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INTRODUCTION

Prince Junio Valerio Borghese was born to a noble family that traced its lineage back to Imperial Rome and that over the centuries had held a prominent place among the Italian aristocracy. Born at the beginning of the twentieth century, Borghese came of age during the dictatorship of Benito Mussolini and became a Fascist. But he was more fundamentally a man of action. He began his career as an enterprising submarine commander and went on to lead the most successful Italian special operations raids of World War II.

Through these successes, Borghese rose to command the Decima MAS, or X MAS, the Italian naval unit devoted to clandestine naval operations. The attacks of the Decima MAS ranged from frogmen walking on the seafloor or riding manned torpedoes into enemy harbors to the employment of midget submarines and speedboats. The latter were modified to carry explosive charges—from which the rider would eject just before contact with an enemy target. Although Italian conventional forces gradually succumbed to Allied power in World War II, the Decima MAS continued to counterattack, often with devastating results.

After the Royal Italian government withdrew from the war in September 1943, Borghese moved his operation to the north, making a pact with both Hitler and Mussolini, and fought on—both on sea and also now the land. He would become a modern-day condottiere, commanding his own private army like the captains of medieval times, fighting for his own ambitions rather than a government’s. After Italy’s capitulation to the Allies, the Royal flag came down at its main naval base at La Spezia, and up went the flag of the Decima MAS. And thousands of new recruits flocked to that banner. In the ensuing civil war, having gained the sobriquet the “Black Prince,” Borghese was briefly arrested by Mussolini, who was afraid of his growing power, and went on to lead vicious antipartisan raids in northern Italy and Yugoslavia, primarily against Communist partisans. In the bloody chaos that ensued after the collapse of the Axis, he and his wife would be the only Italian Fascists to be rescued by the American Office of Strategic Services (OSS).

Though sentenced to jail for war crimes, Borghese would serve but a short time because the Anglo-American secret services suddenly desired his help—for here was a Fascist who was also an anti-Communist, and after the destruction of the Axis the West now faced its next menace. In 1955, Borghese may have played a shadowy role in the sinking of the Soviet battleship Novorossiysk, the former Italian Giulio  Cesare, which had been given to the Soviet Union as a spoil of war.

It was in the postwar period that Borghese became a leader of Italy’s extreme political right wing. His adventures would ultimately culminate in a coup attempt against the legitimate government of Italy in 1970, after which he would flee to Franco’s Spain to live out the remainder of his life.

Borghese is one of the most interesting personalities to emerge from World War II onto the world stage. And whether launching combat missions against the might of the British Royal Navy, commanding his private army in the north of Italy, or launching a coup attempt against the Italian government in the postwar era, he always played for major stakes.

Because of the many twists and turns in his career, and perhaps primarily because he fought on the wrong side of history, Borghese has become a “non-person” in Italy. We were regularly faced with governmental blocks in our attempts to find out all the facts about this remarkable man. This might have been expected from Italian governments, both Left and Right, but we would also be denied information about Borghese from U.S. government files that are still classified—or to use a CIA term, “sanitized”—despite the Freedom of Information Act. The British Public Records Office still seals its files on Borghese from public view, and of course the Vatican continues to privately hold the Borghese family papers, which are unlikely to be opened for many years to come. Unraveling the course of Borghese’s life, particularly after 1945, has thus been like wandering through a maze with many locked doors.

Nevertheless, the amount of information that is available is considerable, and we have tried to present as complete a picture as possible of Borghese’s life and the events in which he was involved. As Vietnam Medal of Honor winner James Elliot Williams once said, when asked why he would not sign away movie rights to his story, “If you’re not going to tell the truth about that battle, then it ain’t worth telling.” We have tried to live up to this ethos throughout this work.

Because of Borghese’s actions, actions he sanctioned (especially in 1944–1945 in northern Italy against the Resistance), and actions he has been credited with, though may have been opposed to or unaware of, the political Left in Italy has come to hate the man. As for the political Right, he is either mentioned in passing (if at all) or, in the case of the extreme Right, lionized as a hero.

So this life, wrapped in mystery, is one that we now bring before the English-language audience for the first time in a full-length work. But we also know that further research needs to done on this Black Prince of the Commandos. If we can be a starting point for some future historian, then we have succeeded in both our missions—telling the story of a man’s life, and pointing the way for others to follow.

As the following chapters will attest, however, this book is not just the story of one man but the story of an organization, the Decima MAS. After commanding the unit during the conflagration of World War II, Borghese led it to even more prominence as a rallying point for Italians (perhaps in the Prince’s mind, “Romans”) to continue the struggle against the tide of geopolitical events. Once the dust had finally settled from the world war, the Decima MAS would persist as a fertile ground for recruitment into the “Black International,” the neog-Fascist paramilitary network that extended across national boundaries and other continents and took many forms, often violent.

In purely military terms, Italy’s armed forces did not emerge from the greatest war in history covered with glory. The major (though not only) exception was the nation’s innovative naval commandos, who inspired imitation by the British at the time, and whose conceptual descendants can now be found in American services such as the U.S. SEALs. Borghese and the courageous, innovative men with whom he served not only set an example but created a legacy for future naval special operations.

In today’s world, and in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, where secret organizations employing unconventional means of attack are perhaps a greater threat than ever, the story of the Black Prince and the Decima MAS retains a special relevance. Dynamic leadership, skill, and imagination can often trump superior numbers and hardware, even if to the detriment of progressive civilization. Individuals, as always, remain the key, and the story of Prince Borghese’s Decima MAS, in the final analysis, constitutes an important lesson in what pure daring can achieve in the face of great odds.










