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III The Maritime Origins of the Italian Crisis of 1917

FABIO DE NINNO

W e must consider the presence of bread in this country as [being] as 
necessary as that of ammunition for war.”1 These words were part of 
a letter written in November 1916 by Antonio Salandra, Italy’s former 

prime minister, to his successor, Paolo Boselli. At that time, Italy had been at war 
for a year and a half. Its declaration of war, on 24 May 1915, had been followed by 
a harsh land campaign along the mountainous border with its historical enemy 
Austria-Hungary. However, the preoccupation expressed by Salandra was with 
something that came not from the mountains but from the sea. Growing short-
ages of food were reported across the country. Grain imports were falling, because 
German and Austro-Hungarian U-boats were dealing extensive damage in Medi-
terranean shipping lanes and inflicting severe losses on transports bound for Italy. 
The danger of a supply crisis was looming on the horizon. In 1917, finally, the crisis 
materialized, peaking during the months before Italy’s greatest defeat in the war, at 
Caporetto (24 October–15 November 1917).

Salandra’s words remind us of the centrality that naval warfare as a form of eco-
nomic warfare assumed during the First World War, in the forms of the blockade 
imposed on the Central Powers by the Entente and the counterblockade strategy 
adopted by Germany, utilizing submarines and surface raiders to attack the en-
emy seaborne communications. Histories of the Great War at sea have long ac-
knowledged the centrality of this maritime confrontation for the naval strategy, 
operations, and tactics of the conflict.2 Studies have also analyzed how naval warfare 
affected the plans for economic warfare, blockade, and the internal fronts of bel-
ligerent powers. These developments have been accompanied by an intense debate 
on the nature of the British blockade.3

Anglo-German confrontation is at the center of all this analysis—not surpris-
ingly, because both countries were at the core of the naval war and each aimed to 
starve the other in the attempt to win the conflict.4 In doing so, however, each of 
the two powers exercised a substantial degree of influence on the allies of the other: 
Austria-Hungary for Germany and Italy and France for Britain. The history of the 
effects of naval warfare on all these countries is somewhat neglected, and only in 
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recent years, mainly in France, has more attention been dedicated to the role of 
naval warfare in the national narrative of the Great War, seeing it as a “history to 
rediscover.”5 The Great War at sea, however, has not figured largely in Italian histo-
riography. Some influence of the crisis of supplies on the internal front in 1917 has 
been acknowledged, but these effects are often overshadowed by the greater focus 
on the internal front and the army.6 Some recent publications have argued that Ital-
ian effectiveness in protecting national maritime traffic was comparable to or even 
better than that of the rest of the Entente. However, these statements concentrate 
only on the convoy system, without considering the broader picture of the Italian 
shipping and distribution system or the geographical distribution of losses.7

The Italian victory in the war depended on the capacity of the Regio Esercito 
(Italian Royal Army) to defeat its Austro-Hungarian counterpart. However, the 
army relied for its supplies of food and weapons on an economy very vulnerable 
from a maritime perspective. Italy lacked raw materials, a major strategic weak-
ness, while its merchant fleet was inadequate to acquire resources abroad and was 
in any case poorly mobilized, making the country dependent on foreign shipping. 
The conduct of naval warfare by the Regia Marina exercised substantial negative 
influence on the Italian capacity to acquire supplies. National weaknesses worsened 
the impact of increasingly global submarine warfare. The first phase of unrestricted 
submarine attacks (4 February 1915–5 June 1915) hit mainly trade around the Brit-
ish Isles; Italy was neutral. The later concentration, from October 1915 to the end of 
1916, of submarine attacks in the Mediterranean, where the U-boats could operate 
more freely than in the Atlantic, inflicted heavy losses on Italian transports. The 
third phase (properly the second campaign) of unrestricted warfare (from 1 Febru-
ary 1917 onward) hit both the Atlantic and Mediterranean, with a prevalence in the 
former but heavy losses also in the latter.8 Italy took prolonged damage, because it 
was engulfed in the second and third phases for their entire durations.

Together these problems created the maritime origins of the Italian crisis of 
1917, which risked pushing Italy out of the war. The crisis demonstrated the ef-
fectiveness of a U-boat campaign against a country with such vulnerability to this 
form of economic warfare, comparable to that of a nation-island like Britain. Ana-
lyzing the maritime origins of the Italian crisis can contribute to a reassessment of 
both the national and global narratives of the conflict, possibly allowing a better 
understanding of how profound the impact of submarine warfare during the First 
World War was.

During the Great War, the first major Italian maritime weakness was structural: 
dependence on seaborne trade. From 1900 to 1913 the Italian economy experienced 
strong economic growth. Gross domestic product grew by 44 percent, and the coun-
try entered its first phase of massive industrialization.9 Nevertheless, Italy remained 
a poor country, with the largest part of its active population (59 percent in 1911) 
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employed in a backward agricultural sector. In vast areas of the South production 
was unable to go beyond subsistence farming, and imports had to compensate for 
insufficient agricultural output.10 The peninsula also lacked almost every strategic 
raw material necessary for a modern industrial economy: coal, iron, and oil all had 
to be imported.11 During prewar years imports soared to support industrial produc-
tion, increasing the dependence on seaborne trade, as shown in table 1.

Italy’s merchant fleet was in-
sufficiently large to deliver these 
goods. A strong protectionist pol-
icy had been set up during the pre-
war period to support merchant-
ship production for the national 
navigation companies and thereby 
achieve independence from foreign 
merchant fleets. Nevertheless, ship-
yards preferred the more profitable 
warships sector.12 Also, navigation 
and shipping were heavily subsi-
dized, so as to maintain even un-
profitable routes. As a consequence, 
the merchant fleet grew only from 

820,000 tons in 1890 to 1,282,115 tons in 1914, despite a tenfold increase in port 
movements, and retained a high percentage of sailing ships compared with other 
merchant navies (27 percent in 1914).13 With a merchant fleet unable to fulfill their 

needs, Italian importers turned to foreign 
freighters, as shown in table 2.

