- and German-language publications. It can be argued that the Regia Aeronautica’s contribution during the three years it was embroiled in conflict (10 June 1940 to 8 September 1943) as an ally of Germany was of little strategic importance. Indeed, its efforts in the major campaigns such as the Battle of Britain and the invasion of the Soviet Union were absolutely marginal.

With the dissolution of the old Regia Aeronautica following the Armistice, the Italian air force effectively split into two opposing camps. The Aeronautica Co-Belligerante (Co-Belligerant Air Force) to the south fought on the side of the Allies, and the Aeronautica Nazionale Repubblicana (ANR) in the north remained in the frontline alongside the Germans. Like the Regia Aeronautica before them, both forces proved to be of little strategic value to their respective allies.
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This Macchi C.200 from the first production series (fitted with a sliding canopy) belongs to 1° Stormo. This unit earned fame pre-war due to its brilliant aerobatic displays. Having enjoyed many years of flying agile biplane fighters, Italian pilots did not initially welcome the arrival of Macchi’s less manoeuvrable C.200 in the frontline

However, it is not fair, or accurate, to dismiss the entire wartime efforts of Italian aviators as unimportant. Those fighting in the Mediterranean and North Africa, in particular, proved to be worthy foes for the Allies, with the Regia Aeronautica not being afforded a moment’s respite between 11 June 1940 and 12 May 1943, firstly in Libya and then Tunisia.

Proof of the overall dismissal of the Italian fighter force in particular by many historians can be seen in the fact that the Messerschmitt Bf 109 is often recorded as being the sole Axis fighter protagonist in the aerial battles fought over the desert from late 1942 onwards. In actuality, units equipped with the Macchi C.202 were constantly present, and made a significant contribution.

Moreover, it is unfair to forget the courage and determination displayed by those men who continued to fight despite being totally outnumbered in the air, and suffering from poor logistical support on the ground. Aviators that sacrificed their lives in combat did so fully conscious of a sense of duty, animated by a sincere love for their country.

[image: images] THE FIGHTER WAR [image: images]

When Italy entered the war on 10 June 1940, it was completely unprepared to fight a long conflict. Fully aware of this situation, officials from all government ministries associated with the armed forces tried to dissuade Il Duce, Benito Mussolini, from taking such a monumental decision. However, he was convinced that a German victory was only a matter of weeks away following the Blitzkrieg in the west, and that the prize for joining the Axis alliance would be his share in the spoils of war. What actually happened not only disproved Il Duce’s theory, but also highlighted shortcomings in both military preparedness and weaponry.
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This CR.42 bears the markings of 2° Stormo’s 93a Squadriglia. Although obsolete in comparison with the monoplane fighters of the day, the Fiat did enjoy some success against RAF Gladiators and Blenheims during the opening months of the North African campaign. Indeed, 77a Squadriglia’s Tenente Giulio Torresi succeeded in scoring his first six (of tsen) victories up to Christmas 1940

Despite basking in the glory of victorious campaigns in Ethiopia and Spain, and having performed numerous record flights in the inter-war years that proved both the soundness of its aircraft and skill of its pilots, the Regia Aeronautica was as unready to fight as either the army or navy. The Italian public, and the world at large, thought otherwise, however, thanks to a well-orchestrated publicity campaign which had over-emphasised its technical and operational capabilities.

The Regia Aeronautica’s shortcomings had first been exposed during its ‘successful’ foray into Spain in support of General Franco’s Nationalist forces in the recent bloody civil war. Considerable resources in terms of both men and machinery had been expended, depleting its frontline capabilites, slowing down aircraft development and impeding training. Even the two success stories of the war, the S.79 bomber (none of which were downed by Republican fighters in three years of war) and the CR.32 biplane fighter, only helped instill in the Regia Aeronautica a false sense of security in obsolescent designs.

The Italian aviation industry pointed to the proven combat ability of its products, although in reality these successes only served to delay the implemetation of proper techniques of mass-production as were in place in Britain, Germany and the USA. By and large, designers and builders were proud of their ‘artisan’ productions, inspired by the aerobatic prowess of Italian pilots. Moreover, strategic considerations dictated that bombers were more important than other types. This mission doctrine was advocated by Mussolini himself, who envisioned a Blitzkrieg victory in which fighters would be of marginal importance.

The direct result of this belief was that on the day Italy declared war, there were 24 stormi of bombers in the Regia Aeronautica and only eight of fighters. The latter were, in the main, equipped with Fiat CR.42 biplanes. All-metal monoplanes such as the Macchi C.200 and Fiat G.50 were undoubtedly far superior to the Fiat biplane fighter, despite being undergunned and underpowered in comparison with other fighters from Germany, Britain and the USA. Yet the C.200 and G.50 were generally disliked by frontline pilots, who refused to adapt their tactics to better suit the faster, but less agile, monoplane fighters. Instead, they insisted on persevering with antiquated tactics based on precision aerobatics, which were identical to those used by the Italian Air Corps against the Austro-Hungarians during World War 1.
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A trio of 3° Stormo C.202s prepare to taxy out from their makeshift dispersal at Tauorga, on the Libyan coast, in early January 1943. The aircraft in the foreground carries the Baracca script just aft of the propeller, denoting that it had been passed on to 3° Stormo by 4° Stormo when the latter unit returned to Italy early in late 1942
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This line-up of C.200s from 76a Squadriglia (7° Gruppo, 54° Stormo) was photographed at Pantelleria in the spring of 1942. The squadriglia, which at that time was led by Capitano Calistri (three individual victories), was later commanded by Capitano Visconti, who obtained his first six kills with this unit

The combination of the Italian aviation industry’s inability to cope with series production of modern, stressed-skinned monoplane fighters, and the reluctance of frontline units to employ such aircraft effectively meant that Italian fighter development lagged some way behind other industrialised nations come 1940. The first aerial actions involving the Regia Aeronautica fully exposed these weaknesses.

