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THE ITALIAN ARMY OF WORLD WAR I

ITALY AND THE GREAT WAR

ITALY’S SITUATION WAS MORE COMPLEX than that of the other major powers in the Great War. The united Kingdom of Italy was a young country, which had only been proclaimed in February 1861. The head of state was King Vittorio-Emanuele III (1869–1947), who had succeeded to the throne in July 1900 after the assassination of his father Umberto I. Despite considerable industrialisation in the past 50 years Italy remained an overwhelmingly agricultural country, and over three-quarters of the rural population were landless peasants. Under such circumstances Italy could not compete with the other ‘Great Powers’ in the arms race which dominated Europe prior to the outbreak of World War I. Although the Italians had won Libya and the Dodecanese islands of Greece from Ottoman Turkey in 1911–12, these had been difficult campaigns which highlighted weaknesses in their armed forces. While resistance to Italian occupation still continued in the Libyan provinces of Tripolitania, Cyrenaica and Fazzan, Italy herself faced political turmoil which culminated in ‘Red Week’ in June 1914.
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General Count Luigi Cadorna (1850–1928), Chief of the General Staff and commander of the Italian Army (under the nominal authority of King Vittorio-Emanuele III) until late 1917. By October 1917 Gen. Cadorna, an irascible and intolerant leader, had ‘torpedoed’ 216 generals, 255 colonels and 355 battalion commanders who disagreed with or disappointed him. Officers on his staff who criticised Cadorna’s methods could even find themselves imprisoned – these included Col. Giulio Douhet, the air warfare theorist and prophet of strategic air power.

In this portrait Gen. Cadorna wears the traditional dark blue uniform which was retained for ceremonial wear after the introduction of low visibility grey-green uniforms following the lessons learned by observers of the Russo-Japanese War in 1904–05.

Since 1882 Italy had formed part of a Triple Alliance with Germany and Italy’s traditional enemy, the Hapsburg Empire of Austria-Hungary. This alliance was, however, intended as a purely defensive relationship, and Italy had made clear that she would never go to war against Britain. There was little surprise when Italy refused to join her allies in what was widely seen as an aggressive war in August 1914. Indeed, there was a growing feeling within Italy, especially amongst anti-clerical and nationalistic modernisers, that their country should ally herself with France and Britain, since the defeat of Austria-Hungary might mean the liberation of Italia Irredenta – those parts of the Hapsburg Empire which were largely inhabited by Italians, namely the Trentino in the north and the Littoral (Gorizia, Trieste and neighbouring regions) in the northeast. In these regions support for union with Italy was strongest amongst the middle class and, between August 1914 and Italy’s declaration of war on the Central Powers the following May, many Italians fled from the Trentino and the Littoral to join the Italian Army. Meanwhile within Italy itself Peppino Garibaldi, grandson of the famous patriot Giuseppe Garibaldi, emerged as a leader of the Irredentist movement – namely those who wanted to fight for Italia Irredenta. Garibaldi led 4,000 Italian volunteers to enlist in the French Foreign Legion, and in winter 1914/15 they fought well on the Western Front. The survivors subsequently returned to join the Italian Army once Italy entered the war.1

Between August 1914 and May 1915 the Italian Army prepared for the coming conflict while simultaneously facing problems in several parts of Italy’s African empire. Things were quiet in Eritrea, where the Italians had widespread support, though there was fear of an Ethiopian invasion. Italy also cultivated good relations with the ruler of the Arab province of Asir on the other side of the Red Sea. To the south, in Italian Somaliland, the Italian government had taken over from a private trading company in 1905 because the latter could not cope with a resistance movement led by the Somali poet Muhammad Abd Allah Hassan, known to his foes as the ‘Mad Mullah’. In 1914 this leader and his similarly misnamed ‘dervish’ followers inflicted a series of defeats on the British in the neighbouring colony of British Somaliland. The Italians’ biggest problem remained Libya. Here resistance was led by, though not limited to, the Sanussi Islamic sect. By July 1914 the Italians controlled Tripolitania and had advanced to take Fazzan, but their situation was more difficult in Cyrenaica, close to the Sanussi spiritual and military centre of Al-Khufrah. Turkey’s entry into the Great War on the side of the Central Powers rekindled Turkish support for the Sanussi, and although this was initially directed against the French and the British, neutral Italy also faced an upsurge in hostilities in Libya. In North Africa the recently arrived Italian colonisers were in a weaker position than the longer established French and British, and suffered serious setbacks. By May 1915 they were obliged to withdraw their garrisons to the coast, and even parts of this were lost to the Sanussi or other ‘rebels’.