The early effects of this vulnerability 
were already emerging during the period 
of Italian neutrality (3 August 1914–24 
May 1915). Supporters of neutrality ar-
gued that Italy could bargain with both 
sides and raise imports from elsewhere 
(mainly the United States). Instead, the 
blockade measures introduced by the En-
tente produced the opposite effect. Indeed, 
during the fall of 1914 trade measures hit 
the economy hard, because Britain and 
France restricted Italian trade to avoid re-
exportation to Germany.14 The Entente’s 
wartime needs for transports reduced 

Total 23,554,289 100%

Italian 8,928,532 37.9%

British 6,653,678 28.2%

Greek 2,619,020 11.1%

Austro-Hungarian 1,466,921 6.2%

German 1,225,294 5.2%

Norwegian 650,761 2.8%

Spanish 573,606 2.4%

Danish 337,923 1.4%

Dutch 334,459 1.4%

French 147,461 0.6%

Table 2 
Seaborne Transportation in Tons to Italy by Nationality (1912)

Source: “Movimento di tutti i porti del regno con riguardo alla nazionalità 
dei bastimenti, Tonnellate di merce sbarcata,” ASI, II, III (1913), p. 215.

Total 
Importation

National  
Production

Largest Exporters  
to Italy

Coal 10,834,008 701,081 United Kingdom (9,397,132)

Scrap iron 326,230
603,116

France (78,340),  
Germany (71,340)

Raw iron 221,608 United Kingdom (112,550), 
Germany (71,370)

Wheat 1,810,733 4,615,300 Russia (881,546), Romania 
(319,447), Argentina (297,321)

Oil 150,030 6,752 United States (98,350),  
Romania (34,780)

Table 1 
Importation and Production of Strategic Raw Materials in Tons (1913)

Source: ASI, II, IV (1914), pp. 157, 227–33.
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availability for the Italian trade, rapidly increasing transportation costs: between 
November 1914 and February 1915, average freight costs per hundred kilograms 
rose from three to eleven shillings and almost tripled for coal. Food prices in the 
main cities rose between 4 and 11 percent in comparison with the previous year, 
mainly owing to increased transportation costs.15 The effects on the Italian economy 
were staggering: in the second half of 1914, imports fell by 45 percent and exports 
by 49 percent. Faced by the risk of economic collapse, Italian industrialists pressed 
the government to join the war on the side of the Entente.16 It was a first taste of the 
impact of seaborne blockade on the Italian economy.

The war introduced new variables. The closure of the Dardanelles and the 
impossibility of reaching the traditional import markets of Romania and Russia 
by land caused a significant shift in the importation of foodstuffs. In 1913, those 
countries supplied 41 percent of Italian food imports; in 1916 the United States 
and Argentina jumped to, respectively, 54.6 percent and 19 percent; later, in 1917, 
Australia and British India rose to 25.8 percent and 14.7 percent of the total. Coal 
remained predominantly of British provenance: 87.4 percent in 1916 and 78.1 per-
cent in 1917.17 To fight its war, Italy found itself dependent on these sources as never 
before, making it more exposed to German submarine warfare, which from 1915 
harassed the world’s sea-lanes.

Geography, natural resources, and the small size of the merchant fleet were cer-
tainly problems. However, Italian weaknesses were multiplied by unpreparedness 
for economic warfare at sea. The capacity of submarines to inflict damage on trade 
was a surprise for all the great powers. Prewar Britain, where strategic culture was 
deeply rooted in institutions, was already preparing the country for commerce de-
fense and attack.18 In contrast, the Italian Navy and even more so the government 
were thoroughly surprised by the capabilities of submarines, as postwar major naval 
thinkers admitted.19 Before the war the Italian Navy lacked even an in-depth view 
of commerce defense as part of its strategic thinking and naval planning. Possibly 
this shortcoming reflected its recent fighting experience, very limited and marked 
by the battle-fleet clash of Lissa (1866). Until the Great War, battle-fleet and deci-
sive engagements dominated Italian naval strategic thought. Despite some influ-
ence from the Jeune École in the 1870s, blockades and economic warfare attracted 
little attention among Italian naval thinkers.20 The merchant fleet was under the 
authority of the Navy Ministry, but prewar Italian plans and naval conventions with 
the Austrian allies paid no attention to trade defense, concentrating instead on the 
possibility of decisive engagements against the Austrian or French fleets. Potential 
attacks against British shipping, outside the northern entrance of the Suez Canal, 
were forecast only in the 1913 naval convention between Rome and Vienna.21 In-
deed in August 1914, at the outbreak of war in Europe, the Chief of Naval Staff, Vice 
Adm. Paolo Thaon di Revel, expressed the opinion that Italy should stay neutral in 
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view of the British intervention. However, he linked that choice to fear of a possible 
joint action by Anglo-French fleets to destroy the Italian Navy more than to the risk 
of a blockade.22 The failure to plan economic warfare had a substantial impact on 
all aspects of naval warfare, regarding both mobilization of the merchant fleet and 
the conduct of naval operations.

Regarding the first aspect, a major obstacle was that Italy’s production of new 
merchant ships remained limited. During the war the Italian shipbuilding indus-
try began significant expansion, fueled by public subsidies and expectations of in-
creased profits from wartime production, rising freight costs, and the necessity to 
replace losses. However, the absence of centralized control by the ministry, priority 
given to military construction, lack of raw materials, poor management, and low 
technological skills prevented Italy from producing enough new ships.23 The gov-
ernment hoped that shipping companies would enlarge their transportation capac-
ity by acquiring ships abroad. Indeed, in August 1916 a decree established total tax 
exemptions for profits obtained through new steamships, whether constructed in 
Italy or elsewhere, acquired within the next two years.24 However, navigation com-
panies’ profits were rapidly shrinking owing to losses and low profitability, and little 
money remained to buy new assets.25

In December 1916, larger companies such as Ansaldo drafted plans to purchase a 
number of ships in the United States.26 However, their attempts were stopped by the 
growing difficulty of insuring them. In March 1917, Ansaldo bought two merchant-
men (Eagerness, of 5,050 tons, and Lovli, 11,000 tons), but the Istituto Nazionale 
Assicurazioni (National Institute for Insurances), charged by the government with 
repaying wartime losses, offered to guarantee only half their value.27 Only in August 
1918 did a law force the institute to insure ships for their full worth—with the side 
effect of limiting the maximum coverage allowed.28 As a result, between 1915 and 
1917, Italy built only 115,058 tons of new merchantmen and bought 66,929 tons 
abroad. Much more significant was the acquisition, in 1915, of 251,188 tons of for-
mer enemy vessels blocked within Italian ports.29

