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INTRODUCTION

On the afternoon of 27 October 1942, a formation of 16 American P-40F Warhawks from the USAAF’s 57th Fighter Group was on its way to attack Axis troops and vehicles over the El Alamein line when the American pilots discovered a huge formation of enemy aircraft. In front of them, formed up as if for an air display, were 20 Fiat CR.42 biplanes. Nearby was a similar number of Luftwaffe Ju 87 Stuka dive-bombers escorted by 18 Bf 109Fs. The American pilots attacked, later claiming to have downed four CR.42s. Three more were listed as probables, plus three damaged, and there were no American losses. Lt Roy Whittaker, who later became one of the top-scoring P-40 pilots in-theatre, claimed a victory during the combat.

That afternoon the American pilots had taken part in a more significant action than they realised. In one of the last desperate attempts to save the day for the Axis forces at El Alamein, General Erwin Rommel had planned a counter-attack in the northern sector of the front. Having decided to commit most of his surviving armoured forces, he had personally requested a maximum effort from Axis air power in an attempt to destroy artillery emplacements in the Tell el Eisa area that had previously played a critical role in repulsing his panzers.

For this very reason, all available Italian assault aircraft – no fewer than 43 CR.42s (30 from the gruppi of 50° Stormo and 13 from 101° Gruppo Autonomo) had taken off at 1400 hrs. Macchi C.202 fighters from 3° and 4° Stormi covered the formation’s left flank, while to the right were the Ju 87s escorted by 18 Bf 109Fs of JG 27. The CO of 50° Stormo, Tenente Colonello Ferruccio Vosilla, was leading his men, the unit’s fighter-bomber CR.42s having recently been removed from frontline daylight operations because of their vulnerability to enemy fighters. However, the severity of the situation on the ground was such that the risk of using them now seemed justified.
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A lone CR.42 flies over Rome, the ‘Eternal City’, shortly before Italy entered World War 2 in June 1940. At lower left is the St Peter’s Basilica, and St Peter’s Square can also be seen (Roberto Gentilli)

The Italian formation, led by the 50° Stormo biplanes flying in vics disposed in echelon right, encountered Allied fighters, said to be ‘around 70 Curtiss, some with American insignia’, over the target. They immediately drew the attention of the escort, leaving the Fiat biplanes unprotected. Suddenly, more P-40s appeared, diving on the CR.42s from above. Apart from the USAAF Warhawks, the Axis formation was also intercepted by 24 RAF Hurricane IIs of Nos 213 and 33 Sqns and at least four Spitfire VCs of No 601 Sqn. Vosilla, who had already started his attack run when the fighters appeared, jettisoned his bombs and made a climbing turn to face the enemy interceptors head-on.

The bombing mission became totally disorganised, and a confused melee ensued. When it was over, five CR.42s, piloted by Sergente Maggiore Umberto Suzzi of 101° Gruppo and Capitano Giordano Bruno Rossoni, Tenente Pietro Vodret, Sottotenente Mario Aimi and Sergente Maggiore Costante Cipitelli of 50° Stormo had all been shot down by the P-40s. No 213 Sqn claimed an additional CR.42 and two probables. All the pilots apart from Suzzi were able to force-land and subsequently return to their base. Tenente Vodret and Sottotenente Francesco Iadanza each claimed to have shot down a P-40. It is possible, however, that they had shot down the No 213 Sqn Hurricane II of Flt Sgt S G Brooks. This was Iadanza’s second kill, as he had previously claimed another P-40 (actually the No 73 Sqn Hurricane II of Flt Lt John Beauchamp Selby) on 10 July 1942.

Once back at base, Vosilla stated that his men had hit the target, although reports from 101° Gruppo’s pilots suggest that this was not the case. Vosilla’s evasive manoeuvre had, however, saved his vulnerable biplanes from suffering far higher losses. That day at El Alamein the CR.42s had performed their last important mission over the frontline. In doing so they had clearly demonstrated that, at the end of 1942, they were now quite unsuited to this kind of operation. Accordingly, they were rapidly relegated to second-line duties within the Regia Aeronautica.
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At 37, Feruccio Vosilla was a very popular leader amongst his men. His quick manoeuvring when faced by enemy fighters revealed just how experienced a pilot he was by October 1942. Indeed, Vosilla had first seen aerial action as long ago as 1929, when he flew missions during the conflict in Libya. More combat followed in East Africa in 1935-36 and during the Spanish Civil War. By 1942 Vosilla had been flying the CR.42 for three years, and had claimed several victories on the type.

