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THE INVASION OF SICILY

The following Despatch was submitted to the
Supreme Commander, Allied Expeditionary
Force on the 1st January, 1944, by Admiral
of the Fleet Sir ANDREW  B.
CUNNINGHAM, G.C.B., DS.O.

Office of the Commander-in-Chief,
Mediterranean.
1st January, 1944.

I have the honour to forward the accompany-
ing reports on the Invasion of Sicily. Many of
these reports have been forwarded previously
to the appropriate authorities in order that
there should be no delay in the digestion and
application of the “lessons learnt.” The re-
ports of the naval Task Force Commanders,
and of the Vice-Admiral Commanding, Force
“H»*, are very full and carefully compiled,
giving a complete narrative of the operation
in all its stages, and summarising a wealth of
experience in the sound conclusions they have
reached and suggestions they have offered.t

2. It is not my intention to add a further
narrative to those already written nor to do
more than comment on salient points of
importance. Except in so far as stated in the
succeeding paragraphs, I concur fully in the
suggestions and recommendations of the Force
Commanders.

Planning.

3. The following outstanding lesson emerged
from the planning stage of this operation.

4. It is essential, if much time is not to be

wasted and much confusion caused, that the
responsible Commanders-in-Chief, together

Admiralty footnotes:

* Force * H "—a British naval force under the com-
mand of Vice-Admiral A. U. Willis, C.B., D.S.0O., which
was employed as a covering force for this operation.

1 Only the report and narrative of operations of the
lI;Iaval Commander, Eastern Task Force are reproduced

ere.

done,

with the Task Force Commanders who will
be responsible for the tactical conduct of the
battle, should meet at the outset for the dis-
cussion and evolution of a sound basic plan
which should not thereafter be changed ex-
cept for reasons of exceptional urgency, such
as a complete change in the enemy’s disposi-
tions or a major strategic upheaval.

5. In the case of “Husky ”* this was not
since both General Alexander and
General Montgomery were absorbed in the
Tunisian battle. In consequence, although the
operation was authorised on 23rd January and
combined planning headquarters set up on 12th
February, the final firm plan was not approved
until the 12th May. Thus, although five
months were available for perfecting plans for
the operation, all detailed planning had in fact
to be compressed into two months, result-
ing in some confusion and considerable
unnecessary duplication in the issue of orders.

6. It cannot be too clearly recognised that
a combined operation is but the opening, under
particular circumstances, of a primarily army
battle. It is the function of the navy and
of the air to help the army to establish a
base or bases on the hostile coast from which
the military tactical battle to gain the object
must be developed. It is upon the army tac-
tical plan for the fulfilment of its object that
the combined plan must depend. The navy
and the air commanders must join with the
army commander to ensure that the base or
bases selected for seizure are capable of
achievement without prohibitive loss in their
respective elements, and that, when seized, they
will fulfil the requirements of the force ; but it
is of no use to plan on the seizure of bases
unrelated to the realities of the military situa-
tion when ashore.

Admiralty footnote:
* “ Husky was the code name for this operation.
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7. It was upon this point that the initial
planning of “Husky ” broke down. It may
be that the earlier plans would have suc-
ceeded equally well ; but the fact remains that
these plans in the end proved unacceptable to
the army leaders called upon to fight the tac-
tical battie for the object, and that, had it been
possible for those leaders fully to study the
tactical aspect at the outset, the undesirable
last minute changes would have been saved.

8. A further point is that in the initial plan-
ning great weight was lent to the value of air-
borne troops for the softening of beach de-
fences. The conditions of light required for
the employment of paratroops were inimical
to the secure and undetected approach of naval
forces. As the result of much discussion and
in view of the importance attached to the air-
borne attack, the date selected for the assault
was one which was not favourable from the
naval point of view. In fact the airborne troops
were never used in the manner projected, but
that they were not to be so used did not
emerge until it was too late to change the
date. In consequence, the mnavies, for no
advantage, had to accept a disadvantageous
light for approach, and a subsequent period of
moonlit nights off the beaches which could
have been avoided.