Enlisting crews for merchantmen was another huge problem. Until 1917, navi-
gation was exempted from military law and crews were answerable only to their 
companies. Nevertheless, during the fall of 1916 and early 1917 shipowners “had 
difficulties in recruiting the personnel necessary to substitute [for] those who do 
not want to remain on board.” Even on requisitioned vessels, under the direct con-
trol of the government, crews often “tended to disembark evading the [relative] 
prohibition, committing a serious act of indiscipline.”30 Only in March 1917, in the 
middle of the severest U-boat offensive, did a decree put the merchant navy crews 
under military law.31

The functioning of the Italian merchant navy was awkward in other ways as well. 
During the prewar period, shipowners who believed that proposed compensations 
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were too small hampered legislative projects for wartime mobilization. On 21 Janu-
ary 1915 a decree authorized the requisitioning of merchant vessels for war pur-
poses and charged a “Commission for Requisitions” in the Navy Ministry with this 
duty. By June the commission had agreed to pay two-thirds of market price for 
requisitions, on the basis of the rates fixed by the British Admiralty Transportation 
Arbitration Board.32 The navigation companies put up stiff resistance. As a result, by 
October 1915 only 109 steamships out of the 949 registered had been requisitioned 
(sixty-five by the navy alone, to haul coal). The rest of the merchant fleet continued 
to operate under a free market, creating a mixed system of requisitioned and free 
navigation based on time-chartered freights.33

The lack of a single government agency for shipping produced serious inef-
ficiency. Ships often changed the type of cargo transported (coal instead of wheat, 
etc.), and often sailed with their holds not fully loaded. Loading and unloading in 
ports was disorganized and not entirely under the control of state authorities, with 
consequent delays.34 Italian freight rates were higher than those of other countries, 
reaching by 1916 “phantasmagorical heights.” In January, to keep prices down, a 
new fees system was introduced based on the ratio between the tonnage of goods 
transported and miles traveled. Although more efficient and cheaper, the system 
was not extended to all merchant vessels but instead was employed only for critical 
services.35

The government tried to improve mobilization by establishing the Commissione 
centrale per il traffico marittimo (Central Commission for Maritime Traffic), on 
7 February 1916, initially under the Navy Ministry but from July 1916 under the 
new Ministry for Maritime and Railroad Transportation. Officially the commission 
had jurisdiction over the entire Italian merchant fleet. In reality, the administrative 
process remained divided between the former Commission for Requisitions and 
the new board, which fixed contracts and tariffs for requisitions, while the Office of 
the Chief of Naval Staff retained the authority to call for the requisition of vessels.36

Difficulties grew after the spring of 1916. Parliament put the Boselli government 
under heavy pressure, because it had been unable to control the prices of shipping 
(or their effects on the living costs of the population) and because navigation com-
panies argued that the free market was more efficient in keeping freight costs down. 
Such was the influence of the shipping companies that in late November 1916 they 
were still lobbying the government not to arm merchant ships against submarine 
attacks.37 As a result, in January 1917 the “goods transported / mile traveled” sys-
tem was abolished, going back to a partially free market while the number of ships 
requisitioned jumped to 340 in November 1916 and 345 in June 1917, contributing 
to a further rise in costs.38 It is then not surprising that soon after the war one of 
Italy’s leading economists, Epicarmo Corbino, found that these policies, the direct 
consequences of prewar protectionism and thus of the high political power of the 
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navigation lobby, had been ineffective for acquiring new ships or lowering freight 
costs.39

The lack of a sufficiently large merchant marine forced Italy to rely on inter-
national shipping, mainly British. This dependence had significant consequences. 
First, the country was subject to rises in international freight rates. This point is 
especially relevant for coal, the raw material for which Italy was most dependent on 
imports. To limit transportation costs for its allies, Britain introduced a Coal Freight 
Limitation Scheme in May 1916. Initially intended for France, it was extended to 
Italy in October.40 Still, during the fall of 1917 only part of the coal sold to Italy was 
carried on discounted rates (50½ shillings per ton), mainly the stocks allocated for 
the Italian state and armed forces. The rest (and the largest part) of the Italian im-
ports was paid for at market prices, at that time around 185 shillings.41 Indeed, not 
even Britain could stop the rise in international prices of shipping caused by the war, 
and during the critical year of 1917 coal and phosphates freight to Italy experienced 
a twentyfold increase compared to 1914, as shown in table 3.

Further, Britain could use ship-
ping as an instrument of political 
pressure on Italy. In fact the Italian 
declaration of war on Germany in 
August 1916 happened in exchange 
for a promised rise (which never 
materialized) in coal shipments 
from 600,000 to 850,000 tons per 
month.42 Meanwhile, Italy was sub-
ordinated to British interests and 
decisions. During 1915 London put 

six hundred ships at the disposal of France and Italy, but in May 1916, pressed by 
national exigencies, the British Shipping Control Committee reduced the quota. 
Nor did the institution of an Inter-Allied Shipping Committee (January 1917), with 
Italian representatives, improve the situation.43 It is not surprising that during May 
1917 the Italian minister of agriculture, Giovanni Ranieri, complained to Sidney 
Sonnino, the minister of foreign affairs, that “practically, it is the English govern-
ment that decides and organizes: it tends to prioritize its own needs; next, it is 
influenced mainly by France, which hosts the British Army; we are the last, we 
always have to insist strongly to get our needs satisfied, and we are limited to being 
provisioned on a day-to-day basis.”44

The latter was an exaggeration but reflected the Entente’s increasing problems 
in finding the necessary ships to supply Italy. On numerous occasions during 1917 
the British government expressed awareness of the critical situation of Italian sup-
plies. The difficulty was that of assembling a sufficient number of merchantmen, 

Coal from Cardiff to Italy in  
Shillings per Ton 1914 1915 1916 1917

Genoa 8/8½ 33/½ 79/5 170

Naples  8/11¾ 32/2 75/3 79/2

Palermo 8/9¾ 30/5½ 77/3 n.a.