He had first flown the Fiat biplane against enemy aircraft on 15 June 1940 when, as CO of 18° Gruppo, he led 15 aircraft supporting the CR.42s of 23° and 150° Gruppi in an attack on the French airfields of Le Cannet des Maures and Cuers Pierrefeu, in Provence. An hour after take-off, and at an altitude of 18,000 ft, he and his pilots were surprised by enemy fighters that suddenly appeared from a cloudbank. The newcomers were identified as Morane-Saulnier MS.406s and another type not positively identified. In the ensuing combat the Italians claimed to have shot down three French fighrters, and the victories were shared between all 15 pilots. Two CR.42s from 83a Squadriglia were lost in return, with one pilot killed and the other captured.
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Maggiore Ferruccio Vosilla, CO of 18° Gruppo, claimed three shared victories during the short French campaign. Here, he stands in front of his partially camouflaged aircraft at Vilanova in June 1940. A white band was added to the rear fuselage of the aircraft shortly after this photograph was taken. The gruppo CO’s pennant can clearly be seen to the left of Vosilla (Giuseppe Ruzzin via Giandrea Bussi)

Meanwhile, the 150° Gruppo formation was completing its strafing attack of Cuers Pierrefeu, where it had destroyed at least six Vought 156s of Escadrille de Bombardement en Piquè AB3 on the ground. Five Bloch MB 151s of Escadrille de Chasse AC3 had also been shot down shortly after they had been bounced immediately after take-off. However, the gruppo lost adjutant Capitano Nino Caselli, and another aircraft encountered mechanical trouble and force-landed in enemy territory.

At Le Cannet des Maures, 23° Gruppo strafed the airstrip and destroyed at least three Dewoitine D.520s on the ground. But here too the Italian pilots reported being surprised by ‘four or five Moranes and Dewoitines’. The French fighters shot down 75a Squadriglia CO, Capitano Luigi Filippi, who was taken prisoner. Three of the five Italian losses on this date had been caused by French ace Sous Lt Pierre Le Gloan of the 5eme Escadrille of GC III/6. An outstanding pilot who would end the conflict with 18 kills to his credit, Le Gloan had been flying a D.520.

These battles have come to be regarded as clear proof of the all-round inferiority of the Fiat biplane when opposed by modern monoplanes such as the MS.406 and D.520. In reality, the CR.42 pilots had made a relatively successful series of ground attack missions and shot down at least as many enemy fighters as they had lost. Moreover, the Italian pilots had demonstrated that when not the victims of ‘hit and run’ tactics, which saw monoplane fighters bouncing them from above at great speeds, they could hold their own in combat even against more modern fighters. This would be confirmed by the events of the months to come.

The fact that a biplane fighter with fixed landing gear and an open cockpit was still in service with a nation then reputed to have a powerful air force was not so strange in 1940. In fact Italy was not alone in numbering biplanes among its frontline units. Other great powers to do so were Great Britain, which had six squadrons of Gloster Gladiators, and the Soviet Union, whose air force was still equipped with Polikarpov I-153s.

[image: images]

Seen here dressed in his flying overalls, hands in pockets, at Mirafiori (east of the Franco-Italian border) in June 1940, Maresciallo Felice Longhi claimed one and three shared victories in the CR.42 while serving with 18° Gruppo. This particular aircraft was his personal mount during 1940-41, and he used it to down a Blenheim in North Africa. Longhi had previously scored a single victory flying a CR.32 in Spain. His tally stood at six and four shared kills by war’s end (via Giorgio Apostolo)

Peculiar to Italy, however, was the fact that its biplanes were not old machines close to retirement. Instead, the CR.42 represented one of the most modern types then available, and many units were still waiting to receive them. Italy’s desire to cling onto biplane types when all other countries were switching to monoplanes has been variously explained as a mix of conservative thinking by the Regia Aeronautica, reinforced by the success recently achieved by the Falco’s predecessor, the CR.32, during the Spanish Civil War. The type’s manoeuvrability was another factor, demanded by pilots and considered to form the basis of most air combat tactics. Finally, the economic influence exerted by the Fiat group may have been a factor in the adoption of its new product by the air force.

