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Picture 1: A manned torpedo in action in the famous and impressive painting by Rodolfo Claudus, property of the Italian Navy. The intruder riding the "pig" is intent to cutting the steel nets which defend the entry of an enemy bay.
202.762 tons of enemy tonnage sank, 72.190 of which were combat ships, including 3 battleship, 1 heavy cruiser and two destroyers is the goal reached by the Navy assault group of our navy during the World War II.

The “incursori” (submarine diver commandos) were attached to the fictional X Flottiglia MAS (10th MAS Flotilla) for secrecy reasons; armed with peculiar technological weapons they would eventually succeed in actions aimed to destroy enemy ships and bases.

The reader is suggested to read about the chronology and the warfare techniques of the operations of the assault boats (or manned torpedoes) as described in the beautiful book by Mario Sperini and Erminio Bagnasco “I mezzi d’assalto della X flottiglia MAS” (The assault boats of 10th MAS Flottilla); it’s interesting to remember that the results of this squad, the complex organization and the careful planning of the operations were a starting point in our Combat navy, without precedents in the maritime warfare.

The actions accomplished by the aggressors were the result of an incredibly meticulous training carried on by men chosen for either their incredible physical strength and their mental determination to reach the selected goal even at the extreme.
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Picture 2: The Honour Badge for the personnel of the Assault Detachment of the Royal Italian Navy, authorised with the order sheet dated 11th and 12th July 1943: left the Royal Ciphers version, on the right the Savoy Shield alone version.

The insignia

With the purpose of award the personnel of the assault boats, it was issued a further honour badge beside the one authorized with the order sheet 11 and 12 July 1943, that was the Long Navigation Badge for the assault boat personnel.

The further honour insignia, authorized by the same Order sheet, is different since it is not awarded as a speciality insignia as the Long navigation badge, but it’s awarded only as consequence of the actions accomplished and the results achieved during a mission.

The insignia, created upon express will of the King and Emperor, was awarded for life through a numbered award document, and it was a golden and enamelled pin, made in the shape of the Savoy shield, with a narrow blue border, with a red cross on a white background, topped by the Royal Crown, painted red in the inner cap. Superimposed on the shield there are the crossed ciphers “VE”( for those who performed, during the ongoing  war, one or more actions with the assault boats, aimed to forcing enemy bases or bays that resulted in the sinking or damaging of combat or merchant ships by his proper conduct and skill. The same insignia is awarded also to the personnel who, carried by the assault boats, sank or damaged enemy units in the open sea. This shield enriched with royal ciphers could be awarded also to commanding officer of the ships used to transport the manned torpedoes near to the mission targets, but solely upon decision of the commander of X MAS  and only if the circumstances had evidenced that the skill of the officer and his determination were essential to the mission result. 
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Picture 3: A popular image of the manned torpedoes.

The Honour badge without Royal ciphers was reserved to the personnel who performed with the assault boats missions aimed to force enemy ports and bases or ambushes before the enemy shores which didn’t result in sinking of ships. Also the same insignia, yet upon discretional decision of the Commander of X MAS, could be awarded to the commanding officers of the ships which transported the manned torpedoes team. Both insignias, with and without ciphers, bear on the reverse the inscription “Per il Re e la Bandiera” (For the King and the Flag) together with the name of the men awarded and the number of the award, there was also the chance of engraving the date and place of the mission for which it was awarded.

This insignia could be awarded solely by an express proposal of the commander of the X MAS and awarding the version with Royal ciphers excluded the further awarding of another one without.

This insignia could be awarded also in memory of KIAs, MIAs or prisoners, granting to the closer relative, restricted to mother, father, wife, elder son or brother, of the deceased or missing person the right to wear it lifetime.

Except the cases of posthumous award, it should be worn on uniform until the end of the war, on the left breast, 1 cm over the ribbons bar or in place of that if absent. If there were other badges fixed, it should not be surmounted by any of those but placed on their side, to the extreme of the row toward the shoulder.

An extraordinary insignia

Examining the awarding regulations, it appears the will to prize, with such extraordinary sign of honour, the men who had constantly and under any circumstances pursued heroic acts, which has been already rewarded with the military value insignias. The graphical aspect of the badge recalled the highest traditional sign of that age: the name of the king and the crest of his dynasty; this insignia, in its highest grade, bears the monogram granted to the trooper prized for their extremely courageous individual actions during the Great War (“Arditi”, “the darings”). As consequence, the men on the manned torpedoes, lonely heroes from a different age, either technically and historically, in comparison to those from the Great War would be prized with the same honour insignia: the VE cipher.

The Social Republic

After the armistice and the constitution of Italian Social Republic, the Honour badge for the personnel of the assault boats was confirmed and modified in its design.
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Picture 4: The Commander of the X MAS of R.S.I. Price Junio Valerio Borghese wears over the ribbons bar, between the promotion for war merits badge and the submarine honour badge, the honour insignia for the assault means personnel in the R.S.I. version.

