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Historic Flight

For many pilots in the Western world during the 1920s and 1930s, crossing the Atlantic by aeroplane was a dream comparable to Christopher Columbus’s ambition to cross the ocean by ship.

In 1927, Charles Lindbergh stunned the world by flying solo across the Atlantic without stopping. Only six years later, Italo Balbo led 24 Italian-piloted seaplanes across the Atlantic from Fascist Italy. Although the expedition introduced no major technological innovation, it remains one of the most spectacular achievements in aviation history.

Because the crews carried mail, the flight became especially important to philatelists. Specialized catalogues include La Crociera Nord-Atlantica by Carlo S. Cerutti and The Mass Flights of Italo Balbo by Robert E. Lana.

Several books have been published about Italo Balbo, including Claudio G. Segre’s comprehensive biography, Italo Balbo: A Fascist Life. Balbo’s own account, My Air Armada, remains an indispensable reference.

Italo Balbo

Italo Balbo (1896–1940) was an early Fascist leader and a well-known figure in Italy. In 1922, he was one of the principal organizers of the March on Rome that brought Benito Mussolini to power. Eleven years later, at the age of 37, he had served as Minister of Aviation in Mussolini’s government since 1929. In 1931, he led a formation flight across the Atlantic to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, and became, ipso facto, an aviation hero.

His second Atlantic expedition was even more spectacular than the first. The aircraft themselves were not innovative; what captured public attention was the formation of 24 seaplanes—25 at the outset. The flight also carried political significance, since some within the government regarded Balbo as a possible successor to Mussolini. Charismatic and media-savvy, Balbo attracted extensive coverage from radio broadcasters and major newspapers.

Balbo had been fascinated by the United States since 1928 and persisted in planning this expedition, even though the northern route was far more dangerous than the southern one. The flight was unlikely to produce major technical advances, but Balbo insisted on proceeding. It was intended to mark the tenth anniversary of Fascist rule. The aircraft’s designation, Savoia-Marchetti S.55X, incorporated the Roman numeral X, and the expedition became known as the Decennial Air Cruise. The organizers chose 1933 because Chicago was hosting the Century of Progress World’s Fair.

Balbo’s flight was both a public-relations campaign and a propaganda exercise. It was meant to show Americans that Italy was no longer the country U.S. soldiers remembered from the First World War but a modern and powerful nation.

Balbo spent two years preparing for the expedition. Piloting a seaplane required more than flying skills; aviators also needed a basic knowledge of maritime navigation, because the aircraft functioned as boats on the water. They had to understand docking, buoy handling, and the transfer of equipment and supplies. Balbo selected some veterans of the 1931 flight to Brazil as well as highly motivated younger aviators. Before attempting the North Atlantic crossing, the crews completed nearly 500 hours of training, including flights in severe weather. Balbo rejected about thirty aviators who failed to meet his standards.
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General Italo Balbo
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Blessing of the Armada’s members. Italo Balbo is standing to the right of the priest. La Domenica del Corriere

[image: ]

Flight training

The Seaplane

The Savoia-Marchetti S.55X was a twin-hulled flying boat powered by two 750-horsepower Isotta Fraschini Asso 11R engines mounted in tandem. One propeller was configured as a tractor and the other as a pusher.

Designed by Alessandro Marchetti, the aircraft had a range of 4,000 km and a cruising speed of 233 km/h. Each seaplane carried 2,272 litres of fuel at departure.

For the expedition, each aircraft carried an identification code beneath its wings. The code began with “I” for Italy, followed by the first four letters of the aircraft commander’s surname. The commander-in-chief’s seaplane, flown by Italo Balbo, therefore bore the registration I-BALB.

Technical specifications

Crew: 5–6

Length: 16.75 m

Wingspan: 24 m

Wing chord: 5 m

Height: 5 m

Empty weight: 5,750 kg

Engines: two tandem-mounted, 18-cylinder Isotta Fraschini Asso engines, each rated at 750 hp

Maximum speed: 279 km/h

Cruising speed: 233 km/h

Range: 4,000 km

Training

The expedition included 75 officers, three-quarters of whom had no previous experience crossing the Atlantic by seaplane. Before departure, more than half of the original trainees were replaced for disciplinary reasons or because they did not meet the required standards. Balbo nevertheless retained about a dozen veterans of the 1931 flight to Rio de Janeiro. Each seaplane carried at least four crew members: a commander, a co-pilot, a mechanic, and a radio operator.

The first flight comprised the black and red squadrons:

1st Squadron: black stars on the outer faces of the twin tail fins

2nd Squadron: black circles

3rd Squadron: red stars

4th Squadron: red circles

The second flight comprised the white and green squadrons: the 5th Squadron used white stars, the 6th white circles, the 7th green stars, and the 8th green circles.

