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Welcome to the April meeting of the
Harold C. Deutsch World War II
History Round Table. Tonight’s speaker is
Dr. Robert Ehlers, professor of security studies
at Angelo State University and author of The
Mediterranean Air War. He will be discussing
the importance of the Mediterranean theater of
operations and will be joined by combat veterans
of air units.
Stretching from the Straits of Gibraltar to the
shores of the Holy Land, the Mediterranean
Sea’s importance as a part of a global strategic
vision has fluctuated over the millennia. A
lucrative trade route for the nations along its
periphery, the “Med” was at the center of naval
warfare. As trade routes and power structures
shifted to north and west Europe, and then to the
Atlantic Ocean, dominated by Great Britain and
the United States, the Mediterranean basin
retained its importance. Particularly with the
building of the Suez Canal in the 1860s and
Great Britain’s control of Egypt and the Canal,
the area grew in importance as a vital link to
Britain’s far eastern colonies. At the dawn of .the
twentieth century, Great Britain controlled the
access and choke points at Gibraltar, Malta, and
the Suez Canal. The development of the internalcombustion engine, oil fueled ships, and the
discoveries of vast oil deposits in Iraq, Iran, and

Arabia made control of the Mediterranean even
more vital to the British Empire. Even as her
power weakened with the ravages of the First
World War, controlling the Mediterranean
weighed heavy on British military planners.
Great Britain’s control and strategic
objectives for the area ran head long into the
dreams of Italian dictator Benito Mussolini,
who wished to re-create the glory and extent of
the Ancient Roman Empire. To the Romans
and their Italian descendants the Mediterranean
and always been mare nostrum (our sea), but
how could that be true with the British in
control. The Roman Empire controlled the
ancient Mediterranean through its capable
armies and navies. In the twentieth century
Italy hoped to use a third element of air power
in a combined force of arms against, Great
Britain, his only nemesis. Il Duce’s dream had
many problems but he believed through
diplomacy, opportunism, and luck he would be
able to achieve his goals.
Mussolini’s Italy, much like Hitler’s
Germany, suffered from a lack of preparation
and raw materials to build the weaponry he
needed. Even so, Italy was not lacking in
intellectual thought on war making, especially
air power. General Guilio Douhet, the 1920’s
Italian air chief and author of Command of the
Air (1921), is considered one of the great early
air power theorists. Douhet believed that a
bomber–based “strategic” air force would
make land and sea power obsolete. At the
beginning of Italy’s war with Great Britain,
there were major conflicts within the IAF
between the “Douhettani,” who believed in a
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bomber based force and the followers of
Amedeo Mecuzzi, who favored fighters, fighterbombers, and dive bombers. The war in the
Mediterranean would be a “triphibious”
engagement, with land, sea, and air power all
being vitally important, but Italy was never able
to overcome its deficiencies. While the
individual Italian forces showed themselves to
be up to the task, their strategic, logistical, and
technological limitations made them seem worse
than they actually were.
Germany attempted to prop up their Italian
allies by sending military forces and logistical
support to prevent the Great Britain and later the
United States from gaining a foothold near
eastern Europe. However, Hitler’s true objective
was the invasion and subjugation of the Soviet
Union not the re-creation of the Roman Empire.
The Germans shared with their Italian allies bad
strategies, limited logistics planning, and a lack
of materiel support.
The outcome in the Mediterranean Theater
was decided by the nation(s) who could use their
combined arms (air, land, and sea power) most
effectively. The British were the best prepared
for fighting in their “lake” and would likely have
defeated the Italians and the Germans with or
without the Americans help.
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