Apart from a largely naval garrison on the Dodecanese Islands, Italy’s pre-war activities in the Balkans were diplomatic, Albania being the main focus of interest. Albania had in fact been declared an independent state only in 1913 and was still in virtual anarchy. Marauding Greeks caused mayhem in southern Albania, and in October 1914, with the Great War occupying international attention, Greece occupied much of Albania. The Italians then took control of Sazan Island, followed by the neighbouring port of Vlorë in December.

Even before the war Italy had good relations with the Entente Powers of France, Britain and Russia, and as early as January 1915 the Austrian government received reports that Italy was preparing to enter the war on their side. The Anglo-French attack on the Dardanelles (the Gallipoli campaign) further encouraged the Italians; and on 26 April 1915 Italy signed the Treaty of London, which promised Italy sweeping territorial gains following an Entente victory (promises which clashed with those made to other countries, and which included an agreement that Albania would be largely shared between Italy and Greece). On 3 May 1915 Italy left the Triple Alliance, but there was still resistance in the Italian parliament to Italy entering the war. A change of government was needed before the interventionists got their way; but on 24 May 1915 Italy declared war on Austria-Hungary, on 21 August on Ottoman Turkey, on 20 October on Bulgaria, and on 28 August 1916 on Germany.
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When Italy entered World War I in May 1915 most of the army demonstrated the enthusiasm seen in other belligerent countries back in August 1914. Here men of the Sanità or Medical Corps have painted the name ‘Trento’ on the side of their railway wagon – this was a region which Italy hoped to liberate from the Hapsburg Empire.

1 See MAA 325, French Foreign Legion 1914–45. After their incorporation into the Alpi and Re Brigades, some members of those formations are reported to have continued to wear red shirts with their uniforms, in reference to the traditional dress of Giuseppe Garibaldi's patriot volunteers.


CHRONOLOGY

Note: Events on or mainly relevant to the main Italian/Austro-Hungarian front are shown in bold type; those on Italy’s secondary fronts, in italics; and related events, in normal type.

1914

February: Libya – Italians start offensive against remaining Sanussi camps.

28 June: Austrian Archduke Franz Ferdinand assassinated in Sarajevo.

28 July to 4 August 4: declarations of war by Austria-Hungary, Russia, Germany, France, Great Britain.

August–September: Libya – Italian punitive operations against Sanussi.

August–October: Balkans – Greeks occupy southern Albania.

26 August: Libya – Italian column defeated by Sanussi at Bir al-Fatia.

October: Balkans – Italy occupies Albanian island of Sazan opposite Vlorë, then Vlorë itself (December).

28 November: Libya – anti-Italian rising in Fazzan resulting in an Italian withdrawal to Tripolitania by February 1915.

17–23 November: East Africa – Major clash between supporters of Muhammad Abd Allah Hassan and the British in British Somaliland. Tension between ‘Dervishes’ and Italians in Italian Somaliland escalates into major clashes in 1915.

December 1914–February 1915: Balkans – Central Albania falls to neutralist Islamic forces.

1915

9–11 March: Libya – Italians disperse Sanussi force in southern Tripolitania.

April: Partial Italian mobilisation.

24 April: Libya – Large Italian column moves east to crush Sanussi uprising in Surt region, defeated by Sanussi at Abu Zinaf on 28–29 April.

