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NAVAL OPERATIONS IN THE RED SEA, 1940-41 
By CAPTAIN S. \V. ROSKILL, D.S.C., I2.N. (RETD.) 

“ History has shown from time to time tlic fatal results of 
basing naval and military strateDv on an insecurc linc of com- 
munications. Disaster is certain to  follow.”-ADJIIRAL SIR J O H N  
JLLLICOB (IST SEA LORD) TO SIR EDWARD CARSOS (IST LORD OF 
TIIL ADWRALTY), 2 7 ~ ~  APRIL, 1917. 

ITH the attention of the world again fociiscd on that notorious storm 
centre gcncrally dcscribed-if somewhat vaguely-as thc Middle East, vv it  may bc of interest to recall what liappened on the last occasion whcn 

thc sca routes from wcstcrn Europe by way of the Suez Canal \yere scriouslg 
thrcatcned. On the outbreak of the 1939-45 I\‘ar the British position in  thc ?diddle 
East depended chiefly on the mandate for Palestine, granted by tlmc League of 
Nations in 1920, and on thc Anglo-Egyptian l rea ty  of 1936. Thc Palestine mandate 
provided naval and military bascs which wcre wcll placed to control the coastal 
waters of the Levant, and to  kccp \vatch on the overland routes t o  tIic west froni the 
oil-bearing Jlesopotaniian countries; whilc the 1936 Treaty gave Britain thc right 
to station forces in the Suez Canal Zonc for 20 years, and for thc hlcditerranean 
Fleet to use Alesandria harbour. Taken together thc two agreements assured 
a rcasonably firm hold over waters tlirougli which ran shipping routes which wcrc 
sccoiid only to the North Atlantic in importancc to Britain. With Port Said, Suez, 
h i f a ,  arid Alesandria available to her fleet-as well as the more remote bases of 
AIalta and Adcn-it was reasonable to supposc that, in the cvcnt of war with 
Germany, British maritime control could be adequately maintained. I t  was, howcvcr, 
considcrcd probable that, if Italy joined her Axis partner, the through-hlediterrancan 
routc would have to be closcd, and the main flow of shipping diverted round the 
Cape of Good Eiopc. This, howevcr, would greatly incrcasc the importance of 
maintaining control of the Red Sca, on which the supply and reinforcement of the 
wholc Middle East theatre dcpcnded, against tlmc Italian naval and air forces 
stationed in Eritrca. 

In tcrnms of geography the Italian position appeared strong ; for they possesscd 
quitc good bases close off the flank of a shipping routc from which virtually no 
deviation was possible. But geography is b y  no nicaiis the only consideration which 
influences the strength or weakness of a strategic position, and in other respccts 
thc cards wcrc Iieavily stacked against the Italians. By his Abyssinian adventure 
of 1935 hlussolini had landed his country with a hcavy military commitment, wliosc 
support depended entirely on a supply route which would certainly be cut on the 
day that his country went to war with Britain. \\’hen Italian troopships were 
pouring through the Suez Canal in 1934-35, to an accompanhncnt of mocking 
derision directed against the impassivcly watching crcws of British warships, this 
writcr protcstcd to his captain regarding allowing passage to such plainly potential 
cncmies. The captain (who latcr became a distinguished Flag Officer) replied, 
“ Don’t forget that  evcry man Mussolini scnds south of the canal will never fight 
us to the north of it.” The events of 19.p-41 were to  fiilfil that  prescient remark 
very accuratcly; for AIussolini had in fact placed many thousands of his best 
troops, and an  appreciable portioim of his Navy and Air Force, in a position where 
they w r e  merely hostages to British fortunes. 

In 1939 the Red Sca was still part of the Royal Navy’s East Indies Station, 
bvhose commander was Vicc-Admiral R. Lcatham. His forces compriscd three 
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212 NAVAL OPERATIONS IN THE RED SEA, 1940-41 