Whatever the reasons, the CR.42, although absolutely not up to the best European fighters of its time like the D.520, Spitfire or Bf 109, was still considered a relatively adequate war machine in the summer of 1940. Very fast for a biplane (it had a top speed of 267 mph), and retaining the specific characteristics of the type such as manoeuvrability, good handling and a high rate of climb, the Falco’s main weaknesses lay in its equipment.

The fighter was armed with just a pair of Breda SAFAT machine guns, often of different calibres – one of 12.7 mm and one of 7.7 mm. This represented a step backwards even when compared to the CR.32, in which both guns were of 12.7 mm calibre. Moreover, the weapons were synchronised to fire through the propeller arc, resulting in a low rate of fire and many difficulties in maintaining the complex synchronising mechanism in the field. The Falco also lacked any kind of armour protection for its pilot, boasted only basic cockpit instrumentation that did not help flight in bad weather or at night, and had no radio equipment – the first sets were tested in late 1940, but without success.

Yet despite these shortcomings, the CR.42 remained able to fight on equal terms with most of the aircraft opposing it in the Mediterranean theatre up until mid-1941. With the passing of time, however, its inadequacy became all too clear, although it remained in active service until war’s end. But this was chiefly because the Italian aircraft industry failed to supply modern replacements in sufficient numbers.
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A CR.42 from 2° Stormo’s 95a Squadriglia is seen on the wing in North Africa in early 1941. Although outclassed by Allied fighters in-theatre by this stage of the conflict, Falcos from the unit still enjoyed occasional successes against Blenheims and Wellingtons that were targeting Axis shipping convoys in the Mediterranean (via Giorgio Apostolo)


OPENING BATTLES

When Italy declared war on Britain and France on 10 June 1940, some 300 CR.42s equipped roughly half of the Regia Aeronautica’s fighter units. Of this number, around 220 aircraft were combat-ready. In northwest Italy, IIa Divisione Aerea ‘Borea’ was the formation tasked with mounting attacks on France. Its fighter units, assigned to Ia Squadra Aerea, were comprised of;


53° Stormo (Colonello Arrigo Tessari)

150° Gruppo (Tenente Colonello Rolando Pratelli)

363a Squadriglia (Capitano Luigi Mariotti)

364a Squadriglia (Capitano Nicola Magaldi)

365a Squadriglia (Capitano Giorgio Graffer)

151° Gruppo (Maggiore Carlo Calosso)

366a Squadriglia (Capitano Bernardino Serafini)

367a Squadriglia (Capitano Simeone Marsan)

368a Squadriglia (Capitano Bruno Locatelli)




3° Stormo (Colonello Fortunato Rolando)

18° Gruppo (Maggiore Ferruccio Vosilla

83a Squadriglia (Capitano Edoardo Molinari)

85a Squadriglia (Capitano Giulio Anelli)

95a Squadriglia (Capitano Gino Lodi)

23° Gruppo (Maggiore Tito Falconi)

70a Squadriglia (Capitano Ottorino Fargnoli)

74a Squadriglia (Capitano Guido Bobba)

75a Squadriglia (Capitano Luigi Filippi)



Additionally, IIa Squadra Aerea, which had moved to Sicily, left 9° Gruppo of 4° Stormo in northeast Italy to guard the frontier with Yugoslavia. It comprised;


9° Gruppo (Maggiore Ernesto Botto)

73a Squadriglia (Tenente Vittorio Pezzè)

96a Squadriglia (Capitano Roberto Fassi)

97a Squadriglia (Capitano Antonio Larsimont-Pergameni)
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CR.42 MM4357 ‘85-3’ of 85a Squadriglia, 18° Gruppo is seen here on patrol at the very beginning of the war (Giuseppe Ruzzin via Giandrea Bussi)

In Sicily, as part of Ia Divisione Aerea ‘Aquila’, the fighter units of IIa Squadra Aerea that was operating over the British fortress of Malta and against the French forces were;


157° Gruppo (Maggiore Guido Nobili)

384a Squadriglia (Capitano Mario Frulla)

385a
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