9. The Naval Commander Western Task
Force comments at length and stringently on
this subject in his report.* While I do not in
all respects agree with his estimate of the effec-
tiveness of naval gunfire, I concur generally in
his remarks, and, in particular, in questioning
the wisdom of attaching a high degree of im-
portance in the plan to the employment of
airborne troops. A seaborne assault is unalter-
ably committed to a date for some days in
advance of D day. In tidal waters it is even
more inflexibly bound by time and tide. It may
well be that, on the selected date, airborne
troops are weatherbound and cannot operates
It does, therefore, appear most necessary that
airborne troops should be considered as a use-
ful auxiliary rather than as a governing fac-
tor which may react to the disadvantage of
other services involved.

10. Apart from the use of airborne troops,
many other factors affect the selection of D
day and H hourt: but a dominating factor
must always be the high casualty rate inflicted
by aimed machine-gun fire. Unless it can be
guaranteed to the army that the enemy beach
defences can be neutralised by naval gunfire
or air attack or both—or by smoke—it is felt
that darkness will always be chosen for the
first waves to reach the beach. “ Husky ” gave
but poor opportunity for judging the soundness
of our choice since surprise was unexpectedly
attained ; but it is felt that, had the enemy
been resolute and alert, it would have required
more than the gun support actually available
if the soldicrs were to be landed in daylight
without heavy casualties. Bomber forces were
not available since they were occupied in
neutralising the enemy air forces.

Admiralty footnotes:

* The Western Task Force was an American Task
Force under the command of Vice-Admiral H. K.
Hewitt, US.N. The publication of the report of the
Naval Commander Western Task Force is a matter for
the United States Navy Department, and this report is
therefore not included here.

t+ H hour—the time at which it is planned that the
first wave of landing craft should * touch down® on
the beach for the assault.
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Preparation, Training and Mounting.

11. The training and mounting of *“ Husky ™
proceeded under difficulties, particularly in the
case of Force “ B * of the Eastern Task Force,
and to a lesser extent of the Western Task
Force. Both these forces had to establish their
base facilities in captured ports which had been
considerably demolished, namely Sfax and
Sousse for Force “B ”, and Bizerta and Tunis
for the Western Task Force. Great credit is
due to all concerned that these difficulties were
ably surmounted in the time available. Force
“B”, in addition to other difficulties, was faced
at short notice with the task of capturing
Pantellaria but the task was taken in its stride
and successfully accomplished without preju-
dice to “ Husky ”, of which operation indeed
it was an essential preliminary.

12. The reception and absorption in the
station of the great number of landing ships
and craft, and the establishment of their bases,
presented a heavy problem to both navies. The
probable performance of these craft, manned
as they were by new and inexperienced officers
and men but recently enrolled in their respec-
tive services, gave cause for some anxiety, and
in the early stages of training they caused some
slight wavering of confidence among the troops
they were to land. The manner in which they
buckled to and met and overcame their in-
experience can best be measured by what they
achieved, and deserves the highest praise.

13. Another cause of anxiety at this stage
was the large demand for movement of troops,.
airmen and vehicles to their staging points or
bases for the attack. This involved heavy and
continuous running by the landing craft at
times when they should have been training, and
fear was felt, not only that their training would
be inadequate, but that their engines would
not stand the strain. These fears were happily
disproved, and in fact the sea training provided
by these voyages must have stood them in good
stead. That the craft themselves withstood
the extra wear and tear is a tribute to those
who designed and built them.

14. Additional difficulties in the way of train-
ing and mounting arose from late arrival of
craft and material. This was particularly so
in the case of Force “ A >t of the Eastern
Task Force which received its L.S.T.si
extremely late and had little or no opportunity
of trying and practising with pontoons. This
portion of the force was also separated by 900
miles from the L.C.T.s§ which were to form
a part of its assault. A high standard of
staff work was required to knit these scattered
components into an operational whole.