CHAPTER 1
To the Eve of War


He seemed a born leader, a condottiere, a captain, in the great tradition  of the ancient republics.

Rear Admiral Franco Maugeri1



THE STRUGGLE FOR THE SEA HAS ALWAYS SEEN the employment of great fleets and powerful warships, but at times countries unable to match their opponents in pure power have turned to developing a special naval assault capability. The successful employment of small units at sea generally involves innovation, creativity, and elite personnel with a high degree of training. And this kind of naval offense became the specialty of Junio Valerio Borghese, a twentieth-century soldier whose skill and audacity would have marked him a great warrior in any era.2

Prince Junio Valerio Borghese was born in Rome on June 6, 1906. The second son of Livio Borghese and Valeria Keun, he was raised at the small family castle of Artena, south of Rome near Anzio. His family tree ostensibly stretched back to the Rome of the Caesars, though in medieval lists the family name first appears in 1513. Among the Prince’s ancestors were Camillo Borghese, better known in the early 1600s as Pope Paul V, and the family also produced several cardinals. In 1803, the Borgheses added an illustrious in-law when another Prince Camillo Borghese married Pauline Bonaparte, Napoleon’s favorite sibling. This marriage, which took place after twenty-three-year-old Pauline’s first husband died while commanding Napoleon’s expeditionary force to Haiti, was not a happy one. The beautiful Pauline became as renowned for being an exhibitionist as her brother was for military skill, and in the fabulous Borghese palace in Rome, she and Camillo occupied separate wings, closed off for mutual isolation. After a number of tempestuous years, Camillo declared a truce with Pauline, who today is viewed with much respect as the only one of Napoleon’s siblings to visit him in exile.

By the time he was born, Junio Valerio’s branch of the family was no longer extremely rich, having lost much of its wealth in the previous century, but it was still well connected, and his father was a diplomat and later plenipotentiary minister for the Italian government. Borghese lived in Great Britain for a few years as a boy, and later in Lisbon, owing to his father’s career. He mainly grew up in Rome, where he studied for a career in the navy. He went to the Leghorn Naval Academy, Italy’s Annapolis, and became a guardiamarina (midshipman) in 1928.

It was in 1922, when Borghese was sixteen, that Benito Mussolini accomplished his “March on Rome,” and by the time the Prince emerged from school as an officer, the Duce and his new Fascist philosophy were fully in control of Italy. Aside from making trains run on time, the charismatic Mussolini was determined to reestablish Italian greatness—invoking the glory of Rome—with his principal instrument, the young Italian armed forces.

Borghese was most interested in submarine combat and at Leghorn specialized in that field. Among various appointments in the navy after graduation, he served on the cruiser Trento in voyages to Spain and South America and on the royal ship Colombo to North America. In 1930, he served a stint on torpedo boats in the Special Adriatic Division, and the following year he found time to marry Countess Daria Wassiliewria Olsonfieff. They went on to have four children: Elena, Paolo, Livio, and Andrea Scirè. His youngest was named in tribute to the submarine with which Borghese achieved some of his most daring successes in World War II.

Borghese also obtained his underwater diving certificate in his early years and was interested in the kind of unconventional naval combat actions at which his country had already demonstrated proficiency. During the Great War, after Italy joined the Allies against the Central Powers, the Italian Navy had excelled at special operations, sinking two Austro-Hungarian battleships by clandestine or special means.

The development of special assault units occurred in World War I when the stalemate of the war at sea in the Adriatic led the Italians to attempt to besiege enemy bases by other means. The Italians developed—as later happened in other navies, including the British, German, and Japanese—what had been one of the main war devices in the Russo-Turkish war: the very small and fast boat armed with torpedoes, better known by Americans after World War II as the PT boat. To the Italians, they were known as MAS, that is, Motoscafi Anti Sommergibili (antisubmarine motorboats), or in some early documents of the time, Motoscafi  Armati Siluranti (armed motor torpedo boats). The name SVAN was also used occasionally, since the craft were built by the SVAN company. Despite specific prewar intentions for Italy’s agile torpedo boats, the term MAS eventually entered idiom as a catchall for light craft or sub-fleet operations. (Decima Flottiglia MAS is often translated into English as “10th Light Flotilla.”) Finally, it should be noted that MAS is also the abbreviation for the motto Memento Audere Semper (Remember Always to Dare) used by the MAS sailors.3 The men of the Decima MAS personified this credo until the end of Italy’s participation in the war—and beyond.

The early small torpedo boats were studied in several countries, including France and Britain, and Italy produced the first model around 1906. They were later built during World War I by an American company, Elco, as submarine chasers for Italy and Great Britain. For the Italian Navy, their main duty was to operate in the northern Adriatic Sea, where the waters were shallow, and the Adriatic coast of Austria required small vessels to operate because it was rocky and had many islands. The western, Italian, side of the Adriatic is mainly sandy coast. So to engage the Austro-Hungarian warships, the Italians developed special assault techniques.4

At the beginning of 1915, the first SVAN design was presented according to specifications requiring the motorboats to be armed with torpedoes and able to hunt submarines. The first orders to the yards of SVAN, to Orlando in Leghorn, and to Elco in the United States were issued in 1916, and by the beginning of 1917, 50 vessels, out of the 102 ordered, were available for action. The increasing rate of shipping lost to Austrian and German submarines caused the employment of some of the MAS armed with guns as submarine hunters.

