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By Dr Richard Hammond

During the Second World War, the British conducted a sustained campaign of interdiction 
against Axis supply shipping in the Mediterranean Sea.  Air power became a crucial 
component of this campaign, but was initially highly unsuccessful, delivering few results 
at a heavy cost.  However, a combination of factors, including technical and tactical 
development, a greater allocation of resources and a higher level of priority being accorded 
to the campaign, led to vast improvements.  By the end of the campaign, the British were 
conducting highly effective anti-shipping operations, and air power was vital to this in both 
intelligence gathering and strike roles. 

Air Power and the British
Anti-Shipping Campaign in the
Mediterranean, 1940-1944



51

British Anti-Shipping Campaign in the Mediterranean

Introduction

When Italy declared war on the Allies on 10 June 1940, it placed a heavy burden on 
their shipping to supply men and materiel (such as fuel, vehicles, ammunition and 

food) for their war in North Africa.  The Italians and, later, Germans actually required a far 
greater network of maritime supply in the theatre than just this, however.  Positions in 
Albania and later Greece were supplied through the Adriatic Sea, while territories in the 
Dodecanese islands required supply in the Aegean.  The Aegean was also the route through 
which tanker traffic brought oil to Italy from the Ploesti fields in Romania.1  Other island 
territories such as Sardinia, Corsica and Lampedusa were also sustained by maritime supply.  
Finally, coastal shipping plied routes along the various coasts of North Africa, Italy, France 
and the Balkans.

This opened an opportunity for the British to wage a campaign of interdiction against this 
vital network of supply, in order to degrade the combat ability of the Italian forces in North 
Africa, which became the main focus of the campaign.  The anti-shipping campaign has 
been depicted by various historians as only existing to interdict shipping to North Africa, 
and ceasing after the final Axis surrender there.2  However, the campaign was later widened 
to assist in preparation for the invasions of Axis territories such as Pantellaria, Sicily, Italy, 
and the Dodecanese islands.  Other supply routes in the Adriatic, Aegean and Northern 
Mediterranean were also attacked.  Air power was to become a key component in the anti-
shipping campaign, but British maritime air power in the Mediterranean theatre was in a dire 
state in 1940. 

This article will demonstrate that initial efforts were few and often dismal failures, as the
Royal Air Force (RAF) operated small numbers of unsuitable aircraft types for anti-shipping 
attacks. The low priority of maritime operations in the interwar years also meant that they 
lacked effective tactical doctrine for such operations.  Meanwhile, the Fleet Air Arm (FAA)
was much better in all these respects, but simply lacked the numbers to have a great
effect.  However, after a greater priority was accorded to anti-shipping operations, significant 
reinforcements of more specialised aircraft types became available, and marked technical
and tactical improvements were made, the campaign became much more effectively 
prosecuted.  From late 1942 onwards, air power was the most important contributor
to the campaign, both statistically in terms of sinkings and less direct roles such as
intelligence gathering.

The Early Campaign, June 1940 – March 1941
On 10 June the only dedicated maritime strike aircraft available in the theatre were 18 Fairey 
Swordfish of the FAA aboard the aircraft carrier HMS Eagle.3  The RAF not only lacked strike 
aircraft in the theatre, but dedicated maritime aircraft more generally.  RAF Middle East 
command had fewer than 260 combat ready aircraft at that stage to cover an area stretching 
from Malta to Kenya to Iraq.  The problem of a severe shortage of aircraft was compounded by 
many of the aircraft being second-rate or even obsolete types, such as Gloucester Gladiator 
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biplane fighters and Vickers Wellesly bombers.4  Reinforcements were unlikely to appear in 
the immediate future, with the RAF focused on the defense of the United Kingdom.  The only 
assistance that the RAF could offer at the start of the campaign was the use of a handful of 
reconnaissance aircraft and flying boats based in Alexandria for maritime purposes, and the 
bombing of Axis ports.5

The paucity and quality of maritime aircraft was compounded by the low priority the 
Air Ministry accorded maritime operations in the Mediterranean.  A signal to Air Officer 
Commanding in Chief (AOC-in-C) RAF ME Air Chief Marshal (ACM) Arthur Longmore, stated his 
instructions for the use of the resources under his command as follows:

‘The primary role of forces under your command is the defence of Egypt and the
Suez Canal, and the maintenance of communications with the Red Sea.  This however 
does not preclude the possibility of air forces from your command being employed in
the execution of such other plans as may be approved by the chiefs of staff from time
to time’.6

Clearly, then, the opinion of the Air Ministry was that the air force should be utilised in North 
Africa to defend the British position in Egypt.  Maritime operations, even those that contributed 
directly to the war in North Africa, were not a high priority. 