15. The Western Task Force was more for-
tunate in that opportunities for training and
mounting were undisturbed, and all ships were
concentrated.  Although this force also
suffered to some extent from late arrivals and
rushed planning, as compared with the Eastern
Task Force the Western Task Force was much
better placed sirice the U.S. warships came into
the Mediterranean for the specific purpose of
the operation, and only very slight calls were

Admiralty footnotes: .
* Force “ B ”—a British Task Force under the com-
mand of Rear-Admiral R. R. McGrigor, C.B. :
t Force ““A»—a British Task Force under the com-
mand of Rear-Admiral T. H. Troubridge, D.S.O.
t L.S.T.—Landing Ship, Tank.
§ L.C.T.—Landing Craft, Tank.
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made upon them for extraneous duties on the
station. In the case of the Eastern Task Force,
all ships, belonging as they did to the normal
forces of the station, were heavily and con-
tinuously employed right up to the date of
sailing for the operation, and in but few cases
took part in any rehearsal or training. That
their duties were performed so adequately
when the time came reflects highly alike on
the adaptability of their ships’ companies and
on the standard of maintenance achieved in
spite of many months of arduous service at sea.

Collection of Beach Intelligence.

16. Much credit is due to the officers and
men of the beach reconnaissance parties for
their arduous and hazardous effort to obtain
details of the beach gradients and sand bars.
Credit is also due to the submarines of the 8th
and 10th Flotillas which worked on beach
reconnaissance in company with these parties.

Their casualties in this operation were un-
fortunately heavy ; apart from natural dislike
of such losses, the possibility of capture always
gives rise to anxiety on grounds of security.

Location of Headquarters.

17. Much discussion was devoted to the best
location for the combined headquarters from
which the three Commanders-in-Chief should
conduct the operation. Various alternatives
were explored in an effort to find a common
site satisfactory to all, but in the end communi-
cations problems, and, to a lesser extent, lack
of suitable accommodation, caused an unde-
sirable dispersion in that though the navy and
army headquarters moved to Malta from
Algiers, the Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief
found himself unable to move from his exist-
ing headquarters at Marsa, where he was in
close touch with his main forces.*

1 am sure Malta was a wise choice from both
naval and army viewpoints, and apart from an
unexpected assault of sandflies which devas-
tated my staff, the arrangements were in all
respects excellent.

18. The separation of the Commanders did
not in the event have serious reaction, but was
manifestly undesirable and might have proved
extremely awkward had things begun to go
awry. In particular the navy and the air are
closely interdependent in a sea assault, and
with the exception of the coastal air compon-
ent, the air plans of the operation had all along
appeared to the other services to be somewhat
nebulous, and their day-to-day exposition was
necessary to make the picture clear.

The Approach and Assault.

19. The co-ordination and timing necessary
to ensure the punctual concentration of this
vast force in the assault areas, presented a
problem of some complexity. The problem
was to some degree complicated by the great
distances over which the forces were initially
dispersed}, by the need for deceptive routeing

Air Ministry footnote:

* Besides the accommodation and communications
difficulties mentioned, time did not permit of the Air
Officer Commanding-in-Chief changing the elaborate
arrangements for controlling the air operations from
Marsa.

Admiralty footnote:

t Some of the British assault force was sailed from
Egypt and the First Canadian Division from the Clyde.
Part of the American assault force was mounted in the
U.S.A., making only a short call at Algiers and Oran on
passage to the assault beaches.
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to avoid disclosure of intention, by the bottle-
neck presented by the Tunisian war channel,
and, finally, by the requirement for topping
up the fuel of escort vessels before their arrival
in the assault area.

Very detailed orders were issued regarding
the routes and timing of the approach, backed
up by track charts and the inevitable “ Mickey
Mouse ” diagrams which are in my view
essential to the clear understanding of a prob-
lem of this nature. Even so, everything
depended, as always, on the seamanship and
good sense of individual commanding officers
and on the smooth working of the berthing
and fuelling organisations of the several ports
concerned.