In 1917, an additional 100 MAS were ordered, and these were also used for attacks against Austro-Hungarian bases. Of the 244 MAS employed during the war by the Italians, 38 were equipped with electrical engines that allowed them to be more silent and stealthy. Only 12 were fitted to launch two torpedoes. The armament of the boats varied and would be changed from time to time from torpedo to antisubmarine use. It included machine guns, 47 mm, 57 mm, and 76 mm guns, one or two towed torpedoes, and ship-mounted torpedoes.5

Of course, light craft were not the only menace from the sea, as submarines had in the meantime enjoyed great strides in development and were operating on both sides. The submarines of the Central Powers were quite active and dangerous to Mediterranean shipping, and French submarines displayed great courage by entering Austrian ports. On their side, the Austrian Navy began to study the defensive requirements necessary to counter the new motorboat threat. Booms and nets were deployed, and therefore the Italians were compelled to develop new assault tactics able to overcome such static defenses. In any case, the MAS vessels proved themselves an important weapon when they performed the considerable feat of sinking, on June 10, 1918, the Austro-Hungarian dreadnought Szent Istvan.

Other attacks had been planned but many failed for various reasons. By the end of the war, 244 MAS were in operation and 178 were under construction. But Austrian countermeasures compelled the Italian Navy to study some other means of assault, and a new design resulted from this endeavor. Of the four light boats produced, only one of them, the Grillo, was actually employed. The others were named the Cavalletta, the Locusta, and the Pulce. These boats were designed with tank tracks in order to overcome the nets placed at port entrances as protection for the warships by literally climbing over them. On May 13, 1918, the Grillo tried to penetrate the naval base of Pola, overcoming four of the first five obstacles, but the action failed. The Grillo was hit while being scuttled and its crew was captured. Two more boats of this kind were scuttled because, after a canceled action, they delayed the return to base of the towing boats. Only the Locusta survived the war, but it was probably demolished in 1921.6 These attempts were the forerunners of what would be the surface assault craft of the Italian Navy in World War II.

But the most interesting light assault weapon was based on the work of two naval officers. One of them, Major of the Naval Engineers Raffaele Rossetti, designed a mignatta (leech), or a long, 14-inch torpedo, from the regular Italian B57 model, where the warhead could be detached, brought near the target, and left with a timer to explode. Physician Sublieutenant Raffaele Paolucci designed a mignatta that could be carried by a frogman walking on the bottom of the sea close to the ship being targeted. He volunteered to carry out the action and did much training, walking for miles on the bottom of the sea in a diving suit while towing a piece of iron that simulated the explosive charge. Although Paolucci’s idea dated from 1915, work on the weapon went on in secret at Italy’s naval base at La Spezia and the weapon began tests only on January 18, 1918. By March, it was considered ready for action. In the last months of 1918, Captain Costanzo Ciano, inspector of the MAS and father of the famous Count Galeazzo Ciano, Mussolini’s son-in-law and onetime foreign minister, developed a new weapon merging these two ideas. The arm was christened Torpedine Semovente  Rossetti (T.S.R.) (self-propelled torpedo Rossetti).

The chief of staff of the navy, Admiral Thaon di Revel, wanted the mines in operation, and on October 30 Ciano issued orders for their employment against the enemy naval base at Pola after aerial reconnaissance had gathered intelligence about the Austrian ships stationed there. Therefore, on the night of October 31, 1918, two torpedo boats towed two MAS piloted torpedoes to Pola, one of them carrying two T.S.R.s, under the command of Ciano.

The device had compressed air inside to propel it and had a range of 10 miles at 1 mph. It could carry two or three men and two warheads, which could be detached from the torpedo and fixed with a magnetic clamp to the keel of the warship the frogmen wanted to sink. In this case, the charge used against the Viribus Unitis had to be connected with ropes, because the keel of the Austrian battleship was too uneven due to fouling by barnacles.

The piloted torpedo was 8 meters long and had a diameter of 600 mm (24 inches). The personnel had little control over it, as they could only regulate the flow of the compressed air, and to turn, they had to extend their arms and legs on one side. The torpedoes were generally uncomfortable to drive: Operators preferred to stay on the sides instead of over the torpedo, as the craft was navigating stern down and the stern operator had the water at his throat. (The T.S.R. did not really navigate under water.)

At 2200, Paolucci and Rossetti were 1 km from the outer obstacles after being released by a MAS and proceeded onward with their rudimentary weapon. It took 32 minutes to reach Pola’s outer boom. The seven booms of the Pola base were all overcome by 0300 on the morning of November 1. They fixed the charges, but at 0525 they were discovered and captured. The war was only days from being over, and on board, the Italians “acknowledged with surprise the new Yugoslavian badges on the caps of the sailors. Someone asked us in Venetian dialect how we reached the place and we replied that a seaplane brought us, as suggested by our commander Ciano.”7

Confused by the friendly attitude of the sailors, the two discussed what to do. They asked for the ship’s commander, Janko Vukovic de Podkapelski, and warned him about the approaching explosion. The ship was abandoned, but later all the crew and the two Italians went back on board. The crew was angry with Paolucci and Rossetti. There was considerable confusion on board, as the day before the sailors had formed seamen councils, which challenged the authority of the officers. But at 0630 on November 1, the charge exploded. Paolucci reported “a muffled noise, a deep rumble, not great and terrible, rather light, but a pillar of warm water.” He wrote, “I felt under our feet the deck vibrating, tossing, staggering.”8

