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THE REGIA MARINA: ITALY'S NAVAL STRUGGLE IN WORLD WAR 2

When one thinks of the great naval powers of World War 2, the image of the Italian Navy, or Regia
Marina, often occupies a complex and sometimes controversial position. The Italian Navy World War
2 narrative is a fascinating tale of immense potential, technological innovation, strategic dilemmas,
and ultimate tragedy. Despite being the fifth-largest navy in the world at the outbreak of the
conflict, the Regia Marina found itself fighting a desperate battle against overwhelming odds in the
confined waters of the Mediterranean Sea. This article delves deep into the story of the Italian Navy
during the Second World War, exploring its strengths, its struggles, its key engagements, and the
enduring legacy of its wartime service. To truly understand the Mediterranean theater, one must
first understand the ambitions, limitations, and sacrifices of the men and ships of the Regia Marina.

The Strategic Predicament: A "Mare
Nostrum" Denied

The core problem for the Italian Navy in World War 2 was not a lack of courage or modern ships, but
a fundamental strategic contradiction. Benito Mussolini’s Fascist regime dreamed of turning the
Mediterranean into an Italian lake, or Mare Nostrum ("Our Sea"). This ambition was necessary to
secure supply lines to Italian colonies in North Africa and the Balkans. However, the Regia Marina
was immediately confronted with a brutal geographical reality: the British Royal Navy controlled the
vital chokepoints of Gibraltar in the west and the Suez Canal in the east. To make matters worse, the
French Navy, initially a potential adversary, was neutralized after the fall of France in 1940, but its
powerful fleet was not captured by the Italians. The core strategic dilemma remained: the Italian
Navy had to protect its own convoys to Libya while simultaneously attempting to starve the British
base at Malta, all while facing a numerically and technologically formidable foe that could rapidly
reinforce its Mediterranean fleet from the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. This was a contest the Regia
Marina was never quite designed to win.

The Fleet: Strengths and Critical
Weaknesses

At the outbreak of war in June 1940, the Regia Marina was a modern and formidable force on paper.
It boasted six modern battleships, including the new Littorio-class vessels like the mighty Roma,
which were among the fastest and best-protected battleships in the world. The fleet also possessed
a large number of cruisers, destroyers, and submarines. The Italian ship design philosophy often
prioritized speed and elegant lines, producing some of the most beautiful warships ever built.
Furthermore, the Regia Marina had a highly skilled corps of special forces, the Decima Flottiglia
MAS (10th Light Flotilla), which achieved stunning successes using human torpedoes and explosive
motorboats, notably sinking British battleships in Alexandria harbor.

However, the Italian Navy suffered from several critical weaknesses that would prove decisive. The
most significant was the lack of radar. While the Royal Navy had widely adopted radar for
detection and fire control, Italian ships were largely blind at night and in bad weather. This
technological gap directly led to the devastating defeat at the Battle of Cape Matapan in March
1941. Secondly, the Regia Marina had no aircraft carriers. Mussolini famously believed that Italy
itself was an "unsinkable aircraft carrier," but this was a fatal miscalculation. Italian land-based air
force (the Regia Aeronautica) and navy cooperation was poor, meaning Italian ships often sailed
without adequate air cover, making them extremely vulnerable to British carrier-based aircraft.
Finally, the navy suffered from a chronic shortage of fuel oil. Despite Mussolini's declarations, Italy
had almost no domestic oil reserves, and the fleet was often confined to port in the latter half of the
war due to a lack of fuel for operations.

Major Naval Battles and Campaigns

The story of the Italian Navy World War 2 is punctuated by several major engagements and a
grueling, continuous campaign of convoy escort.

THE BATTLE OF CALABRIA (JuLy 1940)

This was the first major fleet action between the Italian and British navies. It was an inconclusive
clash, with both sides exchanging long-range gunfire. The Italian battleships performed well, but the
battle highlighted the Regia Marina's cautious tactical doctrine and a lack of decisive
aggressiveness. It also demonstrated the vulnerability of Italian ships to air attack, a lesson that was
only slowly learned.

