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Introduction

Confrontation in the Mediterranean region between the Western Allies and the Axis powers began seven months before Hitler occupied the Rhineland and ended only after his suicide in a Berlin bunker in May 1945. The repercussions of this epic struggle continued for many years, however, and still maintain the world’s attention.

The road to war in Europe took an irrevocable turn when Mussolini invaded Ethiopia in October 1935. For the first time the old world powers and the international authority of the League of Nations succumbed to the aggressive ambition of the dictators and their fascist regimes. Mussolini was determined to redress the sense of national impotence that ensued from the settlement of the First World War, in which many Italians believed that Italy failed to receive the rewards due to a victor, by building a new Roman empire in the Mediterranean and assuming the status of a first-rate power from a position of strength.
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Although the sun was setting on her empire, Britain retained a vital interest in the Mediterranean. The Suez Canal, which Anthony Eden called the “windpipe” of the empire, cut about 5,600 km (3,500 miles) or almost one-third off the passage to the East. Through this vital artery flowed her commerce, her administrators and her military and, with a growing dependence on Middle-Eastern oil, the waterway gained a new significance. With naval bases at the colonial outposts of Gibraltar, Malta and Alexandria, Britain dominated the Mediterranean region, the strategic importance of which was immeasurable.

Tension in the region remained high as both sides used the Spanish Civil War as an effective dress rehearsal to prepare their armed forces. Moreover, this prelude also encouraged the natural coalescence of the Italian and German regimes into a fascist bloc, although each retained their own ambitions. Together France and Britain dominated the Mediterranean region and when war erupted in September 1939 Italy was in such a poor state of military preparation, despite 20 years of boasts to the contrary by Mussolini, that it was forced to remain neutral. The fall of France and the imminent collapse of Britain, however, presented an opportunity that Mussolini believed would enable him to reap the glory and spoils of victory without the need to fight, and war came to the Mediterranean in June 1940.

But the apparent lull was deceptive as the British used the time to strengthen their forces in the region and immediately took steps to show emphatically that not only was Britain not defeated but also she and the Commonwealth were determined to take the fight to the Axis. Unable to confront Germany directly on land, the Mediterranean was the only theater in which British armies could engage any of the Axis forces. Moreover, they had the advantage of fighting the weaker of the Axis Allies, whose forces were equipped with obsolescent equipment, and against the soft underbelly of Europe there were more strategic opportunities to take the war to continental Europe.

Although the Mediterranean campaign began much as a colonial war, its strategic dimensions rapidly expanded. Germany became embroiled to protect the southern flank of the invasion of Russia and to support its ailing ally. But while an African adventure was not foremost in Hitler’s strategic aims the Axis commanders in the Mediterranean recognized that if they were successful in Egypt, ultimately Germany could win the war.

The Mediterranean theater stretched from the Atlantic coast of Africa to Persia, today known as Iran, and the border with India, and from the Alps to Equatorial Africa. For the first three years, fighting predominantly took place along a stretch of land between the Mediterranean Sea and the Sahara desert in Egypt and Libya, involving the legendary Deutsches Afrika Korps, commanded by General Rommel, and the British Eighth Army. The hot, dry and dusty conditions were completely unlike anything experienced in Europe and the vast, open spaces enabled a series of highly fluid armored battles that were more akin to naval operations.

The campaign was also peculiar because logistics were especially significant, since there were no local resources and every item the troops and their vehicles required had to be shipped from a base depot: Tripoli for the Axis and the Nile delta for the British. As one side advanced its own supply line became progressively overextended and less able to maintain the army, while the enemy retreated on its own base and supply became easier. Furthermore, marshes near El Agheila in the west and the Qattara depression near El Alamein in the east formed bottlenecks that were easily defended and could not be outflanked. An advancing army became weakest, therefore, just as the retreating army became strongest, which resulted in a series of advances and retreats back and forth across the same stretch of desert that became known as “the Benghazi Handicap.” The inhospitable conditions and the almost complete absence of civilians, German SS and secret police lead to a conflict that, while savage, was still fought with honor and chivalry, rare characteristics in a war that was noted more for its brutality and inhumanity.

The war at sea centered on the small British island of Malta. Situated just 96 km (60 miles) from Sicily and amid the Axis shipping lanes to Africa it commanded a vital strategic position. The Italian Navy and the Royal Navy avoided a major fleet encounter but fought an intensive and costly “battle of the convoys,” as the Italians struggled to maintain Axis troops in Africa and the British desperately kept Malta supplied, despite the most severe air assault of the war.

When America entered the war President Roosevelt resolved that US forces would be committed to the Mediterranean while preparations were made for the invasion of northern Europe. The British–US alliance was forged in the Mediterranean theater as great armadas were amassed for invasions of north Africa, Sicily and Italy. Although troops were withdrawn for the D-Day invasion of France a dogged war of attrition continued in Italy until the end of the war.

The number of troops who fought in the Mediterranean was minuscule compared to the eastern front, but for the Western Allies it was the principal arena for active operations. It was also a war of innovation and the application of new military capabilities, including aircraft-carriers, large-scale airborne operations and midget submarines. The Allies also developed experience in coordinating air, ground and naval forces and in amphibious assaults that would prove invaluable later in the war in northern Europe and the Pacific.