In a short time, the Viribus Unitis capsized. A similar situation would occur many years later at Alexandria for other frogmen on board at the moment of an explosion. In any case, the commander saved Rossetti and Paolucci. In the ensuing chaos caused by the explosion, they were picked up by a boat from the dreadnought Austro-Hungarian Tegetthoff’ and freed on November 5 after the armistice between Italy and Austria-Hungary. The other explosive charge went off near the transport ship Wien, which sunk. Awkwardly for the Italians, the Viribus Unitis had already been turned over to the Southern Slav National Council (the future Yugoslavia); it had been renamed Jugoslavija  and the harbor was undefended! However, it has been claimed by most Italian sources, and some non-Italian ones, that it was still Austro-Hungarian when sunk.9

It should be stressed that “an important factor of the building of these devices was the extreme security measures with which all the operations concerning production, tests and experiments were carried out.”10

The Italian Navy’s main strategic problem after World War I was the command of the Adriatic Sea, as the new Yugoslavia partly replaced the old threat of the Imperial Austro-Hungarian Navy. But the Yugoslavian Navy would be much smaller than the old Austro-Hungarian one. Further, this sea would be choked off again on the eve of World War II, when Albania was invaded by Italy and the Otranto Strait at the head of the Adriatic would be closed again.

But before this could happen, the Italian Navy was thinking beyond the Adriatic Sea. After his Fascist takeover, the Duce considered the Mediterranean a Mare Nostrum (Our Sea) that should be ruled by Italy, and for this task the fleet needed to have new, large battleships. The admirals, of course, wanted many large warships, but at the same time they did not overlook the necessity of building minor vessels, especially submarines. Quite different was the continuation of the tradition of the motorboats. Little was added to them while seven heavy cruisers were built by Italian yards, in many cases in order to give commissions to hungry companies such as Ansaldo (the same company that would be involved in the early 1930s in a scandal over supplying defective armor plates to the Italian Navy).

The real problem for the Italian Navy, however, was that Mussolini’s dreams of empire were about to be challenged by a greater power that had historically—since the ruin of the Spanish Armada—“ruled the waves.” Italy had come down, after some hesitation, on the right side during the Great War, but the actions of Mussolini’s revolutionary Fascist regime threatened to reverse its geopolitical relationships. In 1935, the British home fleet decided to take a tour through the Mediterranean just to “check on” developments. This sudden appearance of Britannia in the Mare Nostrum caused some consternation among the Italian naval command, and especially in the yards, where Italian industrial output was hardly able to keep pace with that of Great Britain and other major powers.

Yet, although the Italian Navy struggled to create new capital ships, it also possessed young officers such as Junio Valerio Borghese, who were less impressed by tonnage and firepower than by the concepts of innovation, small-unit actions, and bravery. As Mussolini began his attempt to found a new Italian empire, he counted very much on officers such as the young Prince, who would not be intimidated by the apparent strength of his rivals.









CHAPTER 2
Crises in Ethiopia and Spain


The swiftness with which the war in Africa terminated in a victory . . .  caused the responsible military commanders to believe . . . that the situation  had improved and the threat of a European conflict was less imminent.  Accordingly, the small special weapons department had no  sooner been set up than it was casually dissolved. This was a grave error.

Prince Junio Valerio Borghese1



IT WAS IN JULY 1933—AFTER MUSSOLINI HAD been in power for a decade in Rome and Hitler had just taken power in Germany—that Borghese became a lieutenant. Shortly afterward, he embarked as second in command on the submarine Tricheco, which sailed from Tobruk on September 10, 1935, toward the Red Sea. Together with four other submarines, the Tricheco had been assigned to support the Ethiopian (Abyssinian) campaign. Upon its return, the crew was awarded a citation by Undersecretary of the Navy Admiral Domenico Cavagnari.2

Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia can probably best be explained by the fact that even though Italy (like Germany) had come to nationhood too late to fully engage in the Colonial Age, the Italians had nevertheless suffered the most devastating defeat in colonial history when their army was wiped out by the Ethiopians at Adowa in 1896. This national humiliation had been a burden to Italian leaders ever since, but it was only Mussolini who dispatched new legions to avenge it. Exploiting a border incident at Wal Wal (or Ual Ual), he took the occasion to mount a campaign against Ethiopia, and operations began on October 2, 1935, after all attempts at mediation by the League of Nations had failed.

Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935 caused tensions to mount with other European powers, but Mussolini was certain that France and Britain were not inclined to confront him and pressed the offensive, hoping for a short campaign. He deployed every new method of warfare against the Ethiopian tribal armies, including poison gas, aircraft, machine guns, and armor, and this time the Ethiopians did succumb.

His naked aggression, however—the first by a European power since the “War to End All Wars”—did not sit well with the democracies. During the Ethiopian campaign there appeared for the first time a serious possibility of war against the largest navy of the world, Britain’s Royal Navy. The Regia Marina (Royal Italian Navy) had grown up in the British Royal Navy’s shadow, and Britannia, like Japan, had become a reference point, an example from which to learn the art of naval combat. If one looks at Rivista marittima, Italy’s naval magazine, during all the years before World War I, this student/teacher effect can be clearly seen. During the Great War, the Italian Navy did not change its internal view and only strengthened its relationship with Britain. Until 1935, Italy had prepared war plans against France, Yugoslavia, and Germany; only after his African adventure did Mussolini request that his chief of staff plan for a possible war against Britain.3 The Italian Navy obviously lacked the resources to contest command of the Mediterranean Sea with the Royal Navy, and much faith was put in the Italian Royal Air Force, or Regia Aeronautica, though its effectiveness was overrated.

