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This is a major reassessment of the causes of Allied victory in the
Second World War in the Mediterranean region. Drawing on a unique
range of multinational source material, Richard Hammond demon-
strates how the Allies’ ability to gain control of the key routes across
the sea and sink large quantities of enemy shipping denied the Axis
forces in North Africa crucial supplies and proved vital to securing
ultimate victory there. Furthermore, the sheer scale of attrition to Axis
shipping outstripped their industrial capacity to compensate, leading to
the collapse of the Axis position across key territories maintained by
seaborne supply, such as Sardinia, Corsica and the Aegean islands. As
such, Hammond demonstrates how the anti-shipping campaign in the
Mediterranean was the fulcrum about which strategy in the theatre
pivoted, and the vital enabling factor ultimately leading to Allied victory
in the region.

richard hammond is a lecturer at Brunel University and is a vice
president of the SecondWorld War Research Group. He is the recipient
of the Society for Military History’s Moncado Prize and the Corbett
Prize in Modern Naval History (proxime accessit).

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge Military Histories

Edited by

HEW STRACHAN, Professor of International Relations, University of
St Andrews and Emeritus Fellow of All Souls College, Oxford

GEOFFREY WAWRO, Professor of Military History, and Director of
the Military History Center, University of North Texas

The aim of this series is to publish outstanding works of research on warfare
throughout the ages and throughout the world. Books in the series take a broad
approach to military history, examining war in all its military, strategic, political
and economic aspects. The series complements Studies in the Social and Cul-
tural History of Modern Warfare by focusing on the ‘hard’ military history of
armies, tactics, strategy and warfare. Books in the series consist mainly of single
author works – academically rigorous and groundbreaking – which are accessible
to both academics and the interested general reader.

A full list of titles in the series can be found at:
www.cambridge.org/militaryhistories

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Strangling the Axis
The Fight for Control of the Mediterranean

during the Second World War

Richard Hammond
Brunel University

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

University Printing House, Cambridge CB2 8BS, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, VIC 3207, Australia

314–321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre,
New Delhi – 110025, India

79 Anson Road, #06–04/06, Singapore 079906

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
DOI: 10.1017/9781108784566

© Richard Hammond 2020

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2020

Printed in the United Kingdom by TJ International Ltd, Padstow Cornwall

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Hammond, Richard, 1985– author.
Title: Strangling the Axis : the fight for control of the Mediterranean during the
Second World War / Richard Hammond, Brunel University.

Other titles: Fight for control of the Mediterranean during the Second World War
Description: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York : Cambridge University
Press, 2020. | Series: Cambridge military histories | Includes bibliographical
references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2019051274 (print) | LCCN 2019051275 (ebook) |
ISBN 9781108478212 (hardback) | ISBN 9781108747110 (paperback) |
ISBN 9781108784566 (epub)

Subjects: LCSH: World War, 1939–1945–Campaigns–Mediterranean Region. |
World War, 1939–1945–Mediterranean Region. | Mediterranean Region–
Strategic aspects.

Classification: LCC D763.M47 H36 2020 (print) | LCC D763.M47 (ebook) |
DDC 940.54/293–dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019051274
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019051275

ISBN 978-1-108-47821-2 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy
of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

For my parents

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Contents

List of Illustrations page viii
List of Maps ix
List of Tables x
Acknowledgements xi
A Note on Terminology: ‘British’ and ‘Allied’ xiii
List of Abbreviations xv
Maps xvi

Introduction 1

1 The Descent to War in the Mediterranean 11

2 Resisting Mare Nostrum: The Early Anti-shipping
Campaign, June–December 1940 31

3 Enter Germany: January–July 1941 52

4 Progress: August–December 1941 82

5 Axis Ascendency: January–August 1942 107

6 The End of the Beginning: Alam Halfa and El Alamein 127

7 The End in North Africa and the Shipping Crisis:
December 1942–May 1943 148

8 After North Africa 173

Conclusion 198

Notes 205
Bibliography 252
Index 263

vii

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Illustrations

1.1 Benito Mussolini inspects an Italian warship and crew,
with Achille Starace and Domenico Cavagnari in tow page 18

2.1 The Italian battleship Conte di Cavour in port with
destroyers, June 1940 31

3.1 A Consolidated B-24 Liberator Mark I bomber 58
3.2 HMS Taku returns home after a successful tour of the

Mediterranean 72
4.1 Members of the crew of HMS Utmost pose with their

‘Jolly Roger’ success flag on their return from a year’s
service in the Mediterranean, February 1942 95

5.1 Photograph from an Italian bomber dropping bombs on
Hal Far airbase, Malta 110

5.2 A heavily damaged HMS Penelope after narrowly escaping
from Malta in April 1942 115

6.1 Sunken wrecks of Axis shipping strewn across Benghazi
harbour 146

7.1 Sunken vessels litter Bizerte harbour, May 1943 162
8.1 An Allied bombing raid on Messina, Sicily, June 1943 182
8.2 RAF Bristol Beaufighters of No. 201 (Naval Co-operation)

