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Abstract 

This article examines the content as 

rendered by a small sample of intelligence 

reports issued by the UK Government Code 

and Cypher School (GC&CS) at Bletchley 

Park that address the initial indications in 

Italian communications of Italian regime 

change after Mussolini and considers how 

higher meaning in the texts may not have 

been fully appreciated in the context when 

they were written.  The episode offers 

lessons in grasping context and significance 

in translated material.  

 

1   Introduction 

Archival research of historic intelligence reports 

based on translation and interpretation of an 

adversary’s communications occasionally reveals 

lessons in understanding the larger meaning than 

what is directly conveyed, as an individual 

intelligence report may be analogous to a single 

tile within a larger mosaic.  As one reflects on the 

currently increasing sophistication of neural 

machine translation powered by Large Language 

Models (LLMs), it may be worth considering 

from historical examples the errors in translation 

and interpretation that may arise from incomplete 

contextual awareness or other human factors. 

Intelligence reporting from the UK’s Government 

Code and Cypher School (GC&CS) at Bletchley 

 
1 Millward, in Codebreakers, pp. 20-23.  

Park in the summer of 1943 offer relevant 

examples of the pitfalls of overlooking deeper 

meaning conveyed in an adversary’s 

communications.  

Analysis and reporting of the contents of highly-

encrypted Axis communications took place in 

Hut 3 at Bletchley Park, as soon as signals were 

successfully decrypted in Hut 6.  Decrypted 

signals still in very raw form had to be emended 

to clarify the gaps and reception garbles in order 

to provide coherent German or Italian plaintext 

which would be immediately evaluated for 

urgency and provided to a Watchkeeper for 

translation.  The Watchkeeper’s translated text 

would be checked for accuracy by another 

Watchkeeper, then provided to an Advisor who 

would evaluate it for relevant intelligence content 

and draft an intelligence report.  The production 

of the half-dozen or so Watchkeepers on a shift 

converged at the Hut 3 Duty Officer, who was the 

last Hut 3 authority to review each intelligence 

package for accuracy and distribution before 

release to a Signals Officer for ultimate 

transmission to field commands.  Owing to the 

daily Hut 6 processing rhythm that started with 

the midnight crypto key change of the 

adversaries, followed by the key recovery process 

yielding decrypts for analysis in Hut 3, the 

evening shift in Hut 3 was the busiest.1 

2    Examples 



Despite the exemplary record of GC&CS against 

highly enciphered Axis communications during 

World War II, blindspots are inevitable in any 

human endeavor, including translating and 

assessing content of foreign communications.  A 

GC&CS report issued in August 1943 referred to 

cargo aboard an ME-363 transport aircraft forced 

down in northern Corsica as including, inter alia, 

two “peoples cars”2, clearly a reference to 

Volkswagen, the manufacturer of light, general 

purpose vehicles for the German military.  This 

linguistic error of translating a proper name 

instead of rendering it in its original form is 

certainly excusable for its time, for in 1943, few 

people outside Germany or German-occupied 

Europe would have been acquainted with the firm 

that was to become the worldwide automotive 

giant decades later.  Only an individual with an 

immersive German language experience after the 

founding of Volkswagen in 1937 could have been 

aware of the vehicle.  The error is both reasonable 

for the context of the time, and fortunately 

insignificant.   

On other occasions, insufficient contextual 

awareness may result in deeper meaning being 

missed in the translated text.  On 30 July 1943, 

five days after Mussolini’s fall from power, two 

reports were issued that provided insight into the 

shedding of fascist symbology by the newly 

established Badoglio government.  The first 

report indicated that Italian aircraft markings 

were to be changed to large black circular spots, 

painting over the fasces symbol at the center of 

the black circle in the extant Italian Air Force 

marking.3  Painting over the fasces carried 

political meaning greater than the narrow purpose 

of aircraft identification, for it removed the 

Fascist Party emblem from the ancient Roman 

insignia of the bundle of rods tied together with a 

protruding ax head, symbolizing the penal power 

of the Roman magistrate or other high official.  