Now that Mussolini had restirred the European stew, just as Hitler was repudiating the Treaty of Versailles in Germany, all of Europe’s militaries began to reintensify their focus. As with many interesting technical developments of World War I, Italy’s special assault craft had been left aside for years. During the Italo-Ethiopian War, on November 27, 1935, Admiral Aimone D’Aosta proposed the use of explosive boats that could be transported some 10 miles from the target with the model Savoia Marchetti SM.55 seaplanes. This strategy had been suggested to him by his brother, Duke Amedeo D’Aosta. The resulting study was conducted by Commanders Giorgio Giorgis and Carlo Margottini and foresaw the employment of six boats, each with a torpedo warhead of 330 kg that would be launched against the enemy base.4 When the base was reached, the first boat would have to run at maximum speed toward the enemy’s boom defense, and at a distance of 50 to 100 yards the pilot would jump into the sea. After the first explosion opened a breach for the following boats, they would rush and attack any enemy warship found in the protected anchorage.5

A dummy wooden prototype was built in order to test its transportability by seaplane, but a March 1936 trial found that air transport was quite difficult. Meanwhile, on June 15, the Cantieri Baglietto yard (at the coastal town of Varazze lying between Genoa and Savona) was asked to produce the hulls for two MAS, and CABI Cattaneo of Milan was to produce the engine parts. For security reasons, the final assembly of the craft would be performed by the navy.

When tests were carried out in November 1936, one of the two boats reached a speed of more than 32 knots. Each boat weighed 950 kg and was propelled by a MAS 500-type Alfa Romeo engine of 2,500 cc, developing 90 hp, with which the boat had a range of some 80 km at maximum speed. The boat was not even 3 feet in height, a feature that helped make transport by seaplane possible.

The barchino (the first name—literally a small open boat) was not designed to explode at the moment of impact. Rather, it was built with a so-called “gun,” that is, a series of little explosive charges placed behind the bow that would break the boat in two at the moment of impact. The main charge would not explode until well under the waterline near the target. This would inflict more damage than a surface explosion. A timer was also included to ensure the explosion of the charge; it was set for a minute and a half so that, at the very latest, the explosion would occur when the broken boat was resting on the bottom of the harbor.

But the old T.S.R. was also taken again into account, especially by Elios Toschi and Teseo Tesei, who each proposed a self-propelled craft based on the World War I assault device. Cavagnari accepted both proposals. Testing began on prototypes that would ultimately result in the two main attack craft used by the Italians during World War II. They were the SLC, or Siluro a Lenta Corsa (slow torpedo), nicknamed the maiale (pig), and the MT (Motoscafo Turismo, or touring motorboat)—the official, somewhat deceptive name for the barchino.6 Studies and experiments began and the first weapons were produced; meanwhile, the Ethiopian campaign concluded and the international situation began to relax. (See map on page.)

A third method was also developed. At the 1st Submarine Group near La Spezia, Italy’s main naval base, training took place for divers who had to exit from surface units and walk on the bottom of the sea towing charges like Paolucci’s leech. This training was carried out mainly at Port Santo Stefano, La Spezia, and later at Bocca di Serchio. The latter was at the mouth of the Serchio River, a lonely spot near the royal estate of San Rossore, well isolated from enemy eyes. At the same time, beginning in September 1935 the 1st Submarine Group began to produce prototypes of the SLCs developed by Toschi and Tesei.

These two naval engineers were assigned to the submarine arm, and when their design was ready and forwarded during the Mediterranean crisis, it was readily accepted. They were allowed to build an SLC employing thirty personnel of the submarine workshop. However, they could only devote their free time to the project after completing their regular duties. And, being engineers, they were not allowed to command their inventions.

In October 1935, the prototype was ready. Despite several small construction defects, it proved to work surprisingly well both in a swimming pool and at sea, so a second SLC was ordered. It was built quickly and was ready by January 1936. A demonstration of the new weapon was held for the inspector of naval construction, Vice Admiral Mario Falangola, who was quite impressed and ordered two more SLCs to be built. These SLCs, though built in a short time, were big improvements on the earlier Rossetti model. They were mainly drawn from torpedo parts but had a steering gear and a means of regulating the speed of the craft, and there were wind screens for the protection of the frogmen who rode them.

Secrecy again played a major role, and therefore steps were taken to avoid every breach of security. For Falangola’s visit to La Spezia, security was cleared and controlled by the military police, the Carabinieri. Again, as the tests and training progressed, the Carabinieri, who also had the duty of counterintelligence, had to check every tourist coming to the area, especially foreign ones. Finally, the men of the assault craft were compelled to choose an out-of-the-way place. So they went to the Salviati estate at Bocca di Serchio, where they slept at first under tents, and then in primitive barracks, but the personnel had high morale and overcame these inconveniences.7 It seems that although Italy’s armed forces were routinely suspected of regular breaches in their security system—a trend that accelerated during World War II—in this case the secret was well protected and was the basis of the manned torpedoes’ future success.

The work of Tesei and Toschi went on until the summer of 1936; the campaign in Ethiopia ended in the late spring and the international situation improved, although the League of Nations had inflicted economic sanctions on Italy. The fact is that the league and the Great Powers had been faced with a fait accompli and were still not fully ready to check the threat of Germany, Italy, and Japan. In any case, the prototypes were stored and forgotten until the Czechoslovakian crisis of 1938, although some documents show interest by officers in this assault weapon in 1937. Cavagnari’s cavalier attitude toward the Mezzi  Insidiosi, or naval guerrilla war, would be a crucial failure that would help ensure Italy’s maritime defeat by the Allies in 1940.8

Of course, speculation has remained on the question of what a fullfledged war between Italy and Great Britain in the 1930s would have been like. According to some sources, the special assault means would have had to be available in great numbers and used during the first nights of such a war to exploit the element of surprise. However, with only a very few and still crude prototype models available, little, in reality, could have been done.