My confidence in their abilities was not
nllislilaced. The operation ran like a well-oiled
clock.

20. The only incidents which occurred to
mar the precision of this remarkable concen-
tration were the loss by submarine attack of
four ships in convoy, the CITY OF VENICE
and ST. ESSYLT in K.M.S. 18B on the 4th
July, the DEVIS in K.M.S. 18B on 5th July,
and the SHAHJEHAN in M.W.S. 36 on the
6th July. The passage of the convoys was
covered most effectively by the operations of
the North-West African Coastal Air Force,
of No. 201 (Naval Co-operation) Group, of
squadrons operating under Air Headquarters
Air Defence, Eastern Mediteranean, and, on
D -1 day, of the North-West African Tactical
Air Force Squadrons based on Malta. Their
problem was one of a complexity equal to
our own. It was solved with comspicuous
success, since no bomb was dropped on any
convoy—the majority were not sighted by
enemy aircraft—and all reports showed that
the fighter cover was excellent.

21. An aspect of the approach which
caused me concern was the slow speed of the
L.C.T. convoys, and the necessity for their
arrival at the assault beaches well before first
light to provide the supporting arms the army
needed. Throughout the planning stages, the
estimates of speed of advance allowable for
L.C.T. convoys had continually to be lowered
as experience was gained. In the end it
became clear that not more than 54 knots
could be counted upon in safety, even in calm
weather. I was not sanguine of our ability
to maintain surprise at any time after 1200
on D -1, since it appeared beyond doubt that
the enemy must by then become aware of our
concentration south of Malta: but it appeared
to be beyond the wildest expectation that he
should be unaware of the L.C.T. convoys which
must be within 20 miles of his coast at sunset.

It is, I suggest, a matter of urgency that some
means be devised of landing supporting arms
at an early stage from craft whose speed is
at least in the region of that of the average
infantry assault ship, if tactical surprise is to
be aimed at.

22. Little anxiety had been felt on the score
of weather, which is so rarely bad in the
Mediterranean at this time of year. Never-
theless, plans had been made whereby a post-
ponement of 24 hours could, if necessary, be
ordered as late as 1200 on D-1. Beyond this
time it was felt impracticable to disturb the
march of events, and it was also expected
that in the event the weather would have
sufficiently disclosed its intentions by this time.
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Such was not the case however—at 1200 D - 1
the wind was blowing force 4 from the north-
west but there was no evidence of imminent
increase and no question of postponement
arose. By 1700 the wind was force 6 to 7%
and a nasty sea had risen. It was manifestly
too late for postponement but considerable
anxiety was felt, particularly for the small
craft convoys making up against the sea. The
wind mercifully started to ease from 2330 on-
wards, by H hour it was slight, and by morning
had ceased, leaving only a tiresome swell and
surf on the western beaches.

Attainment of Surprise.

23. This little blow had various effects but
the most noteworthy was its contribution to
our unexpected success in gaining complete
surprise. The very efficient cover plan and
the deceptive routeing of the conmvoys both
played their parts. In addition the vigilance
of the enemy was undoubtedly relaxed owing
to the unfavourable phase of the moon to which
we had been so uawillingly subjected. Finally
came this wind which indeed came dangerously
close at one time to making some, if not ali,
of the landings impracticable. These last
iwo, to us, apparently unfavourable factors had
actually the effect of making the weary Italians,
who had been alert for many nights; turn
thankfully in their beds saying “tonight at
any rate they can’t come! ”

But they came.

The Landings. .

24. In consequence of the wind not all
assault waves reached the beach at H hour,
but none was seriously late. Some of the
L.C.T. convoys were very late, the most being
that for Barx East} which was six hours
late, having furthest to go against the wind.
One L.C.T. was swamped and capsized. The
performance of the small craft of both nations
in this period was most creditable. They made
valiant efforts to keep their rendezvous and in
large measure were successful.