The new insignia was the same for all the personnel and it was designed as a gilt pin in the form of a laurel wreath in the lower half, in the higher half there is the inscription “MEZZI D’ASSALTO”. In the middle of the words It was placed an anchor, with its grip surmounted by the red enamelled X of the X MAS. In the centre, there was a cut out hand emerging from the sea in the act of throwing an harpoon, which is placed diagonally in respect of the axis of the badge.

The requirements issued with the Order on 21 February 1944 and published on the n.6 of the “Marina Repubblicana” (Republican Navy) bulletin on 16 April 1944, although conceptually inspired to the awarding regulations of the monarchy, they had been adapted to the real operational capabilities of the squadrons armed with the manned torpedoes of the X MAS of R.S.I..
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Picture 5: The honour badge for the assault means detachment in the R.S.I. modified version designed upon a draft drawn by the first liutenant, Military valor gold medal, Mario Arillo. In the Royal Navy Arillo was the commander of the mythical submarine "Ambra" (Amber), the carrir of the manned torpedoes.  He was awarded with the Italian Armed Forces highest award for the forcing of the bay of Algeri (December, 12th 1942). During his enrolling in the R.S.I. he was in charge of the manned torpedoes of XMAS a after he was in charge of the Operative Command of the Tirrenean Sea.
The awarding requirements were issued in regard of only one version of the badge and they referred to mission accomplished by “GAMMA” men  (scuba divers – frogmen) and personnel assigned to “siluri lenta corsa” (slow run torpedoes: the assault boats/manned torpedoes), while the personnel of M.T.S.M. (small torpedo launcher motorboats) was instead rewarded solely after a mission which included the torpedo launching or fire engagements with the enemies or the patrols in search of the enemies.
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Picture 6: Award document of the honour badge of the assault means bade, authorised by the X MAS Assault means Command of R.S.I.. Note the Commander Arillo signature on the bottom.

The post war period

After the end of the war and the proclamation of the Italian Republic, the regulations stated in the Order sheet in date 11 and 12 July 1943 were integrally reconfirmed, although the insignia form had to be changed considering the new political institutions.

The new honour insignia is made in the shape of a square shield, divided in four quarters each representing the heraldic ensign of the Marine Republics of ancient Italy (Venice, Genova, Amalfi and Pisa). The shield is mounted on a pair of crossed swords and topped by the naval crown. This badge made in gilt metal takes the place of the previous grade enriched with the Royal ciphers while the silvered one substitutes the version without ciphers; both versions are engraved on the reverse with the word MEZZI ASSALTO and the number of the award, rank and name of the man awarded. 
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Picture 7: The Republican version of the honour badge bears on the reverse the name of the crewman awarded. The specimen in the photo, below the inscription MEZZI  ASSALTO bears the number of the award document, the rank, the speciality and the name of the awarded man.

This insignia was presented again to the personnel already awarded with the monarchic version and delivered also to those in the former Royal Navy, though awarded during the war, who couldn’t materially receive it because of the defective organization and bureaucratic obstacles carried by the events of the last year of war.

The skill gained during the conflict by the personnel of the manned torpedoes and the technological know-how of engineers made possible the reconstruction of an assault group in the new Marina Militare.

Today, moral and technical tradition of X MAS members of the Italian Royal Navy are living in the present age through the CON.SUB.IN. men, Teseo Tesei Group, a formidable scuba divers commandos group, recognised world wide for operational capabilities and individual skills.

Addenda

In 1961, in occasion of the 20th anniversary of the heroic exploit of Alexandria, the Ministry of Defence decided to award a further honour insignia to all the veterans of the assault means. This sign, a very unusual  event in Italian military traditions, was a solid gold ring manufactured by the world famous jeweller Bulgari; it bears on the front, engraved in subtle bas relief the symbol of the republican style Honour badge. It was conferred by the Navy Chief of Staff to all the undersea assaulters: scuba divers and “GAMMA”men (manned torpedoes crew) who were engaged in combat actions during World War II. The engraving, made through rare and excellent manufacture, reproduces the breast honour badge in a specular  image with the scope to obtain on the wax seal the correct shape of the insignia. Made by Bulgari of Rome, it is certainly the most unusual and rare Italian official award.
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Picture 8: In 1961, in occasion of the 20th anniversary of the heroic exploit of Alexandria (December 19th 1941, the Ministry of Defence decided to award a further insignia to all the veterans from the assault means detachment. Very unusually this insignia was conceived as a solid gold ring manufactured by the famous jeweller Bulgari, bearing a symbol the honour insignia in the republican version.
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Picture 9: After the proclamation of Italian Republic the rules of the awarding the honour badge for the assault means personnel were confirmed, though of a new design without monarchy symbols. On the left the golden version which took the place of the previous one with the Royal Ciphers, on the right the silver version which  corresponded to the version with the Savoy shield alone.

( Note of the translator: these ciphers stand for Vittorio Emanuele II, the king and emperor of Italy till the end of the war.