It was on September 10, 1935, that the British Home Fleet entered the Mediterranean, and the Italian Navy had little to oppose it. In fact, the only battleships available were two of the unmodernized Duilio  class, armed with 12-inch guns, which would not be enough to check the Royal Navy. These old battleships would enter the yards for a complete facelift and reconstruction only in 1937. At this time, the old Cavour class battleships were undergoing a massive modernization. Finally, the two new Littorio class battleships were still in the yards, which proved rather slow in getting warships ready.9

The potential effectiveness of the Italian air arm was loudly trumpeted by Mussolini’s regime at the time, and his boasting temporarily impressed the British. The Italians were said to be considering the employment of suicide aircraft, adopting proposals to make use of the old Fiat BR.5 bomber, but it was all just a bluff. Mussolini deliberately let the British know of this development, even though it was a sham.10

Meanwhile, Mussolini’s foreign policy increasingly leaned toward Germany, and this trend would intensify during the international crisis in Europe that was next, the Spanish Civil War. But the feeling that the danger of a war at sea had eclipsed caused the tests on the SLCs to be suspended. The equipment was put aside in depots. The same happened with the explosive assault boats. After they were tested, they, too, ended up in storage, at the Cottrau proving ground near La Spezia. This happened not only because of the changed international situation but also because future developmental plans stressed the big ships and their powerful guns, which the navy thought would decide the war at sea.11

The war with Ethiopia was not completely over (Ethiopian guerrillas would fight on until the end of the Italian empire in East Africa) when on July 17, 1936, the Spanish crisis broke out. The young Spanish general, Francisco Franco, then governor of the Canary Islands, and other right-wing individuals revolted against the new republican, leftist government, and so began the Spanish Civil War between the Nationalists and the Loyalists (loyal to the government).12

On the Nationalist side, Italy and Germany intervened to help Franco, delivering weapons, supplies, and troops at an increasing rate. Already, at the beginning of August, as Tangier was in the Republican navy’s hands, there was a need for planes to transport Franco’s troops from Morocco to Spain. This need was filled by German Ju-52s and Italian SM-79s and supported by a handful of Spanish aircraft. Airplanes, land troops, and warships came to the Nationalists’ aid, and the Italian Navy sent submarines to sink ships arriving with supplies for the Republican side. This contribution was particularly vital as the Republicans were able to control almost all the Spanish fleet, as the lower decks overthrew their officers.

The Italian Navy also employed secret operations, mainly with submarines. This is where Junio Valerio Borghese first walked onto the world stage. He was involved in the Italian naval support of the Nationalist side of the Spanish Civil War, receiving his first command in 1937 with the submarine Iride (which would later become the first submarine to begin an operation with the SLCs).

The Iride was one of a class of ten small submarines built during the Abyssinian crisis. They displaced 695 tons surfaced and 855 submerged, with a maximum dive depth of 80 meters, or about 260 feet. In an emergency they could go deeper. Their maximum speed was 14 knots surfaced and 7.5 knots submerged. They were armed with six 21-inch torpedo tubes and carried twelve torpedoes. Like most Italian submarines, they could also fire smaller, 17.7-inch torpedoes that were used on smaller targets to save money. This gabbia di riduzione (torpedo tube-reducing gear) was fitted on one bow and one stern tube. Submerged, the subs could travel 74 miles at 4 knots. The Iride had a surface range of 5,200 miles at 8 knots, a crew of 45, and one 3.9-inch deck gun. It was delivered to the Italian Navy on November 6, 1936.13

Lieutenant Borghese was about to rendezvous with the first watershed event in his life when he sailed from Naples on August 24, 1937. He arrived in Sardinia, then sailed to Spain on the 26th for his assigned patrol area between the island of Ibiza and Cape St. Antonio. The Iride  would commence attacks on a total of eight targets but did not fire on six of these. On the evening of the 29th, the submarine spotted a cargo ship steaming slowly toward the port of Valencia and attacked it twice but failed both times. At the target’s estimated speed of 5 knots both torpedo salvos missed, the last launched at a distance of only 600 meters—four torpedoes wasted.

Disappointed, Borghese and his crew planned to try again the next night (August 30/31, 1937). Borghese intended to launch an attack from the surface. This would be the fifth time, to date, that an Italian submarine attacked a Loyalist destroyer. Four submarines had launched a total of six torpedoes; one had hit and severely damaged the Churruca. One submarine, the Finzi, had been depth-charged and slightly damaged in return.

At 2045 on the 30th, a dark silhouette of a ship was spotted and identified as a Loyalist Spanish destroyer of the Sanchez Barzcaitegui  class—but the identification was mistaken. It was instead the British destroyer HMS Havock, which somewhat resembled the Spanish vessel. The Havock was steaming south from Valencia to Gibraltar at about 15 knots and had just made an alteration to its course to round Cape St. Antonio.