Boasting a modest industrial infrastructure in comparison with both its allies and its enemies, Italy faced great problems in implementing a crash programme of frontline modernisation. Proof of this was that Macchi’s C.202 (the first truly modern Italian-designed and built monoplane fighter) did not make its operational debut until the autumn of 1941. With only meagre quantities of Macchi fighters made available to the Regia Aeronautica, the C.202 had little real impact on the North African air war. So slow was the production of this fighter that entire frontline units (such as 8o Gruppo) were still flying the long-obsolete C.200 when the Armistice was signed in September 1943.

As alluded to earlier in this chapter, it was not only the equipment that failed to come up to scratch when the Regia Aeronautica was committed to combat. Serious shortcomings in the operational abilities of its fighter pilots were also cruelly exposed, pointing directly to a failure in the pre-war training programme. Two areas of particular weakness were aerial gunnery and instrument navigation flying. Furthermore, ground-to-air and air-to-air radio communication aids, not to mention radar, were practically non-existent within the Regia Aeronautica.

Taking all this into consideration, it is not difficult to understand why Italian pilots were at a disadvantage when they confronted the enemy (essentially the RAF). Yet despite these technical and tactical problems, when fighting on even terms, such as in East Africa and, for a short time, in North Africa, Italian fighter pilots more than held their own. Proof, if ever it was needed, that valour was one commodity far from lacking within the fighter force of the Regia Aeronautica.

THEATRES OF WAR

In the spring of 1940, realising that war was not far away, senior officers within the Regia Aeronautica prepared the operational plan PR 12 in co-ordination with the other branches of the Italian armed forces. As a part of this strategy, in the week preceding 10 June 1940, units had taken up their respective positions as instructed in PR 12.

At that time the air force’s total strength consisted of 3269 aircraft, of which only 1795 were deemed to be combat-effective. These were split between 25 bomber stormi, eight fighter stormi, one assault stormo and two combat gruppi. A handful of additional combat types were also used by observation and maritime reconnaissance units.

The disposition of fighter units as of 10 June 1940 was as follows:



	1a Squadra Aerea



	3o Stormo
	CR.42
	18o Gruppo
	Novi Ligure e Albenga



	 
	 
	23o Gruppo
	Cervere



	53o Stormo
	CR.42
	150o Gruppo
	Caselle Torinese



	 
	 
	151o Gruppo
	Casablanca



	54o Stormo
	C.200
	152o Gruppo
	Airasca



	 
	 
	153o Gruppo
	Vergiate



	9o Gruppo
	CR.42
	 
	Gorizia



	2a Squadra Aerea



	1o Stormo
	CR.42/CR.32
	17o Gruppo
	Palermo



	 
	 
	157o Gruppo
	Trapani



	6o Gruppo Autonomo
	C.200
	 
	Catania



	3a Squadra Aerea



	51o Stormo
	G.50
	20o Gruppo
	Ciampino



	21o Gruppo
	 
	 
	 



	52o Stormo
	G.50/CR.32
	22o Gruppo
	Pontedera



	24o Gruppo
	 
	 
	Sarzana



	4a Squadra Aerea



	2o Gruppo Autonomo
	CR.32
	 
	Grottaglie



	Aeronautica della Sardegna



	3o Gruppo Autonomo
	CR.32
	 
	Monserrato



	Aeronautica dell’Albania



	160o Gruppo Autonomo
	CR.32
	 
	Tirana



	Aeronautica dell’Egeo



	163a Squadriglia Autonomo
	CR.32
	 
	Rodi



	Aeronautica della Libia



	2o Stormo
	CR.42/CR.32
	13o Gruppo
	Castelbenito



	 
	CR.32
	8o Gruppo
	Tobruk T2



	10o Gruppo
	CR.32
	 
	Tobruk T2



	Aeronautica dell’AOI



	410a Squadriglia Autonomo
	CR.32
	 
	Giggiga



	411a Squadriglia Autonomo
	CR.32
	 
	Dire Daua



	412a Squadriglia Autonomo
	CR.42
	 
	Gora



	413a Squadriglia Autonomo
	CR.42
	 
	Assab





This frontline force totalled some 77 C.200s, 88 G.50s, 200 CR.42s and 177 CR.32s that were deemed to be fully

CAMPAIGN ACROSS THE ALPS








CHANNEL FRONT













GREECE AND ALBANIA











EAST AFRICA










NORTH AFRICA












































MALTA












RUSSIAN CAMPAIGN














DEFENCE OF SICILY AND ITALY


























TWO AIR FORCES
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