Each squadron consisted of three seaplanes. The squadron commander’s aircraft carried a single star or circle, while the three aircraft flew in a V formation. Squadrons maintained a separation of approximately 500 metres. Balbo’s aircraft alone carried the registration I-BALB. To prevent confusion with I-BALB, Baldini’s aircraft was registered I-DINI rather than I-BALD. Balbo also required each squadron to fly at a slightly different altitude so that, from his position at the head of the expedition, he could readily observe the entire formation.
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Members of the Armada

Members of the Squadron

First Flight (black and red), 1st Squadron (black star): I-BALB ✭ — Italo Balbo, flight commander; Stefano Cagna, lieutenant-colonel and pilot; Gino Cappannini, lieutenant and pilot; Giuseppe Berti, sergeant and mechanic; Carlo Pezzani, radio operator; invited engineer.

Example showing the position of a star on Balbo’s aircraft.

I-BISE ✭ ✭ — Attilio Biseo, captain and pilot; Ranieri Cupini, captain and pilot; Davide Giulini, sergeant-major and radio operator; Dario Parizzi, sergeant and mechanic.

I-QUES ✭ ✭ ✭ — Luigi Questa, captain and pilot; Goffredo Marrama, lieutenant and pilot; Dominica Antonante, corporal and mechanic; Felice Zoppi, corporal and radio operator.

2nd Squadron (black circle)

I-PELL O — Aldo Pellegrini, air-brigade general; Guidi Bonini, captain and pilot; Mario Pifferi, marshal and pilot; Ettore Alberi, sergeant and radio operator; mechanic.

I-MIGL O O O — Alessandro Miglia, captain and pilot; Sebastiano Fisicaro, lieutenant and pilot; Pietro Lettini, sergeant-major and mechanic; Giovanni Cubeddu, radio operator.

I-BORG O O — Bruno Borghetti, captain and pilot; Ottavio Frailich, captain and pilot; Ernesto Leone, mechanic; Edmondo Balestri, radio operator.

3rd Squadron (red star)

I-NANN ☆ — Umberto Nannini, captain and pilot; Fernando Accardo, captain and pilot; Ezio Vaschetto, sergeant-major and radio operator; Florido Filipponi, mechanic.

I-LIPP ☆ ☆ ☆ — Antonio Lippi, captain and pilot; Giuseppe Ceccotti, captain and pilot; Angelo Mastronardo, mechanic; Mario Destro Bisol, radio operator.

I-ROVI ☆ ☆ — Umberto Rovis, captain and pilot; Giuseppe Aini, lieutenant and pilot; Carlo Cipollini, sergeant and mechanic; Spartaco Martinelli, corporal and radio operator.

4th Squadron (red circle)

I-DINI — Mario Baldini, captain and pilot; Amelio Novelli, lieutenant and pilot; Ugo Quintavalle, mechanic; Demetrio Joria, sergeant and radio operator; Leo Landi, invited guest.

I-LEON Ο Ο Ο — Leonello Leone, captain and pilot; Secondo Revetria, lieutenant and pilot; Remo Fabbrini, mechanic; Pasquale D’Amora, sergeant and radio operator; Mario Corsini, lieutenant and reserve pilot.

I-TEUC Ο Ο — Giuseppe Teucci, captain and pilot; Luigi Marini, captain and pilot; Vincenzo Romeo, mechanic; Ferrer Gasperini, radio operator.

Second Flight (white and green), 5th Squadron (white star)

I-GIOR ☆ — Gennaro Giordano, captain and pilot; Umberto Fiori, captain and pilot; Gaetano Negro, corporal and radio operator; Vittorio Viotti, sergeant and mechanic.
I-NAPO ☆ ☆ ☆ — Silvio Napoli, captain and pilot; Francesco Sarlo, lieutenant and pilot; Francesco De Donno, sergeant and mechanic; Giuseppe Virgilio, sergeant and radio operator.
I-VERC ☆ ☆ — Alessandro Vercelloni, captain and pilot; Marcello Frabetti, captain and pilot; Rolando Mansani, corporal and mechanic; Ottavio Murolo, corporal and radio operator.

6th Squadron (white circle)

I-RECA ◎ — Enea Silvio Recagno, captain and pilot; Rowing Cadringher, captain and pilot; Ugo Muzi, mechanic; Francesco Chiaramonte, radio operator.

I-GALL ◎ ◎ ◎ — Luigi Gallo, captain and pilot; Luigi Klinger, captain and pilot; Pietro Bartolini, sergeant and mechanic; Osvaldo Pelosi, corporal and radio operator.
I-ABBR ◎ ◎ — Renato Abbriata, captain; Ademaro Nicoletti-Altimari, lieutenant and pilot; Vincenzo D’Amuri, mechanic; Dino Arcangeli, sergeant and radio operator.
7th Squadron (green star)
I-BIAN ☆ — Vincent Biani, captain and pilot; Ireneo Moretti, pilot; Igino Manara, mechanic; Amedeo Suriano, radio operator.
I-RANI ☆ ☆ ☆ — Celso Ranieri, captain and pilot; Enrico Squaglia, sergeant and pilot; Luigi Cremaschi, mechanic; Aldo Boveri, sergeant and radio operator.