Group attack a convoy in the Aegean Sea, February 1944 196

viii

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Maps

1 The Mediterranean theatre page xvii
2 Axis sea and air transport routes to North Africa, October

1942–May 1943 xviii
3 The central and eastern Mediterranean, including the

Aegean islands xx
4 The Western Desert battle area xxii
5 Tunisia xxiii

ix

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Tables

1.1 Principal Axis convoy routes in the Mediterranean page 25
3.1 Arrivals of RAF bomber reinforcements in the Middle

East, January–July 1941 61
3.2 Raids on ports and shipping by aircraft from Egypt and

Malta, May–July 1941 69
3.3 Numbers/tonnage of Axis shipping sunk, January–July 1941 70
3.4 Losses in anti-shipping operations, January–July 1941 73
3.5 Cargoes despatched from Italy and landed in Libya,

January–July 1941 76
4.1 Numbers/tonnage of Axis shipping sunk, August–December

1941 94
4.2 Losses in anti-shipping operations, August–December 1941 97
4.3 Cargo tonnages despatched and landed in Libya,

November–December 1941 100
4.4 Axis aviation fuel stocks in Libya, October–December 1941 104
5.1 Numbers/tonnage of Axis shipping sunk, January–August 1942 118
5.2 Losses in anti-shipping operations, January–August 1942 119
5.3 Cargo tonnages despatched and landed in Libya,

January–August 1942 120
6.1 Numbers/tonnage of Axis shipping sunk, September–

November 1942 136
6.2 Losses in anti-shipping operations, September–November 1942 137
6.3 Cargo tonnages despatched and landed in Libya,

September 1942–January 1943 143
7.1 Numbers/tonnage of Axis shipping sunk, December

1942–May 1943 156
7.2 Losses in anti-shipping operations, December 1942–May 1943 157
7.3 Cargo tonnages despatched and landed in Tunisia,

November 1942–May 1943 161
8.1 Numbers/tonnage of Axis shipping sunk, June–December 1943 183
8.2 Losses in anti-shipping operations, June–December 1943 184

x

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Acknowledgements

This could be a book in and of itself! It is simply impossible to include all
the people who assisted me in some manner during this long journey, so
I should start with an open expression of gratitude to all those whom
I cannot name individually. As for those that I can, I should start with
Professor Richard Overy, Dr Christina Goulter and Dr Duncan Redford,
who guided and encouraged me expertly when I was starting out in the
world of historical research. Since then, numerous colleagues, both
former and current, have offered vital aid in various ways, and I owe a
general thanks to the professional services and academic staffs of the
Social and Political Sciences Department at Brunel University and the
Defence Studies Department of King’s College London. In particular
I must thank Professors Matthew Hughes, Matthew Seligmann and Niall
Barr, Drs Jonathan Fennell, Christina Goulter (again), Aimée Fox, Tim
Benbow and David Morgan-Owen for offering important advice and
expertise and in some cases reading draft material. Any errors that
remain, however, are my responsibility alone. I must also thank Professor
Wyn Bowen for his invaluable advice and encouragement at an early
stage of my career.

Beyond immediate colleagues, the international community of
scholars has generally been very welcoming, and many have provided
great help in dealing with archives and accessing material. Professor John
Gooch, Dr Fabio De Ninno, Dr Marco Maria Aterrano and Dr Nicolò
Da Lio have all helped me with the use of Italian archives and docu-
ments. Professor MacGregor Knox, Dr Brian Sullivan and the staff at the
Imperial War Museum, Duxford, helped me with Axis source material
available in the United States and here in the United Kingdom. I am
grateful to Sebastian Cox for permission to quote from the Portal Papers.

Cambridge University Press has been a joy to work with, and I must
thank in particular Michael Watson and Emily Sharp, who have guided
me through the process from submission to publication, while the copy
editors worked tirelessly to tighten the final manuscript. The Philip
Nicholas Trust offered me vital financial support in the early stages,

xi

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

and further assistance has since been provided by both King’s College
London and Brunel University.