Longmore, a former member of the Royal Naval Air Service and AOC-in-C RAF Coastal 
Command, was very much an advocate of maritime operations, and sought ways for RAF ME 
to play a greater role in them despite these constraints.  Taking a very wide interpretation of his 
instructions, he laid down the following objectives for the command, with their priority at any 
one time dependent on the current situation:

	 1.	 Offensive action against air bases with a view to reducing their numerical
		  superiority in aircraft and to destroy their repair operation.
	 2.	 Offensive action against ports, to destroy or damage submarines, shipping
		  and facilities.
	 3.	 Destruction of resources in Italian East Africa, where it was anticipated no 		
		  replacements can be made.
	 4.	 Full support of British armies in whatever operations are in progress.
	 5.	 Strategical reconnaissance for naval, army and air information.7

Evidently, Longmore took a holistic approach to the use of air power in the theatre, wishing 
to utilise it in support of both the other services as well as in its own right in a battle for aerial 
superiority.  This included a direct role in the anti-shipping campaign both by attacking ports 
and through maritime reconnaissance.  The Naval Commander in Chief, Mediterranean, 
Admiral Andrew Cunningham clearly appreciated the efforts of Longmore and co-operation 
between the two was often close, with support being leant both ways. 8 
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There was one final obstacle to conducting anti-shipping operations in the Mediterranean in 
June 1940, which extended to both the RAF and the Royal Navy – they were not permitted. 
Britain had entered the Second World War with a ‘stop and search’ policy regarding enemy 
controlled and neutral merchant shipping.9  This meant that British forces, whether surface 
vessels, submarines or aircraft, could not attack merchant vessels.  Instead, they should 
challenge the vessel, stop it and search it for contraband.  If any were found, a prize crew
could be placed aboard to sail the captured vessel back to a friendly port.  Merchant vessels 
could only be attacked if they refused to halt and ignored subsequent warnings.  The rules 
were even more restrictive for aircraft.  The Air Ministry decreed in February 1940 that only 
warships could be attacked.  Other vessels could not even be challenged unless they were 
specifically being searched for under orders from the Ministry, in which case the highly 
impractical instructions were to divert the vessel from its destination.  The instructions even 
went so far as to state that aircraft should not act in a way that might provoke defensively 
armed merchant shipping into firing on them.10  During the German invasion of Norway in 
April, British policy regarding attacks on merchant shipping started to be relaxed, with the 
declaration of ‘sink at sight’ zones in Scandinavian waters, and later the Channel and the Bay 
of Biscay.  Initially they were allowed only on vessels determined to be the rather ambiguous 
‘naval auxiliaries’, but this was soon changed to any enemy controlled vessel.11 

At the outbreak of war in the Mediterranean, no ‘sink at sight’ zones were declared, despite 
their existence in the waters of Northwest Europe and the obvious need of the Italians to 
supply their forces in North Africa by sea.  Admiral Cunningham had called for approval to 
attack the Italian merchant marine vessels when it became clear war with them was inevitable. 
This became more urgent after the sinking of a Norweigan tanker without warning by an 
Italian submarine, just three days after their declaration of war.12  It was not until 14 July 1940 
that a ‘sink at sight’ zone was approved for up to 30 miles off the Libyan coast.  This increased 
to vessels within 30 miles of any Italian territory three days later.13  The Adriatic and Aegean 
seas were declared open for attacks in February and June 1941 respectively, after which attacks 
were allowed in almost the entire Mediterranean.14

With problems of numbers and types of aircraft, intelligence gathering ability, a low priority 
for maritime operations and restrictions placed on attacking merchant shipping, it is hardly 
surprising air power achieved little in the early anti-shipping campaign.  The problem of 
locating shipping for attacks was a difficult one.  The lack of reconnaissance aircraft made
it difficult both to determine how busy Axis ports were for potential bombing attacks and
for locating targets for attacks at sea by aircraft or any other means.  This was exacerbated
by difficulties in gathering both signals and human intelligence (SIGINT and HUMINT).
Since 1937, British signals intelligence had cracked multiple Italian cyphers including those
of the navy.  They were able to read both the most secret and the general book of their
cyphers, plus one of their two naval attaché codes.  Intelligence from these sources in
particular allowed them to build up an accurate picture of Italian naval and shipping sailings 
and movements up until mid-July 1940.  At this point the Navy became the last of the three 
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Italian services to introduce new codes and tables after the outbreak of war; this would have 
come earlier if not for the capture of a copy of the proposed new general book with the 
Submarine Uebi Scebeli at the end of June.15  Although the British retained an intermittent 
ability to read Italian low grade codes and ciphers, signals intelligence regarding Italian naval 
matters was very thin following the tightened security measures.  Italy’s main naval book 
ciphers were in fact never read again, with the exception of a brief period in June 1941 thanks 
to some captured documents.16  Regarding human intelligence, the networks of agents and 
partisans in Greece and Yugoslavia, that would later play a notable role in the campaign, had 
yet to exist. 
 
The role of attacking shipping directly at sea by air power fell to the FAA in the early campaign. 
As a dedicated maritime air force, they had developed successful tactical doctrine for torpedo 
attacks on vessels in port and at sea.17  On 19 June 1940, the first squadron of Swordfish were 
transferred to Malta from North Africa.18  These 12 biplanes represented the main aerial anti-
shipping effort for much of the early campaign, although aircraft carrier strikes on ports did
occur in this period as well, such as a raid on Augusta by aircraft operating out of HMS Eagle
in July.  Here the FAA sank four merchant vessels of 26,773 Gross Registered Tons (GRT).19

Such operations were a rarity however, as aircraft carriers were primarily used for major fleet 
actions against the Italian navy in this period.  The biggest FAA strike on a Mediterranean port 
in 1940 was the famous strike on the Italian Fleet at its base in Taranto – merchant shipping 
was very much taking a back seat. 