The military conclusion to the war did not bring peace to the region, however. Partisan and irregular nationalist forces had been active during the war and a communist uprising occurred in the political vacuum that followed the German evacuation from Greece and Yugoslavia, while independence movements in Palestine, Algeria and Egypt fought against the British and French colonial control. The Mediterranean war completely reshaped the region and created political problems in the Balkans and the Middle East that remain unresolved even today.


Chronology

1922  30 October March on Rome – Mussolini becomes Italian prime minister

1935  3 October Italy invades Ethiopia

1936  25 October Rome–Berlin Axis signed

1939  22 May Pact of Steel between Italy and Germany

3 September Britain declares war on Germany

1940  10 June Italy declares war on Britain and France

3 July Operation Catapult, Force H attack on French Fleet at Mers-el-Kebir

13–16 September Graziani advances to Sidi Barrani

27 September Tripartite Pact between Germany, Italy and Japan

28 October Italy invades Greece

11–12 November British Swordfish torpedo bombers attack the Italian Fleet at Taranto

7 December Operation Compass, Western Desert Force launch a “five-day raid”

1941  19 January British capture Kassala in Sudan and invade Eritrea

6 February Battle of Beda Fomm, Western Desert Force captures Benghazi

12 February Rommel and Deutsches Afrika Korps arrive in Tripoli

7 March British and Commonwealth troops begin to arrive in Greece

28 March Naval battle of Cape Matapan

2 April Rommel attacks Cyrenaica

3 April Rashid Ali seizes power in Iraq

6 April Operation Marita, German invasion of Greece and Yugoslavia

13 April Deutsches Afrika Korps besieges Tobruk

1 May British evacuation of Greece completed

5 May Emperor Haile Selassie returns to Addis Ababa

15 May Operation Brevity, Western Desert Force attacks Sollum and Fort Capuzzo

18 May “Habforce” from Palestine relieves garrison at Habbaniyah

19 May Duke of Aosta signs Italian surrender, formal end of Abyssinian campaign

20 May Operation Merkur, German airborne invasion of Crete

1 June British enter Baghdad and reinstate the Regent, pro-British armistice signed

8 June Operation Explorer, British invasion of Syria

15 June Operation Battleaxe, Western Desert Force attempt to relieve Tobruk

10 July General Dentz, Vichy High Commissioner in Syria, sues for peace

25 August British and Russians invade Persia to secure Abadan oilfields

18 November Operation Crusader, Eighth Army offensive to clear Axis from Africa

8 December Siege of Tobruk raised

13 December Naval encounter off Cape Bon

17 December First battle of Sirte

19 December Italian frogmen sink battleships HMS Queen Elizabeth and HMS Valiant at Alexandria

1942  21 January Rommel launches counteroffensive

22 March Second battle of Sirte

16 April George Cross awarded to people of Malta

26 May Operation Venezia, Panzerarmee Afrika attacks Gazala line

21 June Panzerarmee Afrika captures Tobruk

1–26 July First battle of El Alamein

11–13 August Pedestal convoy fortifies Malta, aircraft-carrier HMS Eagle sunk

31 August–7 September Battle of Alam Halfa

23 October Operation Lightfoot, Eighth Army launches second battle of El Alamein

8–29 November Operation Torch, Anglo-US invasion of north-west Africa

1943  28 January Eighth Army captures Tripoli

14–22 February Battle of Kasserine Pass

13 May Last Axis troops in Tunisia surrender, end of North African campaign

10 July Operation Husky, Allied invasion of Sicily

25 July Fascist Grand Council overthrows and arrests Mussolini

17 August Allies capture Messina, last Axis troops in Sicily surrender

3 September Operation Baytown, Eighth Army invasion of Italy at Calabria

9 September Operation Avalanche, Fifth Army amphibious landing at Salerno

12 September Mussolini rescued by German paratroopers from Gran Sasso

1 October Fifth Army captures Naples

12 October Fifth Army launches offensive across the river Volturno

1944  3 January Fifth Army launches offensive against Gustav Line, around Monte Cassino

22 January Operation Shingle, Fifth Army amphibious landing at Anzio

18 May Polish troops capture Monastery Hill at Cassino

4 June Fifth Army captures Rome

4 August Eighth Army captures Florence

26 August Hitler orders withdrawal from Greece

8 September Eighth Army breaks through Gothic Line

12 September Germans evacuate Rhodes and other Greek islands in eastern Mediterranean

28 September Agreement between Tito and Stalin allowing Red Army to enter Yugoslavia

4 October Operation Manna, British intervention in Greece to prevent communist coup

20 October Red Army captures Belgrade, Tito’s partisans capture Dubrovnik

4 November Greece completely liberated

23 November Germans evacuate Macedonia

4 December Athens placed under martial law

1945  8 March Secret negotiations in Bern for early surrender of German forces in Italy

6 April Tito’s partisans capture Sarajevo

14 April Fifth and Eighth Armies attack in Po valley

28 April Mussolini captured and hanged by partisans

1 May Eighth Army captures Udine, and links up with Tito’s partisans near Trieste

2 May German forces in Italy surrender, formal end to war in the Mediterranean

6 May Fifth Army enters Austria from Italy

9 May German forces in the Greek islands surrender

12 May German garrison in Crete surrenders
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