Phosphates from Tunisia to  
Genoa in Italian Lire 

    6 9.5 26.6   100

Source: Fortini, “La marina italiana nel 1922,” p. 42.

Table 3



 THE MARITIME ORIGINS OF THE ITALIAN CRISIS OF 1917 27 26 NEW INTERPRETATIONS IN NAVAL HISTORY

allied and neutral, to ship coal and grain to the peninsula when British and French 
transportation was also affected by the deficit (American ships started to make a 
difference for Italy only in 1918).45 However, this shortage was now made acute 
more by the Italian losses than by allied unwillingness. During 1915–16 the Italian 
merchant fleet lost 303,322 tons of ships, and its losses continued to grow in the 
next year. During early 1917, allies and neutrals (mainly Greece) were able to in-
crease the capacity at the disposal of Italy but not sufficiently to compensate for the 
continuing Italian losses. The deficit accumulated in 1915–16 was never replaced. 
(See, in general, table 4.)

All this explains why during the period 1916–17 goods delivered to Italy by Brit-
ish merchantmen declined much less than did those transported by Italian vessels, 
which in fact experienced a sharp fall in 1917, as shown in figure 1. The result was 
that by the end of 1916, because allies and neutrals could not compensate the Italian 

Month December January February March April May June July August

Italian 
merchant 
fleet

1,552,416 1,531,534 1,511,144 1,439,275 1,435,249 1,396,509 1,384,983 1,339,863 1,295,863

Allied 342,133 356,853 367,473 366,573 370,553 361,229 367,829 342,909 343,009

Neutrals 301,715 318,005 342,490 447,387 466,711 440,471 404,838 363,071 347,161

Total 2,196,264 2,206,392 2,221,107 2,253,235 2,272,313 2,198,209 2,453,031 2,157,650 1,986,033

Source: Ministero dei trasporti marittimi e ferroviari, Direzione generale del traffico marittimo, Appendice “alla situazione n. 34 del naviglio 
mercantile sotto controllo italiano al 1 Settembre 1918.” Riservatissimo. Tav. II, Tav. III, Tav. IV, Rdb, b. 499, f. 1, AUSMM.

Table 4   
Ships at the Disposal of Italy, National and Foreign (December 1916–August 1917)

1914 1915 1916 1917
Italian 15,890,522 15,571,165 15,003,357 9,851,243

British 5,760,721 6,844,827 6,038,751 5,600,096

Others 7,507,133 5,195,021 4,113,201 2,400,083
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Fig. 1  
Total Movements of Goods 
in Italian Ports (1914–
1917, in tons), Italian, 
British, and Others

Source: ASI, II, IV (1915), p. 231; V (1916), p. 203; VI (1917–18), p. 257.



 THE MARITIME ORIGINS OF THE ITALIAN CRISIS OF 1917 27 26 NEW INTERPRETATIONS IN NAVAL HISTORY

deficit by increasing their contributions, there was a constant shortage of tonnage 
for Italian transport needs.

By early 1916, Italy’s maritime vulnerability had placed it in a grim situation: 
imports had to come from farther away and at far higher cost than in the past, and 
there was a growing shortage of ships to carry them. In March the minister of the
navy, Camillo Corsi, explained the effects of this situation to the parliament:

The war imposed changes in the routes of maritime commerce. We are today obliged to 
search [for] products, earlier available in European states, beyond the oceans: the grain, 
which arrived in a significant part from the Black Sea . . . today we have to buy in America  
at a more than quadruple distance. . . . Foreign technical reviews recently announced that  
the Gulf was [i.e., the ports in the Gulf of Mexico were] available to freight at [a price of] 320 
shillings for Genoa if there will be a relevant tonnage. However, because there is no available 
capacity to satisfy the request, it was announced [that there would be] a likely rise of [prices 
for] this freight due to the [foreign] competition.46

Increasing prices and scarcities of consumer goods resulted by 1916. Between 1916 
and the first half of 1917, however, direct losses of merchant ships to German (and 
Austrian) U-boats made these difficulties a national emergency. 

The general conduct of naval operations in the Mediterranean is well known, 
mainly thanks to the transnational work of Paul Halpern.47 However, there are 
still questions to be analyzed. First, the Italian naval war effort was split between 
the Adriatic and the Mediterranean. The Italian Navy, in accordance with the war 
aim of gaining supremacy in the Adriatic, always asserted the primacy of opera-
tions there.48 For example, in October 1917, when the crisis of Italian supplies had 
reached its peak, Revel rejected a British request to provide more escorts to divert 
some shipping from the Atlantic to the Mediterranean so as to improve Italian de-
liveries.49 Between January and April 1918 Revel repeatedly opposed requests by his 
prime minister, Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, to divert light naval forces from the 
Adriatic to the Mediterranean for escort duty. According to Revel, the Italian Navy 
had a “debt of honor” with the country regarding the Adriatic (to avenge Lissa), 
and destroyers and torpedo boats were needed to escort capital ships in case the 
Austro-Hungarian fleet sought a decisive engagement.50 In the end, Revel’s behav-
ior reflects the substantial autonomy of the army and navy in the conduct of the 
war, sometimes bypassing even the authority of the government. It also explains the 
constant conflicts between Italy and its allies regarding the deployment of forces in 
the Mediterranean.51 The navy’s predominance in defining the political objectives 
of the naval war created a split between its vision of the conflict and the country’s 
necessities. Lower priority for the Mediterranean also meant that Italy counted 
more on Anglo-French resources for antisubmarine warfare. 