From June 1940 up to and including March 1941, air power sank 24 merchant vessels of all 
types, at total of 68,872 GRT. 20  The FAA accounted for almost all of the sinkings that occurred 
at sea in this period, as well as several vessels sunk in port.  The RAF did manage to make a 
substantial contribution through port bombing, most notably sinking five vessels in multiple 
raids on Axis ports in December. 21  At an average of just over two vessels sunk per month 
in the early campaign, sinkings were relatively few in this period.  The experience of the FAA 
in torpedo bombing operations was highlighted by the fact that they lost only five aircraft, 
while the RAF had 35 aircraft destroyed or damaged beyond repair. 22  The early campaign 
had brought modest successes, certainly not sufficient to make a notable impact on Italian 
land operations or shipping capacity.  They had, for the RAF at least, been very costly however.  
From March 1941 though, the whole approach to the campaign began to change. 

The Developing Campaign and the Axis Counter Offensive,
March 1941 – September 1942
From March 1941 onwards, the anti-shipping campaign was accorded a higher priority
in British strategy.  The threat of invasion of the United Kingdom had largely diminished,
allowing greater resources to be allocated to the Mediterranean and North Africa.
The theatre represented an opportunity for the British to gain some much needed morale-
boosting victories over an Italian opponent that was perceived to be much weaker
militarily than Germany, as well as to defend the vital Suez canal link to the Middle and
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Far East.  Churchill decreed in April that the navy should take an increased role in the 
interdiction of Axis shipping, beyond the effort that had so far been restricted to submarine 
and FAA attacks:

‘...the primary duty of the British Mediterranean Fleet...to stop all sea-borne traffic
between Italy and Africa...  Every convoy that gets through must be considered a serious 
naval failure.  The reputation of the Royal Navy is engaged in stopping this traffic.’ 23

Such ‘encouragement’ from Churchill resulted in a dedicated anti-shipping task force of
cruisers and destroyers (Force ‘K’) being based at Malta.  The aerial campaign was also stepped 
up, with a very important influx of aircraft to the theatre in March – the arrival of the first 
RAF torpedo bombers.  Seven Bristol Beauforts were transferred to Malta and formed a joint 
reconnaissance/strike squadron (No. 69 Squadron) with some new Glen Martin reconnaissance 
aircraft. 24  For the first time in the theatre, the RAF could make torpedo attacks on targets at 
sea.  RAF strike aircraft were reinforced several times throughout 1941, often being transferred 
directly from Coastal Command, which demonstrated the greater importance of this campaign 
than the one in Northwest Europe in the eyes of the Cabinet. 25

By July 1941, the RAF had 67 maritime strike aircraft available in the Mediterranean; a mix of 
types including new Bristol Beaufighters, which would later become an important asset in the 
campaign.  The FAA had no fewer than 99 strike aircraft distributed around the theatre at the 
same point. 26  These aircraft were not purely dedicated to anti-shipping operations, or even 
always to maritime operations.  Even the FAA aircraft were frequently used in co-operation 
with the army in North Africa.  Nevertheless, the number of anti-shipping strikes conducted 
by the aircraft of both services was increasing, with the FAA in particular conducting a greater 
proportion of torpedo strikes. 27  The decision was also made for the RAF to start conducting 
aerial mining of Axis ports in May, with the first sortie by Vickers Wellington bombers of No. 38 
Squadron against Benghazi on the night of 15/16 July.28  This period saw further development 
of Malta as a base for aerial strike forces.  On 1 June, Hugh Lloyd was installed as AOC Malta 
with the instructions that his primary task was ‘...to sink Axis shipping sailing from Europe to 
North Africa’. 29  He immediately set to work improving the spartan and unsuitable facilities 
there, including moving storage facilities underground from their previously vulnerable 
positions. 30  Anti-shipping strikes by FAA Swordfish and RAF Blenheim bombers, along with 
naval assets, increased in intensity.

Increases in maritime aircraft and the priority of the campaign were supplemented by 
breakthroughs in intelligence.  In June 1941 the Italian C38m cypher was broken by ULTRA 
decryption.  This gave the British advance notice of the departure dates of almost every Italian 
convoy and individual sailing, often including the composition and projected routes as well. 31 
This allowed British air and naval forces to directly target assigned vessels known to be at sea, 
rather than conducting ‘shipping sweeps’ for potential targets.  They were further assisted in 
the location of these targets by an increase of reconnaissance aircraft.  It has already been 
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mentioned that the first seven Marylands arrived at Malta in May, and this number was quickly 
increased to 23, although losses and transferrals soon wore the total down by almost half. 32

While the role of the RAF in the campaign had increased from a peripheral to a more direct 
one by the middle of 1941, June saw an important leadership change.  Longmore was 
succeeded as AOC-in-C RAF Middle East by AM Arthur Tedder.  While Tedder, like Longmore, 
appreciated the necessity for maritime air power, he was much less flexible in terms of direct 
co-operation with the navy.  One of the reasons that Longmore and Cunningham shared 
such a good relationship was that they frequently offered the use of their respective forces 
for co-operation with the other service freely.  This went so far as at times surrendering 
operational control of air units to the other commander. 33  Tedder, perhaps understandably 
with resources still inadequate to the many tasks of his command, was unwilling to go to such 
lengths.  It was his viewpoint that ‘…naval air operations cannot properly be considered as 
a self-contained activity separate from the main land and air operation in the Middle East’. 34  
Tedder was unwilling to offer dedicated support for the Navy that was repeatedly requested by 
Cunningham, rather only co-operation for specific operations that had his approval. 35 