Borghese maneuvered for the attack at a speed of 5 knots and at 2052 launched a single 450 mm (17.7-inch) torpedo at 700 meters. The torpedo’s wake was spotted by the HMS Havock, which turned toward the Iride “and narrowly missed” the torpedo, which passed astern at a depth of about 10 feet. Havock illuminated the submarine, which was on the surface about 400 yards distant. The crew of the Havock reported that the sub had broached after firing its torpedo, but in reality it was in the act of diving after having made a surface attack.14

The destroyer began to chase its unknown assailant, but the destroyer’s sonar gave the location of the submarine as different from where it was sighted. So Havock pursued the sonar contact and launched depth charges on the sonar location. This did not damage the Iride, which in the meantime had crash-dived. This event would mark the first wartime use of sonar.15

Havock now circled the area, and at 0130 the ship made sonar contact again, this time about 3 miles from the original attack. The sonar contact was “as near 100% a submarine echo as it is possible to say.” Depth charges were dropped but with no result. As Borghese maneuvered the Iride beneath the dark sea to evade the Havock, the hunt was joined by three other British destroyers, the Hyperion, the Hotspur, and the Active (the latter lacking sonar). These were supported by the light cruiser Galatea, hoisting Rear Admiral James Somerville’s flag as commander of the Mediterranean Fleet’s destroyers. By morning, the reinforcements were in position. The Galatea launched a seaplane at 0708 to aid in the search.16

Borghese escaped the nine-hour hunt, as he performed the “appropriate tactics,” but also because the sonar procedure proved faulty. Somerville recommended changes that were later implemented.17 Indeed, Somerville expressed frustration at Borghese’s escape in his report to the Admiralty, stating, “I consider that the Commanding Officer, ‘Havock’ showed lack of judgement in not seizing the opportunity furnished by sighting a submarine only 400 yards away and carrying out an immediate full depth charge attack which I feel convinced would have sunk the submarine or brought her to the surface.”18

Borghese was lucky enough to reach Naples again on September 5. There, the crew was placed in isolation to avoid the spread of gossip about the Spanish situation and the Iride’s episode. The Italian Navy was under fire because the incident had provoked international protests about “unidentified submarines” attacking the shipping that supplied Republican Spain. This was the first scandal to involve Borghese. Coupled with the fact that the British merchant ship Woodford was sunk in broad daylight by a surfaced submarine, the Diaspro, the event had caused the British to become quite displeased with the Italians and their pirate war. But the Russians and the French, especially, were deeply angered with operations off North Africa that led to losses. The Russians asked that those responsible be punished and that Italy pay for the damages inflicted. The Italian foreign minister, Count Ciano, was compelled to order Cavagnari to suspend naval actions in the Spanish arena.19

The British were more restrained, but on September 4 Rear Admiral Somerville visited the commander of the Italian force in Spain, Rear Admiral Alberto Marenco di Moriondo, who hoisted his flag on the old cruiser Quarto. Moriondo reported that Somerville was well aware that submarines had launched both attacks, against the Havock and the Woodford, and that they were certainly not Republican. “The attack of the submarine was carried out so well,” he said, “that it should be excluded that it was a Red submarine.” The British surmised that the Iride was an Italian vessel because it did not retire toward a Spanish Nationalist port. Somerville also told Moriondo that the British could have sunk the submarine but chose to spare it. Borghese had expended one of his nine lives.

One of the interesting things that surfaced at that meeting was the fact that the British could detect and track the submerged Italian submarine when their warships were at 20 knots—a previously unknown capability. After Somerville’s visit, Moriondo received another officer of the Royal Navy, Captain D. W. Boyd, commander of the 2nd Destroyer Flotilla on the Hardy. Boyd and the Hardy had arrived along with the Hyperion during the chase of the Iride early on September 1. Boyd made it clear that Borghese’s submarine had been closely followed for ten hours, an achievement only possible with some device other than hydrophones, which were only effective at slow speeds.20

The tiny 334-ton submarine chaser Albatross, built in 1934, carried Italy’s first experimental sonar set (petiteo), which was first being experimented with at the time of the Spanish Civil War. The Italians now suspected that the British had such a device because of their ability to track the Iride.21 Another interesting point that emerged was that the British Admiralty’s Operational Intelligence Centre (OIC), already operating from June 1936, knew at least some of the movements and missions of the Italian submarines. The OIC acted as a sort of clearinghouse for incoming combat information.

The Italian submarines used the SM 19/S manual code book, which was regularly read—according to historian Franco Bargoni—by the British Government Code & Cypher School (GC&CS). But if the British were aware of Italian submarine movements, it was more probably the result of interception of high-grade radio traffic from the services or perhaps at the diplomatic level. It appears that the manual codes generally used by the submarines were not penetrated at this time.22 It is certain that the British often managed to intercept and locate submarine radio dispatches with range-finding stations, although not always. The 1937 submarine campaign also taught the OIC that the GC&CS needed to send the “raw” decrypts over, no matter how unclear. This issue arose because the GC&CS was making its own interpretations of signals without having access to all the data available to the OIC, and with corrupted signals.23

On September 1, 1937, the Nyon Conference was held to determine countermeasures against piracy in the Mediterranean, and at the end of the month Italy had to sign the Nyon Agreement. The country was even assigned an area to patrol for “pirate” submarines.

Borghese’s quarantine when he arrived home was very brief, though he seemed in disgrace with Mussolini, who was angry about the international uproar caused by the attack. The Duce had to handle several difficulties at that moment. Thus the Iride had to berth at the end of a remote pier at Naples for a few hours and was then ordered to Taranto for repairs. The day Borghese arrived at Naples, a motorboat went immediately to confine the submarine far from the harbor. A car that was sent to pick up Borghese brought him first to the submarine base commander and then to Rome. From the attitude of the navy officers he saw, Borghese expected the worst consequences from the affair. He might not have been far from the truth, but as it turned out, a new turn of events changed all this.

