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AIM

The aim of this review is to recommend whether or not those who suffered the risk and rigour of the siege of Malta from 1st June 1940 to 12th May 1943 should be awarded a small Maltese Cross Emblem, which could be attached to their Africa Star, and to examine who should qualify for such an award.

BACKGROUND

There are several precedents for the attachment of an emblem to the Africa Star - those who served in the 1st Army have a small figure 1 and those who served in the 8th Army a small figure 8.  Members of the Staff of 18 Army Group Headquarters were awarded a small Rose Emblem and members of the RAF could qualify for the clasp "North Africa 1942-43” if they were in support of the First or Eighth Army. The same “North Africa 1942-43” clasp was also awarded to members of the Royal Navy who operated in support of the First and Eighth Army. The island of Malta itself was of course awarded a George Cross, but those who served on Malta were not given any more specific recognition than the Africa Star.

This claim has been initiated by the North West Branch of the George Cross Island Association and has been supported by The Royal Naval Association, Liverpool City Council, Sefton Council and Mr. Joe Benton MP, who has presented a Petition to the House of Commons. All request that the “Risk and Rigour” suffered by the defenders of Malta should be recognized by the award of a small emblem in the shape of small Maltese Cross to be attached to their Africa Star Campaign Medal.

RISK AND RIGOUR

The battle for Malta was one of the most significant of the Second World War.  The loss of Malta as a base for allied naval and air operations against the resupply route of the German Forces in North Africa would have had strategic implications for the whole war. The success of the Royal Navy and R.A.F in sinking German ships carrying fuel and ammunition to General Rommel stopped his advance to Cairo and the Suez Canal. From January to April 1941, for example, 10,636 tons of German shipping was sunk on their way to North Africa. For this reason the German and Italian Navies and Air forces were tasked to “neutralize the island.”   From the effective start of the siege on 11th June 1940, when Italy entered the war, to the 13th May 1943, there were 3332 air raids, some of which lasted for 24 hours. The worst month for air raids was April 1942, when the Germans and Italians launched 9,500 sorties against Malta and over 6000 tons of bombs were dropped. 11,450 buildings were destroyed.

The defence of Malta can legitimately be described as heroic, on the part of all the services concerned, as well as the people of Malta themselves. Large numbers of enemy aircraft were downed by fighter action, and anti-aircraft fire, and aircraft based in Malta contributed significantly to attacks elsewhere.

Civilian casualties numbered 1,581, with over 400 killed. Military casualties are not known with accuracy, but there are 169 World War Two graves of military personnel in Commonwealth War Graves on Malta.

Shortage of food was a major issue. In the spring of 1943, daily army rations were reduced to 11 oz bread, 4 oz tinned meat, 1 oz tinned milk, 1 oz sugar, 1.5 oz tea, 1 oz tinned potatoes, 2 oz tinned vegetables and 1 oz margarine.  Civilian rations were less than this.
There was also an acute shortage of fuel, medical supplies and clothing. 

It was only the successful arrival in Malta of resupply convoys, especially in the first half of 1942, in the face of severe enemy action and losses, which enabled Malta to sustain its defence. This epic endeavour is epitomised by the convoys Stoneage, Pedestal and Portcullis, and the arrival in Valletta of the heavily damaged tanker S.S. Ohio in August 1942. At that stage supplies of fuel had all but run out. As the Official History of the War in the Mediterranean states: “If the convoys in June had not arrived, Malta would have fallen without any effort on the enemy’s part.” 

On the 17th April 1943 King George V1 bestowed the unique award of the George Cross on the Island.  “To honour her brave people I award the George Cross to the island fortress of Malta to bear witness to a heroism and devotion that will long be famous in history.”

The intensity of the bombardment of Malta and the resultant privations at least matched, if they did not exceed, the risk and rigour of the other recipients of an emblem to be attached to their Africa Star.  In the Official History of the War in the Mediterranean General Rommel is quoted as saying: “Malta has the lives of many thousands of German and Italian soldiers on its conscience.” 

NUMBERS

The Historical Branches of the Army, R.A.F. and Royal Navy have been consulted to determine the number of servicemen who might qualify for a small Malta Cross emblem. The Army figure is approximately 30,000, which includes local forces. The R.A.F. figure is approximately 16,500. The Royal Navy have submitted a figure of 250,000. 

The Royal Naval Historical Authority believes that, when considering the defence of Malta, it is necessary to include all naval vessels that were in the Mediterranean in the period covered by the Africa Star, not just those stationed in Malta, or having called at Malta at some stage. To justify the figure of 250,000 they point to the mobility and flexibility of the naval forces, with ships moving in and out of the Mediterranean frequently; the fact that ships that were lost or damaged were replaced from outside the theatre; the need to take into account smaller ships, of which there were significant numbers, and support ships; the merits of those on convoys which never actually reached Malta because their ships were sunk or damaged; and the turnover of crews between deployments. 

However, they have provided a figure for those from the RN who did actually reach Malta and can therefore be said to have served there: approximately 60,000.

MALTESE VIEWS

We have tried to establish informally whether the current Maltese government would welcome the award of this emblem. However, they are unwilling to give a view without an official approach from HMG, which is not possible when no such award has been agreed or even discussed by HD Committee. There is no obvious reason to suppose they would object to it – on the contrary – and in any case since it would be mostly an award to British and other non-Maltese personnel, their locus is not clear, except in relation to Maltese local forces.

CONCLUSIONS

The suffering and gallantry of the defenders of Malta, both military and civilian, are certainly comparable to those endured by the recipients of the other emblems added to the Africa Star.  

As far as eligibility is concerned, it was certainly the gallantry and determination of the Royal Navy and Merchant Navy to reach Malta with essential supplies, in spite of terrible losses, that enabled Malta to continue the fight. However, the Royal Navy overall position, that all those ships who sailed in the Mediterranean between 15th June 1940 and 12th May 1943 and qualified for the Africa Star, shared the risk and rigour of those stationed on the Island, and should therefore qualify for any award of a small Maltese Cross emblem, poses problems not only of numbers but also of comparability. If this criterion were adopted, it would necessarily also apply to a much larger number of Army and especially RAF personnel who were also in the Mediterranean and contributed to the defence of Malta indirectly, but were never actually on the Island. Extending it so far, or even only including all those in the Navy in the Mediterranean at the time, would not only make the award of the emblem harder to implement administratively, but also arguably devalue it for those who did do service on the island itself.

RECOMMENDATION

I believe that there is a strong case for the award of a small Maltese Cross to those who took part in the defence of the island, but the question of eligibility is genuinely difficult, given the strength of the RN views recorded above. If these views were to prevail, I believe that it would make the award of the Cross impractical. On balance I believe that the award of a small Maltese Cross should be limited to those who actually served on the Island, in other words were based there or arrived there by sea or air and stayed for at least one day. 

Recipients should have already qualified for the Africa Star. One day’s service on the Island, between 1 June 1940 and 12 May 1943 (i.e. the same dates as the Africa Star itself), should qualify for the small Malta Cross emblem. This would include Merchant Navy seamen who successfully reached Malta. 

The cost is hard to calculate precisely at this stage, but should be less than £1 million, according to initial Medals Office estimates.
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