The increasingly fractious relationship between the two reached a peak over the question
of the creation of an equivalent to Coastal Command for the Mediterranean and Middle
East.  The dispute flared on the spot and in London, with Cunningham having the backing
of the First Sea Lord, Dudley Pound while, Tedder was largely supported by the Air Ministry.
Ultimately a compromise was reached in the creation of a RAF No. 201 (Naval Co-operation) 
Unit.  This was a dedicated maritime unit that covered the Central and Eastern Mediterranean, 
and included both RAF and FAA units in the same command.  Tedder retained operational 
control of the group, but Cunningham held the right to ‘veto’ operations which he did not 
agree with. 36  While the dispute certainly slowed the building of momentum in the campaign, 
the creation of the group did increase the role of the RAF in maritime operations under Tedder 
and provide dedicated training in maritime operations for RAF aircrews. 

For the RAF, there was no tactical doctrine on attacking shipping directly at sea when they 
entered the war.  This was a legacy of the neglect accorded to this aspect of maritime aviation 
by the RAF, and the only experience of land based air power was that developed in the early 
stages of Coastal Command’s anti-shipping campaign in Northwest Europe.  Despite being 
a theatre with completely different geographical, climatic and strategic circumstances, the 
initial doctrine developed in the Mediterranean was partially based on it. 37  The procedure 
was very similar to the one used for locating friendly convoys for aerial escort.  It required a 
reconnaissance aircraft to search a ‘box’ area where targets were calculated to be, based on 
intelligence.  The aircraft would take the laborious approach of flying circuits up and down 
the ‘box’ until a target was located or the search completed unsuccessfully.  In the case of 
the latter, the aircrew would make a judgement whether to widen the search area or return 
to base.  On the location of a target, the searching aircraft would signal for the despatch of a 
striking force to attack it. 38
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With the lack of reconnaissance aircraft available until late 1941, the searching role often 
had to be performed by whatever aircraft were to hand.  This even included strike aircraft 
doubling in this role, thus decreasing the range and endurance of the search, and depleting 
the potential strike force.  The searching method was laborious and initially required the 
target to be located visually, meaning night strikes were particularly difficult.  When targets 
were successfully located, it was not uncommon for the strike aircraft to fail to find it and the 
searching aircraft.  An operational research report found that strike aircraft operating without 
technological assistance located their targets just 33 per cent of the time during daylight 
sorties. 39  However, technological developments brought notable improvements in the search 
and strike procedure.  From mid 1941 onwards, Air to Surface Vessel (ASV) radar sets became 
available in the theatre.  These greatly aided searching aircraft in the location of targets, and 
allowed a much greater emphasis to be placed on night strikes.  This was complemented by 
the implementation of ‘Rooster’ sets around the same time.  When a searching aircraft located 
a target and signalled for a strike force, it could switch on the ‘Rooster’ set.  This would activate 
a signal that could be ‘homed onto’ by strike aircraft that carried ASV sets, and led to a marked 
increase in the number of strike sorties successfully reaching the location of the search aircraft 
and thus the intended target.

The improvements in aircraft types and availability, technological assistance and tactical 
development along with an increased priority combined to deliver improved results for
the aerial anti-shipping campaign.  The period from June to November 1941 saw a marked
and sustained increase in the number of sinkings by the FAA and RAF.  Between seven
and 11 merchant vessels were sunk in each month and these were often of a significant 
tonnage. In the greatest single month of the campaign so far, 11 vessels of 35,196 GRT
were sunk in August. 40  However, the glut of sinkings was abruptly arrested at the end of
the year. 

The Air Korps of Fliegerkorps II was transferred from the eastern front to Sicily, arriving from 
late November onwards.  The highly experienced Albert Kesselring was also installed as the 
German C-in-C South in Italy, and one of his tasks was the neutralisation of Malta.  Kesselring 
immediately bought huge pressure to bear on the island in the form of sustained large-scale 
bombing raids.  For instance, there were 263 air raids on the island in the month of January 
1942 alone. 41  The Germans, along with some assistance by Italian aircraft, quickly established 
aerial superiority through the intensified bombing of the major Maltese aerodromes at Hal 
Far, Luqa and Ta’Qali.  The result was the operability of both offensive and defensive air forces 
on the island being largely curtailed.  Thirty strike aircraft were shot down in November and 
December 1941, along with several reconnaissance aircraft, a rate of attrition that simply could 
not be sustained. 42  The fighters stationed there for aerial defence suffered particularly heavily. 
A lack of equipment that provided sufficiently early warning of raids and facilities that were 
still not adequately equipped for resistance to bombing despite the efforts of Hugh Lloyd led 
to 160 aircraft of all types being destroyed on the ground, and another 231 damaged over the 
course of the siege, the majority of them fighters. 43
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January 1943 saw a great drop in the number of losses in strike aircraft while on sorties, and 
with the exceptions of February and July, losses were low for the entire siege.  This was not 
due to improvements in any aspect of operations, but simply because there were far fewer 
shipping strikes being flown. 44  Very few were flown out of Malta in this period due to previous 
losses in aircraft both on sorties and on the ground, the damage to airfields, facilities and 
equipment, the ongoing nature of the air raids hampering take offs and landings and the 
difficulty of bringing in new aircraft, personnel and vital supplies such as fuel and spares.
The total number of strike aircraft in the theatre did increase in the first half of 1942, but
these had to be sent to areas that were not ideally positioned for anti-shipping operations. 
Many of them were ultimately used for other tasks in this period, particularly during the series 
of critical British reverses in North Africa. 45  The role of air power in anti-shipping operations 
was consigned to some FAA sorties from Malta at night, and longer ranged RAF aircraft such as 
torpedo equipped Wellingtons operating from Egypt.  As the siege wore on, the fuel shortage 
became particularly acute and the Chiefs of Staff were forced to order that ‘...strikes from Malta 
must be reduced to an absolute minimum, e.g. extremely good chances at close ranges.  
Transits except for Beaufort will cease’. 46  Thus dedicated maritime units stood relatively idle, 
while some were co-opted into roles supporting the land campaign. 