A first major consequence of the war in the Adriatic was that the entire Ital-
ian eastern coast was almost closed to civilian shipping. In 1915 and early 1916 
traffic shifted entirely to the ports of the Tyrrhenian and Ligurian Seas, mainly 
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Genoa, Savona, Leghorn, and Naples.52 Until the reduction of traffic in these ports 
as well caused by U-boat attacks, they experienced jams and problems in distribut-
ing goods, problems exacerbated by a shortage of railway cars caused by the army’s 
needs.53

In 1916, according to a study by the Naval Staff, 93 percent of the ships directed 
to Italian ports moved along the routes from Gibraltar to the Tyrrhenian and Li-
gurian Seas (72 percent to the north and 20 percent in the south), only 7 percent 
from Suez to Italy.54 By early that year the German U-boats, initially operating under 
the Austrian flag, were concentrating their efforts in the Mediterranean to avoid 
provocations against the United States. They were harassing British transports on 
the Gibraltar–Suez route and increasing their attacks on the shipping lanes that 
supplied the peninsula. Owing to the concentration of Italian trade, the Gibraltar–
Genoa route become a “shooting gallery.” Here during 1916 submarines sank ap-
proximately 239,308 tons of ships, 109,077 tons of which were Italian. August 1916 
saw the Italian merchantmen suffer the most during the war, losing 57,819 tons of 
ships, 40,291 tons on the Gibraltar–Genoa route alone.55 It was only a fraction (25.6 
percent) of the global losses suffered at the hands of German U-boats, but it was a 
highly significant part of the tonnage directed to Italian ports. Widespread panic 
was reported in Italian western coastal cities (Genoa, Leghorn, and Civitavecchia), 
and in October Ansaldo, not only a shipbuilder but Italy’s leading weapons manu-
facturer, based in Genoa, warned that losses on this route risked causing delays in 
production.56 Finally, in 1916 U-boats hit the even more vulnerable Italian sailing 
ships hard, destroying over 57,000 tons of these ships. As a result, in October Corsi 
restricted sail navigation from longer routes, further diminishing tonnage available 
for extra-Mediterranean transport.57

To improve coordination of antisubmarine warfare in the Mediterranean, the 
Entente held a conference in Malta (March 1916), dividing the Mediterranean into 
eleven patrolling areas distributed among the powers. The conference also estab-
lished “suggested routes,” proposed passive defensive measures, and assigned the 
overall coordination of antisubmarine warfare to the French admiral Louis Dar-
tige.58 In reality, however, by summer 1916 neither the French nor the Italians had 
enough destroyers and torpedo boats to patrol their areas. Losses and the need to 
escort both the battleship forces that were blocking the Austrians in the Adriatic and 
troop transports to the Middle East also reduced their availability. By the summer of 
1916, a substantial number of patrol ships were in procurement, even in Japan. The 
Italian Navy alone ordered a hundred vessels, but by the end of 1917 only sixty-five 
had been acquired.59

The antisubmarine effort also suffered from the primitive antisubmarine tech-
nology of the time, still based on decoy ships (Q-ships) and ineffective barrages of 
antisubmarine nets, such as in the Otranto Strait. Effective antisubmarine weapons, 
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such as depth charges, were still developing. Not until 1917 did hydrophones and 
improved aircraft bring greater efficiency to finding enemy submarines.60 Italians 
lagged behind their allies in technological development: only in the second half 
of 1917 did the physicist Antonino Lo Surdo develop the first experimental hy-
drophones, and procurement proved difficult.61 The MAS boats (motoscafo anti- 
sommergibile, antisubmarine motorboat) were another attempt; 299 were built, 
but their range was limited and navigation capabilities insufficient for open-water 
operations in the Tyrrhenian, Ligurian, and Mediterranean. Aircraft employment 
was more efficient, in particular after the institution of an inspectorate for air and 
submarine weapons (9 April 1916), and the naval air force underwent a major ex-
pansion. In 1918 there were 526 seaplanes and 92 other aircraft, but they were con-
centrated in the Adriatic. In 1917, the construction of seven new air stations for 
airships, necessary for antisubmarine patrolling, started along the Tyhrrenian and 
Ligurian coasts, but only four (at Palermo, Bagnoli, Corneto Tarquinia, and Piom-
bino) were completed before the end of the war.62

Limited resources explain a December 1916 report by the Italian Naval Staff that 
Italian and allied antisubmarine defense was highly ineffective. The report argued 
that enemy errors of navigation and their own mines caused a third of U-boat losses; 
only 6 percent were lost to antisubmarine barrages, 14 percent to decoy ships and 
the same to naval gunfire, 12 percent to allied submarines, 8 percent to mines, and 
6 percent to ramming. Even more important, decoy ships and antisubmarine bar-
rages, particularly in the Otranto Strait, were declining in efficiency, so much so that 
their effectiveness could already “be considered null.”63

Introduction of convoys was a possible way to improve defensive measures. At 
the end of 1916 the Italian Naval Staff analyzed the option but rejected it, because 
there were not enough escort ships.64 In February 1917, Revel argued that convoys 
would represent an “experimental and hazardous” solution. He believed it was pref-
erable to arm all merchantmen and equip them with radios.65 Nevertheless, a major 
improvement came with the appointment on 27 February 1917 of an ispettore per 
la difesa del traffico marittimo nazionale, inspector for the defense of national mari-
time traffic. The inspector, Vice Adm. Giuseppe Mortola, had jurisdiction over all 
matters regarding submarine defense, both at sea and on land, and was charged with 
discussions with allies and neutral powers.66 These developments in antisubmarine 
warfare reflected a common trend within the Entente: in December 1916 the Royal 
Navy set up the Anti-submarine Division, and exactly one year later the French 
established the Direction générale de la guerre sous-marine.67

Mortola was convinced that it was better to concentrate the few antisubmarine 
units available on protecting convoys, especially on the vital Gibraltar–Genoa route, 
than to disperse them in patrolling sea-lanes. On 11 March 1917, after some experi-
mentation in the preceding month, the convoy system was made mandatory on the 
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Gibraltar–Genoa route, prioritizing Italian, allied, and neutral ships that were car-
rying goods for Italian ports.68 By 19 May 1917, forty-five convoys with 150 ships 
had passed between Gibraltar and Genoa without loss.69 Nevertheless, this success 
had a price in terms of commitments, which, in combination with the Adriatic re-
quirements, explained the unwillingness of the Regia Marina to share escort ships 
with its allies.70 It also massively reduced the availability of units for the defense of 
Italian coastal waters assigned by the Malta conference.