The political act of removing the fasces in 1943 

 
2 GC&CS report ML9605, 012128Z Aug 1943, HW 20/136, 

UK National Archives.  ML9605 refers to a previous report, 

ML9464 of 311401Z Jul 1943 (HW 20/135, UK National 

Archives), identifying the downed aircraft.  

was certainly considered important enough to 

undertake, for repainting the wing and fuselage 

markings on an entire air force was no trivial task, 

particularly during wartime.  

A second GC&CS report issued shortly thereafter 

stated that the Italian Admiralty had issued orders 

on 30 July that the battleship Littorio was to be 

renamed the Italia, and the destroyer Camicia 

Nera was to be redesignated as the Artigliere.4  In 

contrast to the German translation example above 

in which a proper name was mistakenly translated 

verbatim, the significance of the Italian Navy 

vessel renaming is discernible only through 

awareness of the meanings of the proper names.  

Littorio is the Italian word for lictor, the ancient 

Roman official who was responsible for carrying 

the fasces for the Roman magistrate that 

symbolized the latter’s authority.  The vessel 

name similarly refers to symbols appropriated 

from ancient Rome by the fascists.  Renaming the 

Littorio conveyed as much political content as the 

painting over of the fasces on Italian aircraft.  

Renaming the Camicia Nera was an even less 

subtle rejection of the Fascist Party, for Camicia 

Nera translates to Black Shirt, a reference to the 

fascist paramilitary militia.  By contrast, the new 

name, Artigliere, translates more benignly as 

Gunner or Artilleryman.   

Whether the political significance of these 

communications was fully grasped by Bletchley 

Park analysts at the time is uncertain.  No 

commentary was appended to the report text to 

call attention to the political implications of the 

intelligence fact conveyed, but such treatment 

was not unusual for GC&CS reporting during the 

period.  Comments were relatively rare in reports, 

and those that did appear were usually confined 

to interpreting ambiguous indicators of changes 

in military order of battle or force dispositions.  

Such comments were based on background 

material from Bletchley Park’s own reference 

files or from input from intelligence liaison 

3 GC&CS report ML9380, 302114Z Jul 1943, HW 20/135, 

UK National Archives. 
4 GC&CS report ML9382, 302125Z Jul 1943, HW 20/135, 

UK National Archives. 



officers from the War or Air Ministries.  Certainly 

GC&CS was sensitive to the implications of 

Mussolini’s sudden fall from power on 25 July, as 

it had published in sensitive channels for 

specifically named recipients on the 27th a report 

based on orders from German Navy 

communications on contingency measures to be 

taken in light of reports that the Italians were 

negotiating an armistice with the allies.5  

Nevertheless, the absence of a comment drawing 

attention to the political implications of an 

intelligence fact is not itself significant.   

3    Editing Error 

A clue suggesting that the significance of the 

Italian Admiralty orders of 30 July may have been 

missed lies in a handwritten, pen-and-ink change 

to the report.  Occasional handwritten 

amendments, most likely by the Hut 3 Duty 

Officer, to the typewritten message drafts by the 

Advisor commonly added an address group not 

on the original draft or a missing word that the 

typist had overlooked, or corrected a 

typographical error before the report was taken to 

the communications center for encryption and 

transmission.  In the 30 July message based on the 

Italian Admiralty order, pen-and-ink changes 

were made to correct the second spelling of the 

Littorio (proper names and locations were 

repeated likely to ensure clarity against garbled 

transmission) and in the same vein, to change the 

spelling of the vessel name, Camicia Nera, Black 

Shirt, erroneously to Camilia Nera, Black 

Camilia.  This mistaken editing error was almost 

certainly committed by someone who knew no 

Italian, most likely the Hut 3 Duty Officer 

performing the last review of the report before 

release.  The date-time-group (DTG) of the 

report, assigned by the Advisor typing the report 

as the time of origination, indicates this report 

was generated during the busy evening shift, and 

the DTGs of reports originated up to and 

following this report suggest the Duty Officer 

most likely had only a few minutes to review each 
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package.  Operational tempo was a likely factor 

in an all too human error, while the misjudgment 

nevertheless indicates the Duty Officer could not 

have grasped the significance of the name change 

nor considered why the Italian Navy would 

bother.  Like the order to repaint Italian Air Force 

aircraft, changing a naval vessel name would not 

be a trivial matter of merely repainting the stern 

of the ship, but would entail changing numerous 

records at the Italian Admiralty and subordinate 

commands related to administration, 

communications routing, et al.  The editing error 

on the 30 July Italian Admiralty report, most 

likely based on the mistaken assumption of a 

typographical error, is the clearest indication that 

the deeper political meaning of the Italian Navy 

order was missed at the initial production level. 