This period marked the low point of the anti-shipping campaign as a whole, with the
10th Submarine Flotilla and the surface units of Force K both being withdrawn from Malta.
Few mining operations were able to be conducted by surface vessels, submarines or
aircraft. However, the strangulation of aerial operations probably hurt the campaign the
most, as not only were aerial shipping strikes curtailed but so too was maritime aerial 
reconnaissance.  The decline in the number of operations from any method was exacerbated 
by the simultaneous lack of intelligence to guide them.  It is hardly surprising then, that 
sinkings were so few during the siege.  From January to June inclusive, just 11 merchant 
vessels (55,713 GRT) of all types were sunk.  In terms of numbers sunk, if not tonnage, these
six months were equal to August 1941 alone.

There was one positive development during this period; in the form of an improved tactical 
doctrine.  By May 1942 comprehensive procedure for torpedo strikes had been set down 
for daylight operations in the Mediterranean.  The procedure emphasised the importance 
of the strike force flying in formation at low altitude (generally 50 to 100 feet) in order to 
avoid possible RDF detection by the target.  This also assisted in conforming to ideal torpedo 
dropping heights in advance of reaching the target, made them less visually and audibly 
detectable, and helped avoid the attention of escorting enemy aircraft. 47  After the siege, 
when sufficient forces were available, this was developed further to include the use of aerial 
escorts to the striking force.  The strike force of torpedo bombers (in this case intended to be 
Beauforts or torpedo armed Beaufighters, known as ‘Torbeaus’) would then attack the targets. 
Meanwhile, an escorting force (intended at this stage to be Beaufighters) would either engage 
any aerial escort present or attack the escorting vessels of the convoy in an ‘anti-flak’ role, in 
order to protect the strike force as it made the attack. 48  While the initial tactics used in the 
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Mediterranean had simply mimicked those used by Coastal Command in Home waters, these 
newly developed tactics were a forerunner of the ‘Strike Wings’ that were to be fully developed 
by the anti-shipping forces of Coastal Command in late 1943. 49

It took a combination of British and German actions to bring both priority and efficacy back to 
the campaign.  First, in August the famed ‘Pedestal’ convoy fought its way through to resupply 
Malta.  The arrival of the surviving convoy vessels has been presented in popular culture as
the final reprieve of the island, allowing the full and immediate restoration of its fighting 
capacity.  It is certainly likely that without the arrival of the convoy, the island would have fallen. 
The governor of the island had estimated that when it arrived, they were just 10 days from 
surrender through lack of supplies. 50  However, nine of the 14 merchant vessels were lost to 
combined Axis efforts, meaning the majority of the supplies did not get through.  The survival 
of the tanker Ohio ensured a significant resupply of heavily depleted fuel stocks, but this still 
needed to be rationed – restrictions on shipping strikes were relaxed but not entirely removed 
at that stage, it was considered enough for around 2 months of operations by submarines and 
aircraft. 51  Malta was not restored to full striking capacity until the arrival of the next convoy 
(‘Stoneage’) in November. 52  Nonetheless, the number of strikes conducted from the island 
began to increase significantly after ‘Pedestal’. 

Second, while ‘Pedestal’ had seen heavy losses to the British naval and merchant forces, 
German and Italian aircraft also suffered significantly.  An estimated total of 62 Axis aircraft 
were lost during the operation, and the aerial siege of Malta quickly ebbed in intensity after 
this.  Luftwaffe units based in Sicily and southern Italy curtailed their offensive operations, while 
some were transferred to the eastern front.  Not only had ‘Pedestal’ been crucial in the revival 
of Malta’s capability, it played a great role in the end of the siege itself.  Finally, the Axis advance 
across North Africa was first halted and then reversed at the various battles of Alam Halfa and 
El Alamein between July and October.  The British and Commonwealth forces quickly regained 
the strategically important airfields of Cyrenaica.  These successes were quickly followed by the 
landing of American and British forces in northwest Africa; Operation ‘Torch’.  In February 1943, 
the Northwest African Air Forces (NAAF) were set up as an umbrella command for all Allied air 
forces now present in the northwest.  The NAAF comprised three distinct commands; strategic, 
tactical and coastal.  The Northwest African Coastal Air Force (NACAF) represented the first 
dedicated maritime air force in the theatre.  With Axis air power heavily degraded in both 
North Africa and Italy, strategically important airfields gained both to the east and west of Axis 
positions and a great influx of reinforcements from the RAF and USAAF, the Allies had gained 
aerial superiority over the Mediterranean. 