26 April: Italy signs Treaty of London.

4 May: Italy abrogates Triple Alliance with Austria-Hungary and Germany.

6 May–23 June: Libya – Italian garrisons at Banu Walid and Tarhunah in Tripolitania besieged; relief attempts fail.

22 May: Official Italian mobilisation.

23 May: Italy declares war on Austria-Hungary.

23–27 May: ‘First Offensive Bound’ – Italians seize Stélvio, Tonale, Guidriari, Giau and Plöcken Passes in the high Alps, plus several salients beyond the frontier.

June: Balkans – Montenegro occupies Shkodër in northern Albania, Serbia occupies central Albania, Greece already occupies south.2

15–16 June: Italians take Monte Nero in night attack.

23 June–7 July: First Battle of the Isonzo; minor Italian gains.

30 June: Libya – Italian column fails to break siege of Banu Walid.

5 July: Libya – Garrison of Banu Walid attempts a sortie but is overwhelmed; general Italian withdrawal from southern Tripolitania to coast completed by August.

18 July–3 August: Second Battle of the Isonzo; minor Italian gains.

21 August: Italy declares war on Ottoman Turkey for supporting Libyan ‘rebels’.

3–5 October: Balkans – French and British divisions land at Thessaloniki and move up Vardar river to help Serbia. 6 October: Austro-German-Bulgarian invasion of Serbia; Franco-British advance turned back.

October: Libya – Italian garrisons in Cyrenaica complete withdrawal to coast.

October–December: Balkans – Serbian army retreats through Serbian-occupied northern and central Albania.

18 October–4 November: Third Battle of the Isonzo; minor Italian gains.

20 October: Italy declares war on Bulgaria. November 1915–March 1916: Sanussi campaign against the British and Egyptians in Egypt.

10 November–2 December: Fourth Battle of the Isonzo; minor Italian gains.

December: Balkans – British, French and Italian ships evacuate Serbian Army from Durrës to Greek island of Corfu. Italian troops land in Vlorë and start pushing back Greek occupation forces in southern Albania.

1916

January–February: Libya – Coastal peoples of Tripolitania and Jabal Nafusah rally to Italians; Sanussi control restricted to east of Wadi Zamzam; Italians defeat Sanussi column, 1 February.

11–15 March: Fifth Battle of the Isonzo; minor Italian gains.

May: East Africa – Alliance formed between Muhammad Abd Allah Hassan (the ‘Mad Mullah’) and Emperor Lij Jasu of Ethiopia in support of Ottoman Turks, against British, Italians and French. Italians send reinforcements to Massawa in Eritrea; Lij Jasu deposed 27 September, but civil war continues in Ethiopia.

14 May–16 June: Austrian offensive on Trentino front takes Arsiero, Asiago, and retakes northern end of Lake Garda.

May: Libya – Italian amphibious landing at Ras al-Muraysah in Cyrenaica recaptures al-Bardi, after which British-Italian column destroys Sanussi camp near Darnah. 18 May: Libya – Italians retake Zuwarah in Tripolitania. 27 May: Balkans – Greek Army hands a strategic frontier fortress to the Bulgarians.
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17 June–1 July: Italian counter-attack on Trentino front retakes Arsiero and Asiago.

25 July: Libya – Start of negotiations between Italy, Britain and the Sanussi.

August: Balkans – Bulgarians enter northern Greece, advance towards Florina and occupy Kavalla.

6–17 August: Sixth Battle of the Isonzo; substantial Italian gains including Gorizia.

August: Balkans – Italian 35th Division arrives in Thessaloniki to join Entente forces on the Macedonian front.

24 August: Libya – Italians retake Surman and al-Ajaylat on coast of western Tripolitania.

28 August: Balkans – Entente forces halt Bulgarian thrust west of Thessaloniki.

September: Balkans – Entente counter-attack establishes a front along River Strymon, Lake Dojran and Serbian frontier towards Florina.

29 August: Italy declares war on Germany.

September–November: Balkans – Italians in western Albania push Greeks out of southern Albania and behind a ‘neutral zone’, officially established 16 November; establish an HQ in Gjirokastër.

10–18 September: Balkans – Entente forces attack on Macedonian front, with diversionary attacks by Italian 35th
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