THE BATTLE OF CAPE MATAPAN (MARCH 1941)

Arguably the most humiliating defeat for the Italian Navy. During a sortie to intercept British
convoys to Greece, the Italian fleet was surprised at night by the British Mediterranean Fleet under
Admiral Andrew Cunningham, who had radar. In a devastating night action, the British battleships
closed to point-blank range and sank three Italian heavy cruisers (Pola, Zara, and Fiume) and two
destroyers. The Italian flagship, Vittorio Veneto, was badly damaged but escaped. This single
battle shattered Italian morale and made the Regia Marina permanently wary of night operations. It
was a stark illustration of how technological inferiority (no radar) could lead to tactical catastrophe.

THE FIRST AND SECOND BATTLES OF SIRTE (1941-1942)

These convoy battles were more representative of the Italian Navy’s actual war: a brutal struggle to
supply Axis forces in North Africa. In the First Battle of Sirte (December 1941), a British force
successfully drove off an Italian escort force. The Second Battle of Sirte (March 1942) was a dramatic
engagement where a British convoy fought its way through a much larger Italian battle group. While
the Italian force inflicted heavy damage and scattered the convoy, the supplies did eventually reach
Malta. These battles showed that while the Italian Navy could contest the sea, it struggled to force a
decisive result. The high point of the Axis supply effort came in the summer of 1942, but it was
unsustainable.

THE MiD-AuGusT Convoy (OPERATION PEDESTAL)

This was a massive British effort to resupply Malta in August 1942. The Italian Navy and German
Luftwaffe launched coordinated attacks against the convoy. While the Italian surface fleet did not
directly engage the main escort, German and Italian submarines and aircraft inflicted heavy losses,
sinking the aircraft carrier HMS Eagle and several merchant ships. However, the key supply tanker,
SS Ohio, famously reached Malta, saving the island. This battle marked the turning point in the
Mediterranean struggle. The Italian Navy had failed to achieve its objective of starving Malta into
submission.

THE SURRENDER AND THE LOSS OF THE RomMA

The final act of the Regia Marina came in September 1943, when Italy signed an armistice with the
Allies. The Italian fleet was ordered to sail to Malta to surrender. As the battle fleet steamed towards
its destination, it was attacked by German bombers using new, guided anti-ship bombs (Fritz X). One
of these bombs struck the flagship, the brand-new battleship Roma, causing a massive magazine
explosion. The Roma sank in minutes, taking with it over 1,200 men, including the Italian naval
commander-in-chief. The loss of the Roma was a tragic and symbolic end to the Italian Navy's
independent role in the war. The remaining ships reached Malta and were interned for the duration
of the conflict.

The Human Element: Courage and
Sacrifice

It is easy to be overly critical of the Italian Navy's performance. However, the narrative of the
Italian Navy in World War 2 is also a story of immense personal courage. The crews of the
Decima Flottiglia MAS conducted some of the most daring special operations of the entire war. Their
attacks on Alexandria and Gibraltar demonstrated incredible bravery and technical skill. Similarly,
the men who served on the light cruisers and destroyers, which constantly fought against
overwhelming air power, displayed remarkable fortitude. The Italian submarine service also fought a
bitter and costly campaign in the Atlantic and Mediterranean. The sacrifice of these men deserves to
be remembered, distinct from the strategic failures of the high command and the technological
shortcomings imposed by a resource-poor nation.

Legacy and Conclusion

In conclusion, the story of the Italian Navy World War 2 is a powerful lesson in the relationship
between strategy, technology, and logistics. The Regia Marina was not a pushover. Its modern
battleships, fast cruisers, and elite special forces were a constant threat to the British Royal Navy. It
fought with determination to protect its convoys and contest control of the Mediterranean. However,
it was ultimately defeated by a combination of factors: a fatal lack of radar and naval aviation, a
chronic shortage of fuel, and a strategic position that forced it to fight a battle of attrition it could
not win. The Italian Navy’s war was a brave but ultimately hopeless struggle against geography,
resource scarcity, and an enemy that possessed superior technology and organization. The memory
of the Roma, the pride of the fleet, lying at the bottom of the Tyrrhenian Sea, stands as a somber
monument to a navy that fought for a lost cause with more skill and courage than it is often given
credit for. Today, historians continue to reassess the Regia Marina, finding a more nuanced and
complex reality behind the myth of a timid and ineffective fighting force. The Italian Navy in World
War 2 was, in the end, a reflection of the nation it served: ambitious, proud, but ultimately
overwhelmed by the forces arrayed against it.
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