The Period of Allied Dominance,
October 1942 to the end of the Campaign

With aerial superiority over the majority of the Mediterranean, other than the Adriatic and 
Aegean seas, the campaign could reach its full potential.  The Allies descended upon the 
Axis supply routes to western Libya and Tunisia with the full force of the resources available 
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to them.  Dedicated naval task forces of cruisers and destroyers patrolled the routes, coastal 
forces, submarines and aircraft operated out of Malta and Algerian and Tunisian ports.
Mines were also laid from surface, submarine and aerial units in what had become a truly 
combined arms offensive.  Both Axis air and sea power had been heavily degraded by this 
stage.  The withdrawal of aerial forces in Italy and a lack of reinforcements to North Africa 
meant that Axis convoys were escorted much more weakly by aircraft.  Whereas over autumn 
1942 convoys on the Greek coast received an average of 25 total aircraft over the course 
of their journey, in December they averaged just five off the Tunisian coast. 53  Despite the 
heavy losses to Italian light forces over the course of the war and their lack of sufficient naval 
construction capacity, they managed to continue heavily escorting convoys to Tunisia.
They were aided greatly in this by the much shorter nature of this route than the one to Libya. 
Between 1940 and 1942 convoys to Tripoli had generally consisted of between three and
six merchant vessels or tankers, escorted by three to four warships, usually destroyers or
large torpedo boats. 54  Convoys to Tripoli in late 1942 through to the fall of the port in January 
1943 tended to be escorted much more lightly by the overstretched Italian navy.  On the
much shorter route between Sicily and Tunisia though, a single ship would have two escorts, 
two vessels might have a third escort and three vessels would receive protection from three
or four escorts. 55 

Despite the efforts of the Italian navy, the escorts they were providing at this stage were often 
vessels pressed into service sporting damage that was not fully repaired, or a few new vessels 
that were not yet fully worked up.  Thanks to the casualties suffered from a relatively small
pool of experienced officers and men, the crews were often less experienced and in some 
cases lacked full training.  Allied Italian warships lacked particularly effective anti-aircraft 
armaments in general, and it was the threat from aircraft they were least capable of dealing 
with. 56  This made the lack of available escort aircraft all the more keenly felt.  The courage and 
willingness to fight of the Italians has been questioned by many, but their continued efforts to 
supply the dwindling position in Tunisia in 1943 in the face of overwhelming odds flies in the 
face of such criticism.  In recognition of the successes of the campaign at this stage, the supply 
route to Tunisia was dubbed by Italian sailors as ‘the route of death’. 57 

On 13 May 1943 the last of the Axis forces in North Africa surrendered.  Over 275,000 prisoners 
of war were taken, along with their equipment, in what has been nicknamed ‘Tunisgrad’. 
Between 1 November 1942 and 30 April 1943, a total of 387 Axis merchant ships and tankers 
were sunk in the Mediterranean.  Of the 387 sinkings, 185 (48 per cent) were directly sunk by 
aircraft, the next highest total were submarines with 159 sinkings (41 percent).  The remaining 
43 vessels were sunk by either warships or mining.  In terms of the tonnages of sinking over this 
period, aircraft accounted for 292,485 (46 per cent) of the total 639,885 GRT sunk.  Sinkings by 
submarine totalled 273,879 GRT, 42 per cent of the overall total. 58  It was aircraft that made the 
greatest contribution to this crucial period of the anti-shipping campaign.  Not only had they 
sunk the largest number and tonnage of vessels, they had played a crucial role in intelligence 
gathering and the maintenance of aerial superiority to aid sinkings by all methods. 
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As mentioned in the introduction, the conclusion of the North African campaign did not signal 
the end of the anti-shipping campaign but rather the remainder of it has largely been ignored 
in history to date due to its more peripheral nature in the war in the Mediterranean.  In fact, 
sinking of merchant vessels in the Mediterranean reached their peak in the period around 
and after the Axis surrender in North Africa.  There were 118 sinkings in May 1943, the greatest 
single month of the campaign, even though the majority of them came after the surrender. 
This was also the greatest single month for sinkings by aircraft, at 94 vessels. 59  Sinking levels 
remained significant for the rest of 1943, although the proportion sunk by aircraft dropped 
heavily after September.  This was largely due to the re-purposing of aircraft that had been 
used for anti-shipping operations to air operations over Italy, and the Dodecanese campaign 
of September-November.  The Aegean remained one of the few areas of the Mediterranean 
where the Axis retained aerial superiority, and it was out of the range of single-engine fighters 
at that stage.  The FAA could play no role in the campaign at all, while RAF Beaufighters were 
able to patrol over the sea only for short periods of time and were easily outclassed by the 
higher performance single-engine fighters of the Luftwaffe.  They sustained heavy losses and 
achieved few successes against German convoys carrying troops and supplies to retake the 
islands from the British. 60

Despite the heavy losses that the Italian merchant marine had sustained since June 1940, 
a significant anti-shipping campaign was still conducted during 1944. While the Italian 
armistice in September 1943 meant that they would surrender their remaining merchant 
fleet, the Germans acted quickly and were actually able to seize the majority of the tonnage 
available. Of the 272 vessels of 748,578 tons that remained at the time of the Italian armistice, 
over 210,000 tons was surrendered to or seized by the Allies, although the actual number of 
vessels is unknown. 61  The Germans managed to seize around 535,000 tons of shipping plus 
numerous smaller vessels of under 500 tons that have gone unrecorded.  Although they had 
seized many of the choicest larger merchant vessels, the Germans had been left with a rather 
motley collection of former Italian, French and Greek vessels along with some of their own 
shipping that had survived the campaign.  With the fall of Italy, they lacked the facilities in the 
theatre to construct full merchant vessels, although they were able to construct small numbers 
of auxiliary vessels such as ferries and lighters.  The lack of available shipping was countered 
by the contraction of the war in the Mediterranean.  With North Africa, Sicily, and parts of 
Southern Italy under Allied control; shipping was required only for the Adriatic, the Aegean
and along the southern coast of France.