niodcrri G-inch cruisers, and seven escort vfisels, four of which belongcd to the 
Indian Navy.’ As he \vas also responsiblc for the wholc Indian Ocean, for the very 
iniportant oil trafic from tlie Persian Gulf, and for the rapidly increasing number 
of ships bringing supplies to Suez up thc East African coast his forces wcrc ccrtainly 
not esccssivc. Admiral Lcatham’s main base was a t  Trinconialee in Ceylon ; but 
subsidiary bases wcrc available. though very littlc dcveloped, a t  Durban, Iionibasa, 
Aden, and Bahrcin, and useful fuclling points could be establislicd in such islands 
as the Seychelles and Mauritius. The two niairi threats to the shipping in this vast 
;ma were Gcrman warship or disguised raiders operating in the ocean spaccs, and 
the Italian surface ships, submarines, and aircraft stationed in Eritrca. I t  is with 
the lattcr that  we arc liere chiefly concerned. Tlic Italian Navy had seven fleet 
destroyers?, two smaller destroyers3, four escort vejscls, eight submarines*, and 
a number of motor torpcdo-boats based on Nassama. Thcrc \Yere 32 j Italian aircraft 
of all typcs in East Africa, but  142 of them wcrc in reserve and only a small 
proportion (about 3G) consisted of modern bombers. Although air reinforcements 
could be flown in from Libya, stocks of fuel and spares were low ; and once serious 
war operations started i t  was obviously going to be dificult to maintain cficicncy 
and avoid a high rate of wastage. These favourable factors (from the British point 
of view) wcre, howevcr, considerably offset by our ivcakness in the air. At  Aden 
there were only one bomber, one fighter, and one reconnaissance squadron-and 
all of them were ill-equipped and under strength. Rather g r a t e r  force was available 
in the Sudan, and the South African Air Force was slowly building up in Kcnya ; 
but it was certain that most of these aircraft would bc needed to support tlie land 
opcrations, and it was optimistic to espect many to  be diverted to a maritime rBle. 
Nor was it roxonable to look for reinforcements from the main theatre in Egypt, 
where the shortages werc evcry bit as serious as in the  south. Tlic British Middle 
East commanders w r c ,  indeed, gravely concerned over the safety of the Rcd Sea 
route ; for it was obvio11s that  the Italian naval and air forccs could do much damage 
to slow moving convoys, wliich had to traverse 1,300 miles of narrow waters from 
Aden to Suez, and whose movements could be so easily watched by the enemy 
that there could bc 110 concealment. 

From the outbreak of war until June, 1940, the East Indics Command was 
concerned mainly with the German srirfacc raiders ; but  the disasters of June, ~g- lo ,  
in Europc wrought great changes in those distant waters as well as in every other 
thcatrc, and as it became clearer that France was about to drop out of the war and 
Italy to conic in, attention at once becameconcentrated on thesccuritpof the Red Sea. 
On 24th May all sailings ivcrestopped until convoys could be formed, and a division of 
four modern destroyers5, the anti-aircraft cruiser CarZislc6, and three sloops with good 
A.A. armaments came south through the Suez Canal to join the cruisers h i z d c ~  (New - 

1 Tlic modern cruiscrs were soon transferred to other stations, and werc gradually 
replaced by older ships. i i l icn Italy cntcrcd thc war on xxtli June. 1940. tlic East 
Indies Comniantl had a polyglot flcct of Indian, Australian, and n’cw Zcaland warships 
;IS well as Noyal Navy units. 

Panfern, Lcone, T i p  (1.526 tons, eight 4.7-incti guns, four torpcdo tubes), and 
Zla/fisfi, Nidlo, Snirro, and X m i i r i  (1,058 tons, four 4.7-inch guns, four torpcdo tubes). 

Orsirii and d c c r l i  (669 tons, sis +-inch guns, four torpcdo tubes). 
ArcAiiiirde, Fcrrnris, Galilci, Towicelli,  Galvani, Giiglicliiiotto, illacalle, Perla. 
Tlic Xmidnliar-, Ki inbcrlcjv ,  Kharloiiirr, and Z<irigsfori (x,Ggo tons, s i s  +7-incIi guns. 

Thc Cnr-lislc was one of the first British ships to bc fittcd with a scarcli radar set 
I o torpedo tubcs). 

for air \Yarning purposcs. 

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 O

f 
M

el
bo

ur
ne

 L
ib

ra
ri

es
] 

at
 1

1:
25

 1
9 

Ju
ne

 2
01

6 



NAVAL OPERATIONS IN TIIE RED SEA, 1940-41 213 

Zcaland Navy), Liverpool, and Hobarl (Australian Navy). Together they formed 
the Red Sca Escort Force bascd on Aden, under Rear-Admiral A. J. L. Murray. 
Prccautions wcrc takcn a t  tlic sanic time to dcal with any attempt to block thc 
SUCZ Canal. 

As soon as the Rcd Sea forces had been strcngthcncd an  cspcrimcntal convoy 
of one ship was sailed from Suez to Aden, and another in tlic reverse direction. 
As this trailing of the British coat aroused no enemy response, tlie organization 
and sailing of larger convoys were at oncc approved. 

The flow of shipping towards Suez was nicanwliilc incrcasing enormously. 
Fighting men from Australia and New Zealand were carried to Bombay in tlic 
' monstcr lincrs,' and thcrc transferred to smallcr ships to join HN (Bombay-Suez) 
convoys ; and in August tlie famous series of \VS convoys startcd to bring men 
and supplies out from Britain via the Cape a t  sis-wcck intervals. But thc strain 
on British shipping was acute ; and as the Red Sea had been declared a ' Combat 
Zone ' by Prcsidcnt Rooscvclt, thus forbidding the entry of American ships, no 
casement could be lookcd for from across tlic Atlantic. None the less contemporary 
statistics show that between August, 19.40, and the end of the year sonw 1~6,ooo men 
(76,000 from Britain and 4g2000 from Bombay or beyond) were safelycarricd to Egypt. 