4    Understandable Oversight 

As with the instance with the Volkswagen 

translation, the initial oversight of fascist 

symbology is understandable.  History is usually 

written when the ending is known and a certain 

perspective reached.  In 1943, the history of 

Italian fascism had not yet been written.  The 

references to the fasces and the ancient Roman 

lictor would likely have been recognized by a 

classical scholar, but the appropriation of these 

symbols and the naval reference to the Black 

Shirts, though discernible only to an Italian 

linguist, would more likely have been recognized 

by a specialist in contemporary Italian politics at 

that time.  The generational dead zone between 

history and current events in any generation may 

have contributed to a contextual blindspot that 

inhibited understanding of the implications of 

these communications in the summer of 1943.  

Recipients most likely to have recognized the 

error would have been Ultra-cleared analysts 

responsible for maintaining continuity on the 

Italian Navy fleet inventory, most certainly at the 

British Admiralty, but also likely at the Combined 

Bureau Middle East in Cairo and elsewhere in the 

region. Analysts maintaining continuity on the 



Italian Naval order of battle would likely have 

recognized the editing error and made the 

necessary adjustment to the intelligence records 

on the Italian Navy order of battle.  It would thus 

most likely have been a self-correcting error 

between intelligence producer and consumer 

concerned at the military and not political level. 

5    Limited Impact 

One must not overestimate the implications of 

such an oversight in a relatively small piece of 

intelligence in the immediate aftermath of 

Mussolini’s fall from power.  The possibility that 

the allied invasion of Sicily could precipitate 

Italian exit from the war was certainly envisaged 

by allied leaders.  The British government had 

received feelers from Marshall Badoglio 

suggesting the latter was ready to desert 

Mussolini as early as December, 1942.6  

Badoglio’s anti-fascist credentials formed a 

substantial part of a preliminary assessment by 

the British Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) to 

the British chiefs of staff within days of 

Mussolini’s fall.  While the analytical report 

couched its findings as subject to revision as new 

intelligence became available, it asserted that 

Badoglio’s accession to power was truly a change 

in regime, not a mere change in government.7  To 

the larger question of the orientation of the new 

government, the shedding of fascist symbols in 

two military services as revealed in these Ultra 

reports could only be reinforcing evidence to 

what the JIC already believed to be true.   

Regardless of its negligible effect on an already 

formed intelligence conclusion, the Ultra 

intelligence indicating the renaming of the two 

naval combatants was relevant to follow-on 

policy measures under consideration to respond 

to the change in Italian regime.  At the same 

Chiefs of Staff meeting on 28 July, First Sea Lord 

Sir Dudley Pound circulated a memorandum 

proposing that propaganda be employed to 

discourage Italians from sabotaging their naval 

 
6 Woodward, British Foreign Policy in the Second World 

War, p. 229. 

and merchant ships in the event of an Italian 

political collapse.8  The removal of fascist 

connections in vessel names in the fleet as 

reported in Ultra would certainly have been a 

useful input to understanding the command 

climate in the Italian Navy pursuant to 

constructing such a propaganda campaign.   

6    Conclusion 

While not a critical piece of intelligence to assess 

the posture of the new Badoglio government 

toward turning the page on Italian fascism, Ultra 

intelligence on the Italian armed forces shedding 

their fascist symbology, if properly understood 

and conveyed to the intelligence customer, would 

have reinforced the existing assessment of the 

Badoglio regime and could have influenced 

policy response.    

Besides the historical aspect, there are linguistic 

implications.  In a pre-Artificial Intelligence 

environment, language immersion would be the 

remedy for contextual blindspots and oversights.  

As Large Language Models (LLMs) seek to 

emulate linguistic immersion, reaching the depth 

of analysis required for full understanding of 

information conveyed in a foreign language in 

these historical examples may pose an interesting 

challenge for LLMs.  
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