Some of the biggest thanks must go to my parents, Fiona and Jim.
Without their constant encouragement, support and at times, frankly,
baffling levels of patience, I would never even have embarked on this
book. My sisters, Claire and Lucy also helped in this regard and were
always willing to listen to me complain. Liz and Caroline kindly put me
up in London on many occasions during the earlier stages of my
research, helping me keep to a slim budget. The final word, though,
must go to my wife, Joyce. She has lived and breathed this entire process
with me and suffered through it all with incredible stoicism. Thanks
Joyce; I don’t know how I’d have done this, or indeed much of anything,
without you.

xii Acknowledgements

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

A Note on Terminology: ‘British’ and ‘Allied’

Throughout this book, references made to ‘British’ forces are frequently
shorthand. The ‘British’ armed forces during the war were a huge,
multinational conglomerate that consisted of people drawn from the
entirety of the Empire and Commonwealth. That was very much the
case in the Mediterranean theatre, where non-British manpower consti-
tuted a high proportion of the soldiers, sailors, airmen and other person-
nel who took part. Emblematic of this was the make-up of the ‘British’
personnel based in North Africa in October 1942 at the time of Oper-
ation ‘Lightfoot’. Here, while nearly 400,000 personnel of all types from
the United Kingdom were based in the desert, they were joined by over
100,000 from the Dominions of Australia, New Zealand and South
Africa, almost 200,000 who were classified as ‘other Imperial’, and
around 70,000 ‘Allied’.1

The ‘Allied’ figure given above is worth explaining. Beyond those
servicemen from around the Empire and Commonwealth who formally
served alongside the British, those of numerous other nationalities found
themselves serving under a ‘British’ banner. Over the course of the war,
service personnel of numerous different defeated nations who wished to
continue the fight against the Axis wound up serving in units or warships
that were under British operational control. In one Mediterranean-
specific example, a total of sixty-seven non-British submarines, of six
different nationalities, served under British operational control at some
point during the war.2

While ‘British’ is therefore very broadly defined, the Mediterranean
was very much a ‘British’ theatre from June 1940 to mid-1942. It is for
that reason that Chapters 2–5 refer almost exclusively to a ‘British’ anti-
shipping campaign. From summer 1942 onwards, however, there was
increasing American involvement. This initially took the form of the
transferal of large quantities of American equipment such as tanks and
artillery, as well as American air units, to Egypt in the dark days of
summer 1942.3 The theatre became a truly Allied venture from Novem-
ber 1942, with the landing of Anglo-American forces in north-west

xiii
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Africa. The American commitment to the anti-shipping campaign was
important, although less diverse in terms of forces committed than that of
the British. No American submarines operated in the theatre, while their
surface warships took little part either. American air power, however,
played an important role, through bombing ports in Italy and southern
France, or through direct attack against shipping at sea. Therefore, from
Chapter 6 onwards, this book refers more broadly to an ‘Allied’ anti-
shipping campaign.

xiv A Note on Terminology: ‘British’ and ‘Allied’
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AOC Air Officer Commanding
AOC-in-C Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief
ASV Air to Surface Vessel Radar
ASW Anti-Submarine Warfare
C-in-C Commander-in-Chief
cbm Cubic meters
CIGS Chief of the Imperial General Staff
Comando Supremo Italian Armed Forces High Command
COS Chiefs of Staff (British)
CU Consumption Unit
DAK Deutsches Afrika Korps

FAA Fleet Air Arm
GAF German Air Force
IAF Italian Air Force
JCOS Joint Chiefs of Staff (American)
MT Motor transport
OKH Oberkommando des Heeres (German Army High

Command)
OKW Oberkommando der Wehrmacht (German Armed

Forces High Command)
ORS Operational Research Section
RAF Royal Air Force
RDF Radio Direction Finding (Radar)
S1 First Submarine Flotilla
S8 Eighth Submarine Flotilla
S10 Tenth Submarine Flotilla
SIGINT Signals intelligence
Supermarina Italian Navy High Command
USAAF United States Army Air Force
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Source: Adapted from I. S. O. Playfair et al., The Mediterranean and Middle East,

Vol. 4: The Destruction of the Axis Forces in Africa (London: HMSO, 1966), p. 193
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Source: www.asisbiz.com/il2/Fiat-G50/RA-151SA/images/Map-showig-the-Western-Desert-Battle-Area-Operation-Crusader-Relief-
of-Tobruk-1941-0A.jpg

www.cambridge.org/9781108478212
www.cambridge.org


Cambridge University Press
978-1-108-47821-2 — Strangling the Axis
Richard Hammond 
Frontmatter
More Information

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

0 100 200 300 400 km

0 50 100 150 200 miles

Algiers

Constantine

Bône

Bizerte

Gabès

Medenine

Sfax

Kairouan

KasserineTébessa

Tripoli

Tunis

Béja

Bougie

Djedjelli

Sidi Bou
Zid

Gafsa

Faïd
Sbeitla

Thala

Sbiba

Enfidaville

Mateur
Tabarka

Medjez
el Bab

Tébourba

Mareth 

A L G E R I A

M e d i t e r r a n e a n  S e a

L I B Y A

S I C I LY

MALTA

T
U

N
I

S
I

A

S a n d    D e s e r t

Sand Desert

Over 1000 metres

200 – 1000 metres

0 – 200 metres

ALTITUDE

Roads

Seasonal lake

Sousse

5 Tunisia
Source: www.asisbiz.com/il2/MC-200/MC-200-51S153G/pages/0-Map-Tunisia-Tunisia-Campaign-1942-43-0A.html
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