Having played an important role in the interdiction of shipping between Italy and North Africa, 
FAA involvement quickly ceased with the shift of the campaign into the Adriatic and Aegean. 
Their single engine aircraft simply lacked the range and endurance to reach the more distant 
shipping routes, and they were allocated to other duties, such as anti-submarines operations 
in the home theatre.  The dedicated anti-shipping task forces that had operated previously 
out of Malta and North Africa were also disbanded.  The Adriatic and particularly the Aegean 
were still very much enemy territory, and the Axis retained aerial superiority over much of it. 
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The greater distances to these areas meant that conducting anti-shipping operations entirely 
at night before withdrawing to negate air attacks was particularly difficult and dangerous, as 
demonstrated by heavy losses when this was attempted in the Dodecanese campaign. 62

As such, the campaign was pursued primarily by aircraft and submarines, while Royal Navy 
coastal forces worked to interdict coastal shipping.

Since December 1943, the newly created Mediterranean Allied Air Forces (MAAF) had formed 
the first theatre-wide air force, comprising all the Allied air assets available.  Like its smaller 
predecessor based in northwest Africa, the NAAF, it was built on a tri-force structure of strategic, 
tactical and coastal air forces.  The creation of the Mediterranean Allied Coastal Air Forces 
(MACAF) meant that the anti-shipping campaign could finally draw on a centralised, theatre-
wide dedicated maritime air force.  While the campaign had certainly lessened in intensity, there 
was still a significant number of shipping strikes being conducted.  Table 1 shows the number 
of shipping strikes conducted in 1944 by month, and their proportion of the total air activity. 

Month Total No. Sorties
No. Shipping 
Strikes 

Total Flying 
Hours

Shipping Strike 
Flying Hours

Jan 3883 28 (0.72%) 13965 136.5 (0.98%)

Feb 3142 88 (2.80%) 10801.75 459.75 (4.26%)

Mar 3695 63 (1.71%) 12704.5 247.75 (1.95%)

Apr 4914 41 (0.83%) 17645 175.75 (0.97%)

May 5786 44 (0.76%) 19645.25 173.5 (0.88%)

Jun 6155 176 (2.86%) 20851.75 647.25 (3.10%)

Jul 6664 110 (1.65%) 21018.75 513.25 (2.44%)

Aug 7098 120 (1.70%) 23151.25 512 (2.21%)

Sept 7173 234 (3.26%) 21399.5 988.75 (4.62%)

Oct 3546 133 (3.75%) 10470.25 532 (5.08%)

Nov 3951 72 (1.82%) 11327 323.75 (2.86%)

Dec 5484 39 (0.71%) 13392 181.75 (1.36%)

Clearly, there were still significant number of strikes conducted, but they formed a very small 
proportion of the total air effort of the MAAF as a whole.  As late as September 1944, 234 
shipping strikes were flown, totalling nearly 1,000 flying hours, but this was still less than 5%
of the total air effort that month.  There was however, an increase in the bombing of the Axis 
held ports in Italy and Southern France in 1944, spearheaded by the USAAF.  This reached a 
peak on 11 March in a huge raid on Toulon by 122 Liberator aircraft, which sank eight vessels 
along with heavy damage to the port facilities. 64

Table 1: MAAF Anti-Shipping Operations in 1944 63
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Rocket projectile (RP) weapons were first introduced into the theatre on a very limited scale
in May 1943 for anti-submarine purposes.  It was not until much later in the year that they 
began to appear in much greater numbers and be used for anti-shipping operations. 65

However, tactical doctrine was soon set down for the use of 25lb solid-shot RPs in the anti-
shipping campaign there, adapted slightly from the doctrine already in place for the Home 
theatre.  Much like the torpedo strikes, RP attacks in the daytime required an ‘anti-flak’ screen 
of aircraft armed with cannon and bombs to suppress the escorting vessels before the strike 
aircraft made their attack runs.  The ratio of ‘anti-flak’ aircraft to strike aircraft to be used was 
dependent on the likely ratio of escorts to merchant vessels, with ideally at least two of these 
aircraft for each escort. 66  Both the RP strike aircraft and the ‘anti-flak’ aircraft escorting them
were generally different variants of the Beaufighter aircraft.  The 25lb solid-shot rocket was
an ideal weapon to deal with the smaller sized craft that were the main target at that stage of 
the campaign.  They were both more likely to hit a small-draught vessel than a torpedo, which 
would often pass underneath, and were more economically efficient.