I-ARAM ☆ ☆ — Mario Aramu, captain and pilot; Raffaele Orsolan, lieutenant and pilot; Cesare Bonacini, sergeant and mechanic; Elio Frusciante, radio operator.

8th Squadron (green circle)

I-LONG Ο — Ulisse Longo, lieutenant-colonel and pilot; Ivo De Wittembersky, captain and pilot; Antonio Chiodi, reserve pilot; Guglielmo Ometto, mechanic; Cesare Bernazzani, radio operator.

I-CANN Ο Ο Ο — Letterio Cannistracci, captain and pilot; Giorgio Rossi, captain and pilot; Ettore Tiraboschi, mechanic; Alfredo Simonetti, sergeant and radio operator.

I-CALO Ο Ο — Jacopo Calò Carducci, captain and pilot; Michele Palmiotti, lieutenant and pilot; Oscar Pinelli, mechanic; Tito Mascioli, sergeant and radio operator.

Squadron reserve: I-MARI — Stefano Trimboli, captain and pilot; Ernesto Beltramo, lieutenant and pilot; Mario Delle Piane, mechanic; Arturo Cuturi, radio operator.

The Flight Path

Outbound flight

Orbetello–Amsterdam (Netherlands)

Amsterdam–Londonderry (Northern Ireland)

Londonderry–Reykjavík (Iceland)

Reykjavík–Cartwright (Labrador)

Cartwright–Shediac (New Brunswick)

Shediac–Longueuil (Montréal, Quebec)

Longueuil (Montréal)–Chicago (United States)

Chicago–New York (United States)

Return flight (modified) 

New York–Shediac (New Brunswick)

Shediac–Shoal Harbour (Newfoundland)

Shoal Harbour–Azores (Portugal)

Azores–Lisbon (Portugal)

Lisbon–Rome (Italy)
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The Seaplane Route

Amsterdam (Netherlands)

On the evening of June 30, Balbo ordered the crew members to be in bed by 10 p.m. at the latest. He even made the rounds by bicycle to warn latecomers. He himself slept hardly at all and was the first to arrive for the official departure ceremony, without having taken the time to notify his family.

On July 1, 1933, after a twenty-day wait, the Italian tricolour was raised and a trumpet call broke the silence of dawn.

When the ceremony ended, Balbo ordered, “Break ranks.” The crews shouted, “Long live the King!” and hurried to the motorboats that would take them to their seaplanes. Balbo left the dock and took off first at 4:37 a.m.; his aircraft sped across the water before rising above the sea.

The thunder of the 50 engines and the whistle of propellers cutting through the air drew Orbetello’s residents from their homes, joining the fishermen preparing for work and the handful of journalists already present.

After leaving the Orbetello Lagoon, the formation followed Italy’s west coast. It passed over Punta Ala, where Balbo’s unsuspecting family was staying, and then over the Piombino Peninsula on the Tuscan coast. At about 6:20 a.m., a little more than 290 km from Orbetello, the aircraft flew over Genoa, Italy’s principal port, crowded with ships’ masts. Soon afterward, they crossed the Lombardy plain. Genoa’s glaring white buildings gave way to the quiet yellow fields that promised an abundant harvest. The Armada then passed over Milan and crossed the Swiss border at 7:26 a.m. The aircraft had to climb. As the roughly 100 crew members crossed the Alps, they drank hot coffee from thermoses and ate fruit. Fur had been added to their flight suits for the cold.

The view was remarkable: crystal-clear air beneath an unobstructed blue sky. Only near the Splügen Pass did a few clouds appear. The aircraft still had to climb above 4,000 metres and navigate by compass. Tension rose as the cold quickly became unbearable. Zürich was not far away, however, and the Rhine would later provide a reliable guide toward Amsterdam.

At 8:55 a.m., the formation crossed the French border and flew over Strasbourg, in Alsace. The landscape gradually gave way to austere industrial districts.

Later, the crews admired the imposing towers of Mainz Cathedral. Beyond the city, green countryside and extensive vineyards again dominated the landscape.

Cologne Cathedral and the Hohenzollern Bridge soon came into view. The cathedral’s soaring towers and steep roof impressed the aviators, while the city’s dark-grey houses lent the landscape a sombre character.

A fierce adversary then struck the formation: powerful gusts buffeted the seaplanes. Holding the controls demanded considerable physical effort, especially from
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