For example, during the summer of 1917 U-boats concentrated their attacks in 
the Strait of Messina, harassing coastal traffic between the mainland and Sicily, im-
peding supply to the island and causing protests to Rome from local authorities. To 
defend the strait Revel was able to dispatch only four destroyers, one torpedo boat, 
eight cutters, and five MASs, while for the rest of Sicily, with its 1,632 kilometers 
of coastline, no more than two torpedo boats, six cutters, six MASs, and seven sea-
planes were available. Vice Admiral Mortola insisted that these were all the forces 
available, because of the Adriatic and other antisubmarine commitments.71 Italian 
difficulties were owing partly to the high level of attrition suffered by the fleet; many 
units had been lost or put out of service. Also, maintenance and new construction 
were made difficult by the scarcity of raw materials, further contributing to the re-
duction of antisubmarine effectiveness. By December 1917, the Italians’ best hope 
to improve their submarine defenses rested on the involvement of Americans, for 
which Revel heavily pressed Adm. William S. Sims, commander of the U.S. Naval 
Forces Operating in European Waters.72

A major problem was the defense of coastal trade, on which Italy now relied 
especially heavily with its railway system at its limits owing to the shortages of coal. 
The Regia Marina tried to react by improving coastal defenses, and by the end of 
1917 employed over seven thousand men against possible landings of spies and of 
smugglers that were resupplying U-boats. At the beginning of 1918 there were sixty-
seven “refuge points” for merchant ships, armed with 291 guns, all along the Italian 
coastlines.73 The measures were merely palliative, however, and losses in coastal 
waters grew continuously (see table 5).

The average tonnage—that is, the size of indi-
vidual ships—sunk in coastal waters was small and 
diminished during the war. Here U-boats sank 
mainly small sailing vessels often used for internal 
communications, the losses of which by the end of 
1915 were already causing significant damage to na-
tional commerce.74 In early 1917, this traffic plum-
meted. Countermeasures adopted by the navy were 
ineffective, because submarines attacked merchant-
men faster than the defenses could react or the ships 

Year Number Tonnage Average Tonnage 
(per ship sunk)

1915 10 19,917 1,991.7

1916 65 65,290 1,004.4

1917 181 107,011 591.22

Source: Calculation based on “Lista delle navi mercantile italiane perdute 
per cause di guerra.” Ufficio del capo di stato maggiore, Ispettorato per la 
difesa del traffico marittimo nazionale, Rdb, b. 499, AUSMM.

Table 5  
Italian Losses in Coastal Waters 
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seek refuge. The minister of the interior, Vittorio Emanuele Orlando, ironically 
argued that the navy nevertheless certainly “did not lack the most serene optimism” 
regarding the effectiveness of coastal defenses.75 Such was the damage inflicted on 
this traffic that in July 1917 Mortola and the Ministry of Transports agreed to fur-
ther restrictions on sail navigation, now allowed only in case of “unavoidable supply 
necessities.”76 The main consequence of the reduction of coastal trade was that by 
the summer some major coastal population centers in the south—including Naples, 
at that time Italy’s largest city—experienced even further difficulties in obtaining 
already scarce wheat. Nor could the local authorities improve transportation by rail, 
because coal was insufficient to increase train movements.77

Italian improvements were limited in their effects also because the war against 
submarines depended on a joint effort by the Entente. A major setback was the op-
position by the British Admiralty to introducing convoys, deeming them ineffective 
until the spring of 1917.78 The second round of German unrestricted submarine 
warfare, which began on 1 February 1917, wrought havoc, despite the entry of the 
United States into the war on 6 April 1917. April was the enemy’s most successful 
month: 860,000 tons of shipping was sunk, 277,984 tons of it in the Mediterra-
nean.79 Losses in the Atlantic too affected transportation to Italy; for example, of the 
374,494 tons lost by the Italian merchant navy in 1917, 152,061 (40.5 percent) were 
in the Atlantic.80 In the Mediterranean, the allies reacted with the Corfù conference 
of 28 April–1 May 1917, which devised a unified command and introduced the 
convoy system on selected routes. However, it was not until the London conference 
(4–5 September 1917), and thanks to American pressure, that convoys were intro-
duced extensively in the Mediterranean.81 Indeed, enemy submarine presence in 
the Mediterranean peaked in October 1917, when thirty-two German and fourteen 
Austro-Hungarian submarines were operating there, as well as four German boats 
at Constantinople.82 That moment corresponded with a worsening of the Italian 
crisis. The German and Austrian navies were aware how deeply their effort against 
Britain was affecting Italy as well.83

The trend analyzed above underlines the fact that although the Gibraltar– 
Genoa route, the most dangerous in 1916, was largely secured during the following 
year, losses grew in other areas, mainly the Atlantic and the Italian coastlines, as 
figure 2 shows.

The point about the Atlantic is significant as showing how interconnected were 
the various naval fronts (and with them, land fronts): the German submarine at-
tacks in the Atlantic directly and heavily influenced Italian shipping. In the first half 
of 1917 the shipping crisis, now inflated by the losses in the Atlantic, grew month 
after month, reducing deliveries of the raw materials and food necessary to fuel the 
national war effort. As Revel pointed out to Boselli in May 1917, “The campaign 
conducted by submarines against the maritime traffic, if [it] has not given to the 
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enemies the results they expected, [has,] however, produced a sharp reduction in 
the already scarce tonnage available for the kingdom[’s] importations of coal, wheat 
and raw materials needed for national life and wartime necessities.”84

In June 1917, Boselli was forced to replace the war and navy ministers. Rear 
Adm. Arturo Triangi took the latter ministry. During a closed-door meeting of the 
Chamber of Deputies the new minister admitted he did not foresee a solution for 
the transport crisis. He also envisaged that the entry of the United States into the 
war would absorb ships, reducing further their availability for Italy. The news of his 
statement in the press had a bad effect on public opinion at a moment when the 
situation was worsening day by day. Triangi was forced to resign on 15 July, just one 
month after his appointment, and was replaced by Vice Adm. Alberto Del Bono.85

The incident was an important indication that Italian imports were now reach-
ing the breaking point. The Mediterranean shipping lanes had been under heavy 
attack by U-boats since 1916, exposing Italian vulnerabilities in geographical, struc-
tural, and naval terms and resulting in prolonged losses of transports and of im-
ports. The crisis, already present at the end of 1916, was intensified by the further 
punishment inflicted by submarines during 1917, with their severe effects on the 
country’s economy. A full survey is not possible here, but we can focus on two key 
resources, coal and food, and some consequences of their scarcity. According to 
various sources, 800,000 tons of coal per month had to be imported: 740,000 were 
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men by Area (in tons)
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necessary for the Italian economy to function, 60,000 to sustain the Italian fleet’s 
activity.86 However, imports never reached that volume during the final quarter of 
1916 and the first half of 1917 (see table 6).