After the Italian armistice, the contraction of the campaign to smaller sub-theatres and the 
shrinkage of shipping available to the Axis, it is rather surprising that sinking rates were 
quite heavy for most of 1944.  There were 22 sinkings in January, whereas the previous four 
months combined had yielded only 32.  From January to September monthly sinking totals 
ranged between 13 and 40, only dropping to very low levels for the last three months of the 
campaign.  Perhaps less surprising is the fact that the vessels being sunk were generally smaller 
than the previous years.  The average size of a merchant vessel sunk by aircraft in 1944 was 
1,429 GRT, well below the 2,217 of 1942 or the peak of 2,909 in 1940.  However, the average 
size was actually slightly larger than in 1943, when it was 1,395 GRT.  In total, allied air power 
accounted for 225 vessels of 321,589 GRT in 1944. 67

Conclusions
The role of air power in the early stages of the anti-shipping campaign in the Mediterranean 
was a familiar story for the British.  Paucity of resources and a general lack of both the technical 
and tactical ability to conduct effective maritime operations meant the RAF played little part 
at first.  It is fortunate that RAF Middle East was commanded by someone who immediately 
recognised the importance of the Mediterranean Sea to war in North Africa and the Middle 
East, and that air power would need to play a major role in the war at sea as well as on land. 
Longmore was able to lay the foundation for air power to do so, but in the early stages of the 
campaign the RAF could only contribute with a handful of reconnaissance aircraft.  It was left 
to a small number of FAA aircraft to conduct actual anti-shipping operations alongside the 
efforts of Royal Navy submarines.

With their much greater training and experience in maritime operations, the FAA contributed 
consistently to the campaign between 1940 and 1943.  Small numbers of outdated biplane 
torpedo bombers took a steady toll of Axis shipping from their primary base in Malta, along 
with more sporadic efforts from North Africa, Crete and Cyprus when the situation and 
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availability of air bases made it possible.  For the RAF, integration into an active role in the 
campaign was slow with numerous obstacles.  The lack of available aircraft was compounded 
by both the unsuitability of the types that were available to anti-shipping operations and
the inexperience of the crews to such work.  Even after an influx of more suitable aircraft,
better training for RAF aircrew in maritime operations and a higher priority toward the 
campaign, the FAA still proved much more adept.  Despite their outmoded aircraft, in late
1942 Swordfish and Albacore aircraft in the Eastern basin maintained a 42 per cent hit rate
with their torpedo drops, compared to just 23 per cent for Beaufort aircraft and 28 per cent
for torpedo-armed Wellingtons. 68

While the RAF never managed to become more efficient in their shipping strikes than the FAA, 
the heavier burden fell on them in the second half of the campaign.  They outnumbered the 
limited FAA in available strike aircraft from February 1942 onwards, and overwhelmingly so 
by the end of that year.  The transformation in the ability of the RAF to conduct anti-shipping 
operations over the course of the campaign was a marked one.  In 1940 they lacked every 
crucial foundation for a successful campaign – numbers, suitability of aircraft, specialist 
training, tactical doctrine and a high priority towards the campaign.  Each of these issues 
began to be addressed in 1941.  From June onwards, greater numbers of aircraft arrived in the 
theatre, that were used for strike purposes.  This included more specialised types of aircraft 
dedicated to maritime operations.  Some of the aircraft that were arriving in the theatre
were specialised anti-shipping squadrons transferred directly from RAF Coastal Command,
at the expense of their campaign in northwest Europe.  This strongly suggests that the
priority of the campaign in the Mediterranean was increasing in the eyes of the Air Ministry. 69

The creation of No. 201 (Naval Co-operation) Group in October helped combat the issue 
of specialised training, and by proxy that of specialised tactical doctrine as well.  The Group 
brought FAA and RAF personnel under the same command for the first time in the theatre, 
allowing specialised maritime training to be offered from the naval aircrews to those of the 
other service.  In turn, improvements in RAF doctrine for torpedo attacks were made, adapting 
those used by Coastal Command to the specific conditions and situation in the Mediterranean.  
Costly mast-height direct bombing attacks were also later dropped, with the focus laid on the 
more effective torpedo attacks and bombing of ports.  By late 1943, rocket projectiles were 
available, which were a much more effective weapon against the smaller vessels with a lesser 
draught which were then being faced.  A comprehensive tactical doctrine for rocket attacks in 
the Mediterranean quickly followed. 

By 1944 the transformation in the role of air power in the anti-shipping campaign was 
complete.  The numbers technologies and tactics had been brought into place for a successful 
campaign.  It had played a crucial part in the campaign.  Out of the total 1,702 vessels of 
2,777,573 GRT that were sunk, 741 of 1,210,368 GRT were the result of aircraft.  Air power
had sunk 44 per cent of the total number of vessels, and 44 per cent of the total tonnage.
By comparison, submarines were responsible for slightly more sinkings (773) but a slightly 
smaller tonnage (1,194,240).70  Not only was air power vital in its contribution by direct sinkings,
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it was also a big contributor to the mining campaign that took place, laying 1,504 mines. 71

Finally air power was crucial to the success of all methods of attacking shipping.
Aerial reconnaissance gave vital information on the state of shipping in Axis ports and
located at sea.  Anti-shipping task forces, submarines and aerial shipping strikes were guided 
onto their targets by circling aircraft, and often protected by aerial escorts.  It is no coincidence 
that the periods of greatest success in the campaign coincided with the periods of aerial 
ascendancy in the theatre.

Air power was a vital component without which the heavy toll on Axis shipping in the 
Mediterranean would not have been taken.  The question of the ability of Axis forces to have 
continued the war in North Africa as long as they did, or even the ability of Italy to sustain its 
war effort as a whole, had greater resources been allocated to the anti-shipping campaign, 
makes for yet another tantalising ‘what if ’ of the war. 
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