After so much trouble created by Borghese, Mussolini then learned that the British had commented that the attack was carried out well. The Duce’s attitude completely changed. Instead of being brought on the carpet for his actions, Borghese was instead awarded the Bronze Medal, and the crew was given the War Cross.24 Borghese’s Spanish activity was not finished. A few days later, he sailed from Cagliari and reached the Spanish Nationalist naval base of Soller, near Palma on Mallorca, on September 23, 1937. His Iride,  also called L3 (L was for Legionaire), hoisted the Nationalist flag and was renamed Gonzales Lopez. He also had a Spanish officer on board, Lieutenant Antonio Calin.

At first, the four Italian submarines at the base were inactive, but soon patrolling was resumed with heightened rules of engagement to avoid international incidents, as Italy had agreed to the antipiracy patrol decided at the Nyon Conference. Areas assigned to Italy were large but all very far from the Spanish coasts, so the “unknown” Italian submarines could only intercept shipping from the Aegean Sea to the western Mediterranean.

The Italian submarines made several missions, and Borghese’s Gonzales  Lopez took part in these during the four weeks the Prince was stationed at the Soller base. This is important for another incident involving a British destroyer, the HMS Basilisk, on October 3, 1937, near Cape St. Antonio. The commander of the warship reported a failed submarine attack, to which the destroyer reacted by launching depth charges. The nearby destroyer Boreas had not spotted the torpedo, so although newspapers made it into the stuff of another piracy scandal, the story soon petered out amid suggestions that it was not a torpedo but a dolphin that the Basilisk had detected. But in 1968, Borghese published a book in Spain recalling the story of the Italian submarines during the Spanish Civil War and declared that he had been there, had attacked the Basilisk, and had suffered two dead and four wounded in the subsequent depth charge attack. Although he altered times and names, he seemed to be referring to this same incident. The details of his account have not been verified, however.

Franco Bargoni wrote for the Italian historical naval office in that period, and he has claimed that, according to documents, Borghese was inactive at the Spanish base and could not have been involved in the attack on the Basilisk. In the opinion of noted naval historian Giorgio Giorgerini, who usually writes well-balanced accounts, some doubt remains. He commented that Borghese was quite accustomed to secret operations and that the absence of documents on his possible actions at the time would not necessarily mean they did not take place. “Summing up,” Giorgerini wrote, “the case Basilisk-Borghese remains without solution.” If Borghese lied here, then it casts doubt on some of his later claims, particularly about the attack on the Soviet battleship Novorossiysk in 1955. But as so much in his life, one can only conclude that the case is unproven but certainly possible.25

Borghese returned to Italy on November 11, 1937, because his echo sounder had jammed and could not be repaired on the spot. He returned to Spain with the Gonzales Lopez on January 5, 1938. The ensuing mission was unsuccessful, partly because the rules established about merchant hunting after the piracy campaign were rather difficult to maintain. Merchant ships could be attacked by night essentially only at a port’s entrance because the submarine commanders had to be sure that the ship was in territorial waters and steaming to a Republican port.

The Gonzales Lopez, or Iride, sailed on January 14, 1938, and patrolled the coast, remaining mainly at periscope depth before Castellon de la Plana, Valencia, Cape St. Antonio, and Cape Oropesa. One day passed between Denia and Gandia and one between Valencia and Sagunto. The record of the ambushes is disappointing: All the ports were busy with transports, and all of the ships observed by Borghese sailed under the British flag, and were only rarely suitable for attack. Moreover, Borghese had to attack within 3 km of the coast in shallow waters. But it should be noted that there were no antisubmarine escorts or other activity and Borghese did launch four torpedoes that failed to hit.

In general, the record of the Italian submarines in the Spanish Civil War was disappointing. Their performance should have drawn attention from the Italian Navy’s “Admirals Committee,” which might have made good use of it as a learning experience. The German naval attaché’s report of June 16, 1937, noted that the operations in the Gulf of Naples were conducted well (resulting in the loss of several merchant ships). But he thought that the Italian Navy still had “much to learn in training” and was “too attached” to “rigid rules of conduct.” He went on to state, “The training for war is still not carried out in the difficult situations we now are accustomed to.”26

Borghese’s report said that, in two cases, torpedoes did not launch owing to mechanical failure, and of the two launched successfully, one probably sank in the coastal sand and the other was evaded. Borghese later wrote that the “very calm sea, moonlight, and perfect visibility made surface attacks by night difficult.” Nevertheless, the lack of opposition and antisubmarine actions were a dream come true for a submarine commander and the mission could not be considered a true war experience.27 On January 23, Borghese returned to Soller, and on February 5, 1938, he left Spain and returned to Italy.

His performances were evaluated variously. The commander of the Legionaries submarines, Lieutenant Commander Francesco Baslini, justified two of Borghese’s torpedo launch failures in his report. His opinion was shared by the Italian liaison officer with the Spanish Nationalist Navy, Lieutenant Commander Stefano Pugliese, the chief of the Missione Navale Italiana (MNI, or Italian Naval Mission). Captain Giovanni Ferretti, commander of the Italian Naval Mission in Spain, however, felt that Borghese’s bad performances could only partly be due to the difficult circumstances. Ferretti acknowledged the “high offensive spirit of Commander Borghese,” but he also wrote:


Launch of the 19th . . .

. . . Although I don’t want to attribute the failure of the missed target to a launch error, in my opinion it was very probably that cause.




Launch of the 22nd—0100 p.m.

. . . The commander should have taken into account the shallow sea. But he had the attenuating circumstances that he was restricted to the coastal zone of the territorial waters.28



Borghese still had not entered the new dimension of special assault craft, but in the Spanish campaign he displayed the aggressive spirit necessary for the job. When total war burst upon the Mediterranean, the young submarine commander would find ample opportunity to demonstrate both his daring and his imagination.
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