On rGth Junc the Italian submarine Gniilco Gnlilei drew first blood b y  sinking 
a Norivcgian tanker in the Gulf of Aden. For two days slic was pursued by cscort 
vessels and aircraft, and whcn they were divcrtcd to other duties a diminutive 
trawler, the M o o a s / o i w ,  was left on patrol. On the 19th the submarine surfaced 
and attempted to sink her last tormentor. The trawler, however, replied vigorously 
and succcssfully, hitting the Galilci in the conning towcr and killing her captain. 
The submariiic tlicrcupon surrendcrcd, and was towed into Adcn in t r i ~ n i p h . ~  
The valuable haul of documents rccovcrcd from hcr rcvcalcd the dispositions of 
four other Italian submarines, two of which were quickly accounted for. On 
zind Junc, Red Sca escort forccs sank the Torricclli, and nest  day the sloop F ~ ) ) I o u / ~ L  
destroyed the Gnlnniii which was lying in ambush for tankers coming down tlic 
Persian Gulf. The Macallc had meanwhile run aground off Port Sudan and became 
a total loss. The four surviving submarincs were thereupon rccalled to Europe and 
rcaclicd Gemman-occupicd Bordcaus in May, 1941. The undcrwatcr threat to the 
Red Sca convoys mas thus quickly eliminated. Thcrc remained the surface and 
air forces. 

Tlic carly British convoys reccivcd a certain amount of attention from the 
Italian bombers, but thcir high-level attacks tvcrc singularly incifective. Bctwccn 
June arid Dccatibcr, 1940, the R.A.F. provided air escort to jq convoys, in which 
only one ship was sunk by bombing and one other damaged. I t  was the small 
strength of the surface escort forces, which necessitated their running almost 
continuously, and the appalling heat of the Red Sea which produced thc sevcrcst 
trials. Ships \yere rclentlessly overdriven, and cases of cshaustion, and even of 
tleatli from hcat-strokc, were not uncomnion aniong the crews. Noiic the less they 
carried on. In August four convoys passed in tioth directions, in September five, 
and in October seven, coniprising I j S  ships, went safely through. 

On the night of zoth-?Ist October four Italian dcstroycrs attacked convoy 
BN.7 whcn it was about 150 miles east of biassawa, but thc escort, whicli consistcd 

7 In Che ha fatlo [a Nar i , rn?  Captain hI. A. Bragadin says tlint the cre\v of the  
Galilei wcrc ovcrcomc by poison funics. This may \vcll hnvc bccri so, hut i t  is certainly 
incorrcct to say, as lie docs, that thc illooizsloize found licr adrift. 

_ -  - -- 
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214 NAVAL OPERATIONS IN TIIE RED SEA, 19-10-41 

of tlic G-inch cruiser Leniider, one fleet destroyer, and four sloops, struck back hard 
and vigorously. Early on the zrst action was joined, and tlic Fraiiccsco N d o  was 
driven ashore, to be subscquently destroyed by bombing. The convoy suffered no 
losses but tlic dcstroyer Kimber lcy  was hit b y  shore battcrics during the pursuit 
and had to be towed into Aden. 

In January, 1941, the British land offensive against the Italian East African 
cnipirc started froni Kenya and the Sudan, and met with rapid SUCCCSS. Warsliips 
of the East Iridics Station, and others which were on passage to the Mediterranean, 
joined in a series of combined operations by wliicli valuable bases were seized as 
the Army advanced. 

In Fcbruary the ports of ICisrnayu and Nogadshu in Italian Somaliland were 
captured almost intact, and this siniplificd the task of supplying the advancing 
armies. Of the 16 Asis merchantmen slicltcri~~g in ICismayu all but one (the German 
ship TniriieiljL.1~) were capturcd, or scuttled themselves on interception ; and many 
British I h c h a n t  Navy prisoners, who had been landed there by raiders, were 
rcleascd. On IGth hIarch an amphibious force, which liad been mounted at Aden, 
assaulted Berbera in British Somaliland, which tlic Italians had overrun in August, 
1940. After a short prcliniinary bombardment by the cruisers and dcstroycrs the 
landings were entirely successful, and within a few days supplies were pouring in 
through the port, prirnitive though its facilities were. 