Nor was it possible to substitute for seaborne imports. Attempts to introduce 
French coal proved of little effect: only 197,056 tons arrived between March and 
August 1917, because of the poor state of land communications along the Alpine 
frontier.87 Coal reserves, nearly two million tons in November 1916, dropped to 
900,000 tons in March 1917, and shortages did not allow restoring the reserves 
during the following months.88

Coal-supply problems affected even the Regia Marina, which had to share its 
stockpile with the civilian administration and the army. In May 1917, Revel pro-
tested to Boselli about the constant requests for coal by the government. In August, 
the navy’s stockpile fell to 450,000 tons. That month another 75,000 were allocated 
to other administrations from the navy reserves, while the fleet consumed 56,400 
tons and acquired just 16,768 tons.89 Dwindling reserves and subsequent preoc-
cupation with a reduction of the fleet activity remained constant well into the first 
part of 1918.90

The scarcity of coal had a significant impact on the railway system, despite 
increased consumption of domestic lignite (low-grade, soft coal). Train activity 
diminished and travel time increased, with resulting delays in the distribution of 
goods and food.91 Shortages of coal also affected urban transportation and public 
illumination; by the end of 1917, according to Orlando, public services were oper-
ating at full efficiency in only eight cities, while over 130 were experiencing severe 
restrictions.92 Thanks to submarines, 1917 looked cold and dark for Italian cities.

Coal shortages delayed production of armaments and the extraction of strategic 
raw materials, including sulfur, vital for the manufacture of explosives. Alfredo Dal-
lolio, Italy’s minister for armaments production, faced in a large part of 1917 con-
stant materials-supply problems: for example, in March 1917 the steel stockpile was 

1916 1917

Month July August September October November December January

Imports 999,673 769,403 810,316 798,864 630,960 519,960 480,055

1917

Month February March April May June July August

Imports 449,911 353,116 435,953 419,130 441,381 373,173 374,962

Source: Situazione di tutte le merci importate via mare.

Table 6 
Monthly Italian Importations of Coal (July 1916–August 1917, in tons)
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down to 60,000 tons, less than two weeks of consumption.93 Less production meant 
fewer working days and lower salaries for workers, making them less able to afford 
the rising cost of food and worsening general living conditions.94 Indeed, food re-
strictions were common to all European countries during the war, because agrarian 
societies cannot mobilize a huge number of men for their armed forces without 
diminishing agricultural output.95 In Italy, army mobilization (4.2 million men, 2.5 
million of them farmers) increased food consumption, because rations were larger 
than was usual in civilian life. The requisition of animals and diminished imports of 
fertilizers played their 
parts.96 A poor har-
vest in the summer of 
1915 led to rising food 
prices (up 53 percent 
between July 1914 and 
April 1916) and the 
necessity to increase 
imports. For example, 
in March 1916 im-
ports of 325,000 tons 
per month were re-
quired to sustain the 
internal consumption 
of wheat.97 After July, 
that requirement was never met, as shown in table 7.

In November 1917, Silvio Crespi, general commissioner for national provision-
ing, estimated in his diary that Italy now needed 400,000 tons of imported grain 
per month, while median arrivals in the previous months were down to 70,000 
tons. “The Provinces live on a day to day basis [provided] by the incoming ship,” 
Crespi noted. “When a ship is torpedoed, many others had to change their route. . . .  
[A]lmost every day there is a torpedoing.”98

The decline of imports led to increasing restrictions on food access for the popu-
lation. On 2 August 1916 rationing was introduced for civilians, and in November 
the Entente powers agreed to centralize the acquisition of grain in a new “Wheat 
Executive” to respond to the growing difficulties.99 Meanwhile, importations of 
foodstuffs continued to remain below what was necessary during the fall of 1916 
and first months of 1917. Meat, already scarce on the tables of Italians, almost disap-
peared, and average prices for meat and cereals were driven up by freight costs and 
losses: in 1917 they were 266 percent higher than those of 1913.100

The unrestricted submarine warfare and the poor harvest of 1917 pushed the 
situation to the brink. The winter was unusually cold and harsh, with so little coal for 

N. America S. America India Australia Total

July 1916 261,920 88,490 350,410

August 1916 177,678 59,541 237,219

September 1916 145,650 42,411 188,061

October 1916 122,753 29,215 151,968

November 1916 82,682 53,156 135,838

December 1916 126,591 40,490 4,156 16,750 187,987

January 1917 90,826 41,366 25,934 23,334 181,460

February 1917 98,888 29,416 22,317 9,938 160,559

Source: Situazione di tutte le merci importate via mare, pp. 3–4.

Table 7 
Importations by Sea of Grain (July 1916–February 1917, in tons)
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domestic heating, and during the first months of 1917 protests against the war and 
the famine erupted almost everywhere.101 Shortages and inflation worsened living 
conditions, causing rising social tension and strikes, in particular in the “industrial 
triangle” of Lombardy, Piedmont, and Liguria.102 Protests against the war intensi-
fied earlier in areas more vulnerable to maritime pressure, like Sicily. Between April 
and June losses of merchant ships led to an almost-total collapse of Italian imports: 
southern Italy simply ceased to receive wheat and could not replace imports with 
local production.103 In August, Turin, Italy’s second-largest industrial city, exhausted 
its supply of grain, and the prefect asked for urgent shipments from the procurement 
branch for supplies. The answer was that it was impossible; the ports simply were 
not receiving any more food:

It is argued that the commissariat was supposed to carry [a] regular supply of grain from 
the disembarkation centres and to establish a depot in Turin. If only we can! No we can’t, 
because the disembarkation centres, in other words, the harbour’s warehouses, were and 
are empty—due to the missed or delayed arrivals . . . , importations are rapidly dwindling—
stop[ping]—actually I’ve to inform S.V. [Signoria Vostra, Your Excellency] that from now 
and until September we can forecast only a few arrivals from abroad, hoping for an intensifi-
cation only by October.104

Here we can see the deep interconnection between submarine warfare, food 
shortages, and social tensions. Indeed, on 21 August, less than two weeks later, a 
revolt erupted in the city lasting until 28 August, when the army restored order at the 
cost of over fifty lives. The revolt marked the start of a rapid rise in strikes and pro-
tests all over the country, interrupting military production. These events reflected 
the growing war-weariness and pacifism in the population and caused fear in the 
ruling classes that a revolution could break out as in Russia.105

The food crisis between 1916 and 1917 was so harsh that restrictions also hit the 
army. Daily rations for frontline units, already inferior to those of European coun-
terparts, dropped from 863 grams in December 1916 to 703 by November 1917.106 
In part, the reduction was caused by the need to increase availability for the civilian 
population. It was at the beginning of 1917 that frontline units experienced short-
ages. According to the army’s Bureau for Provisioning, the transport crisis hit the 
Regio Esercito’s acquisition of wheat. By summer there was flour enough for only 
ten days, and the bureau distributed it to armies on a day-to-day basis until Octo-
ber, again too late to avoid the crisis.107 Soldiers on leave participated in the civilian 
protests regarding the scarcity of food, potentially spreading the poor morale of the 
population into the army.108 Food shortages played a significant role, in combination 
with war-weariness and harsh discipline, in depressing army morale before the di-
sastrous battle of Caporetto. Ultimately that defeat had military causes, but the poor 
state of army morale, indirectly caused by the U-boat sinkings, transformed it into 
a rout, which allowed the Central Powers to get as far as the Piave River and capture 
280,000 prisoners and 3,150 artillery pieces. The defeat destroyed the government: 
on 30 October, Boselli was replaced by Orlando.109
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The Italian conduct of the war caused many of these problems, but famine and 
shortages were pivotal in leading to crisis: U-boats pushed the Italian internal front 
to within one step of collapse. It was no coincidence that just as Caporetto was be-
ginning the Italian government pressed its allies to increase food transports by sea 
to keep widespread unrest from worsening into revolution: “In view of the shortage 
of this year’s grain crops in Italy, the Italian Government decided in order to avoid 
risking a revolution owing to lack of food, to divert some 75 steamers of a total ton-
nage of 374,000 tons to the grain trade. They calculate that these vessels will convey 
an additional quantity of grain to Italy amounting to 120,000 tons per month.”110

Indeed, the crisis of food and coal supplies caused by submarine warfare nearly 
strangled Italy. Soon after Caporetto the allied powers, fearing that Italy might exit 
the war and thereby significantly threaten their own military situations, agreed to 
reinforce transports to Italy and create the Allied Maritime Transport Council to co-
ordinate shipping.111 Ultimately allied efforts, in combination with the declining ef-
ficiency of enemy submarines late in the war (itself owing to convoys and improved 
antisubmarine warfare), allowed the restoration of Italian supplies, preparing the 
victory of 1918—but that is another piece of history.112

The Italian transport crisis of 1917 shows how nearly decisive the influence of 
the maritime front was for the Italian war, illustrating to how great a degree the First 
World War was a maritime war and how maritime realities shaped it, as Norman 
Friedman recently noted.113 If we look at the major maritime power of the time, 
Great Britain, despite heavy losses suffered by its shipping it could double its grain 
reserves even at the peak of submarine warfare in 1917 thanks to efficient manage-
ment of transport and supplies.114 The internal situation of Italy in the same year 
seems to have been more similar to those of Germany and Austria-Hungary than to 
that of Britain. Both Central Powers had been suffering from the British blockade 
since 1914, and lack of food and raw materials was “shattering” their societies, in-
creasing nutrition and health problems that fueled the internal moral collapse, and 
playing a significant role in preparing their defeat in 1918.115 In Italy, similar effects 
were caused by unrestricted submarine warfare, which interreacted with structural 
weaknesses. Lack of raw materials and geography were inherent problems, but poor 
mobilization of the merchant fleet and the primacy of the Adriatic in Italian naval 
strategy sharply worsened the situation. The crisis of supply in Italy late in the war 
was well on the way to causing the same effects that it had in Germany. In the short 
term, the army saved the situation by holding at the Piave River, to which it had 
fallen back after Caporetto. Nevertheless, in the previous two years and in the one 
to follow the country’s capacity to participate in the conflict depended on the sea 
and on naval warfare, notwithstanding that it was a continental country fighting a 
war in the Alps.

Analysis of the maritime origins of the Italian crisis of 1917 helps shape the per-
spective of the national narrative of the Great War. In small part it redefines the 
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overall view of the conflict. It is worth noting that similar internal crises affected 
other Mediterranean countries as well, such as Greece and Spain, in the same pe-
riod. In Italy’s case, the Entente blockade and German submarine warfare had major 
economic and political effects.116

Lawrence Sondhaus has pointed out that victory and defeat in the Great War 
came first from the sea and then from the land.117 This was also true for Italy. Un-
derstanding the impact of submarine warfare as an economic form of war is a key 
to understanding the Italian history of the Great War. It profoundly influenced the 
internal front and as a consequence the conduct of the war on land. It also had a 
significant impact on the political life of the country, both during the conflict and 
later. Italy’s naval and maritime problems also affected the general war effort of its 
allies.118 Finally, there is one last relevant point to make—that the crisis had a signifi-
cant impact on Italy’s vision of sea power and its strategic culture. Indeed, after the 
war the economic shock caused by German submarines in 1916–17 was an impor-
tant factor in Fascist ambitions for a navy capable of dominating the Mediterranean 
sea-lanes and a merchant fleet capable of transporting Italian trade autonomously.119 
Analysis of the naval and maritime origins and effects of the Italian crisis of 1917 can 
contribute to reassessment of the current view of the 1914–18 naval war, underlining 
how strongly naval warfare influenced continental powers other than Germany and 
contributing to new and perhaps more global interpretations of the naval history of 
that conflict.
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