25. The assaults were landed in all sectors
in the right place, nearly at the right time and
with negligible opposition. In some areas
some interference was encountered after day-
light from coast defence and shore batteries,
but in most cases they were readily silenced
by ships’ gunfire and the landings proceeded
steadily with no appreciable interference other
than the swell.

The Western Task Force, on their exposed
western beaches, bore the brunt of opposition
both by gunfire and surf, the latter par-
ticularly at CeENT} beaches which were most
nearly a lee shore. Losses of craft by
broaching in this area were considerable.
That the surf was in no wise allowed to inter-
fere with the smooth progress of the landing
reflects highly on the determination, resource
and sound training of the Western Task Force.

Admiralty footnotes:
* Definitions in the Beaufort scale of windforce—
1)Force 4—moderate breeze (11-15 m.p.h. at sea
level);
Force 6—strong breeze (21-26 m.p.h. at sea level);
Force 7—high wind (27-33 m.p.h. at sea level).

t BARK East—one of the British assault beaches
(see Plan).

+ Cent and DIME—American assault beaches, west of
the Eastern Task Force assault area. DpMe beaches
were in the vicinity of Gela; Cent beaches were south-
<ast of Gela, at places between DmME and Cape Scalambri,
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26. After the landings the troops moved
steadily inland on both fronts, apparently
encountering but little opposition except
inland of Gela in the DIME* area of the
Western Task Force, where the floating
reserve (Kool Force) was ordered to be landed
in support. A determined counter attack by
the Hermann Goering Panzer Division started
to develop in this area from 0900 on D day
and had some success, reaching almost to the
beaches on the evening of D + 1. Naval gun-
fire played a prominent and praiseworthy part
in stopping and turning this attack, being
notably effective against tanks. By 2230 on
D + 1 the situation had been restored and no
further serious threat to the security of our
bridge-heads developed.

Syracuse was entered by our troops at
2100 D day and the port swept and open by
0830 D + 1.

Air Action during the Assault.

27. The degree of air opposition encountered
in the assault and later could by no means
be described as serious; but caused some
casualties among shipping and had some
nuisance value,

In this respect the Western Task Force was
less fortunate than the Eastern Task Force
and was somewhat bothered, particularly by
fighter bomber aircraft coming low over the
hills from inland in such a manner as to evade
detection by radar,

28. The provision of S.E.{ fighter cover in
the assault areas prior to the capture of
adequate Sicilian airfields, presented a diffi-
cult problem to the Air Command, with only
the limited airfield facilities of Malta, Gozo
and Pantellaria lying within reasonable fighter
range. The number of fighter sorties necessary
to maintain even squadron stremgth in both
assault areas was prodigious.

The Air Command had to strike a balance
in the allotment of their resources between the
value of defensive patrols and offensive action
at the enemy airfields—both having the same
object—the security of the assault from enemy
air interference.

It was pointed out in my operation order
that much of the air’s effort would be unseen
by the naval forces, and the strength of fighters
to be expected was outlined.

29, By results I consider that the air appre-
ciation was proved sound. To one who had
fought through the Mediterranean campaign
from the beginning it appeared almost magical
that great fleets of ships could remain anchored
on the enemy’s coast, within 40 miles of his
main aerodromes, with only such slight losses
from air attack as were incurred.

The navies (and consequently the armies)
owed a great debt to the air forces for the
effectiveness of the protection afforded them
throughout the operation. Nevertheless, there
was palpably room for improvement in the
close air cover of the assault areas, and, in
particular, in the effectiveness of the liaison
between the Naval Force Commanders and the
fighter forces upon which they had to rely.
This improvement was in fact effected in the
next major amphibious operation which was
undertaken in this theatre.

Admiralty footnote:
* (See foot note } of previous column.)
t S.E.—single engined.