On the last day of AIarch tllrec of tlic rerriairiirig sis Italian dcstroycrs put to 
sea from bIassawa to raid Suez roads. The Leoiie, however, ran aground arid sank, 
whereupon the otlicrs returned. On 2nd April all five surviving ships sailed to  attack 
Port Sudan. Their departure was reported by aircraft from Aden, and torpcdo- 
bombers, which had jus t  flown to Port Sudan from the aircraft carricr Eagle at 
Alexandria, at once attnckcd. Tlicy and R.A.F. bombers sank the Snirro and 
Marriis on tlic 3rd ; while the Pnritern and T i p ,  wliicli had been located south of 
Jeddah, were destroyed after bcing run aground and abandoned. The fifth ship, the 
Ontfisti, had meanwhile developed a defect, and scuttled herself. Thus all the seven 
large Italian dcstroycrs \wre accounted fora, and the solitary success achieved b y  
the Italian surface ships was a torpedo hit b y  an M.T.B. on the old cruiser Cn+clowri. 
She was safcly towed into Port Sudan. 

On 8th April 1Iassan.a fcll, and tlirce days later Prcidcnt Roosevelt declared 
the Red Sea to be no longer a ' Combat Zone.' Although the campaign did not 
end until the Italian surrender a t  Aniba Alagi or1 IGtli April, the niain British 
objects liad been achieved about a month earlier. The Red Sea trafIic thereafter 
flowed to and fro virtually unhindered except for German bomber raids on Suez 
and attempts to mine tlic canal. After those threats had been countered the only 
further attempt to interrupt the traffic arose when Gcrman and Japanese submarines 
arrived in the soutliern approaches to the Red Sea early in xgw. They caused 
more scrious losscs than an37 previous cncmy action ; but they were finally defeated 
by the convoy escorts and by the location and destruction of the German U-boat 
supply ships Clinrlottc Sdilicninirii and Ilrnke in the southern Indian Ocean i n  
February and blarcli, 19-14. 

Though the lied Sea operations of 19.p-41 were on a small scale compared witti 
the campaigns in many other theatres, they merit attention for the lessons they 
contain. In the first place the stakes were, from the British point of view, very 

The two small destroyers Orsirzi and Acerbi \\-ere scuttled in BIassawa harbotir 
before its capture. 

. _  -- 
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iigh. As scrious intcrruption to the traffic would havc brought complete disaster 
n the hIiddle East, it  would have bccn well worth the cncmy's while to concentrate 
iis masimuni effort against these convoys. The gcographically strong Italian 
losition was, liowcvcr, greatly vitiated by the gravc weakncss of the communications 
m which thcir forccs all dcpentlcd ; and it was the collapsc on land which led to thc 
inal elimination of the danger a t  sca. On the British side tlic opcrations showed a 
:lassic adhcrencc to historic principlcs. Thc air and naval forccs, though slcnder, 
vcre correctly disposed, and they grasped thcir opportunities with relish and 
letcrmination. Reinforcements, such as the additional dcstroycrs a t  thc beginning 
ind tlic Eqlc's torpedo-bombers a t  tlic end, were sent a t  esactly the right momcnt, 
iiid providcd just what was ncedcd. The flesibility of maritime power was thus 
'ully esploitcd. Tlic bases a t  Aden, Suez, and Port Sudan were sufiicicntly sccurc 
:o support and supply the forccs which rclicd on them ; the balancc betwccii all 
:he different instruments of maritime power-surfacc guns, flotilla vesscls, reconnais- 
ante and strikc aircraft-was corrcctly struck. The sea transport needed to support 
the land opcrations with men and supplics was adequate to its task ; and co-opcration 
Detween tlic three Services involved was never marred by what Sir Julian Corbett 
A e d  '' the corrupting blight " of dissgrccments between commandcrs. Finally, 
the campaign dcnionstrated how, cven in circrimstariccs whicli initially appeared 
rione too favourablc for its application, the convoy system providcd the answcr to  
thc need to  carry grcat nurnbcrs of mcn and vast quantitics of storcs through waters 
w c r  which niaritirnc control was in dispute. Thc collapsc of the Italian position in 
East Africa canie hard on the liccls of thc failure of their offcnsive against Grcecc in 
November, 1940, and of Graziani's heavy defeats in the \Vestcrn Desert in the two 
following montlis. l'hosc three Allied succcsscs togcthcr brought about thc inter- 
vention of Gcrniany in the Aleditcrrancan theatre, which culminated finally in the 
surrcndcr in Tunisia in May, 1943 ; and that led to JIussolini's abdication just 
I d o r e  thc Salerno landings in thc following Scptembcr. I t  is no csaggcration to  
say that liad control of the Red Sca ever bccn lost, that pattern of victory could 
1icvc.r havc bccn achicved. 

... .. ..... . . .  -. - . . . . . . . -_ . - - . . . .- - 
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