Podcast No 17 – How did Garibaldi Conquer the South?

As we heard last time, when the Kingdom of northern Italy was formally announced in January 1860, Cavour had fulfilled his ambitions for the expansion of Piedmont.  Cavour saw the task before him as one of making the new state work.  In today’s podcast we’re going to hear how these plans were dramatically changed by the actions of Garibaldi. We’re going to cover the reasons why Cavour was so worried about Garibaldi’s actions, but also why he couldn’t intervene to stop Garibaldi. 

Cavour’s tactics during 1859 had made Garibaldi his ‘bitter enemy’ according to Mack Smith.  Many radicals like Garibaldi were angry at the decision to give Nice and Savoy to the French.  They also thought that they should fight on until the whole of Italy was united. Early in 1860 Garibaldi was preparing a revolt in Nice, trying to gather support and arms.  His close friend Francesco Crispi had been trying to persuade him that the best place to try next would be sicily.

Sicily had been in what Duggan calls a ‘febrile state’, a state of fever and tension in March and February of that year.  Crispi felt that if Garibaldi travelled south to the Island, they could start a revolt that would enable them to take Sicily, and possibly the Kingdom of Naples itself, for the new Italian Kingdom.  Garibaldi was persuaded, and preparations were made to sail south.

This left Cavour on what Duggan calls ‘the horn of a terrible dilemna” (p.208)

The big problem was that if Garibaldi caused too much trouble down south, the Austrians or the French might intervene, possibly by invading Piedmont and the new Kingdom might be lost.  Even if this didn’t happen, GAribalid might set himself up as ruler of the south, or set up a republic, both situations would threaten the new Kingdom.

However, Cavour couldn’t openly oppose the expedition.  Cavour was not popular amongst the left wing in Piedmont, radicals and democrats accused him or treachery over Nice.  The king had already hinted that he thought is was a good idea.  Directly opposing Garibaldi might therefore lose Cavour his job, or cause revolt in Piedmont.

Duggan writes that Cavour therefore did what he could, behind the scenes, to ensure that the expedition was a failure, for instance, ensuring that the volunteer’s enfield rifles were confiscated – so they had to leave with only old fashioned muskets and no ammunition.

On May the 16th a small battle at Calatafini saw Garibaldi’s men beating a larger and better armed Neapolitan army.  The victory was dramatic and added to Garibaldi’s amazing reputation.  One of Garibaldi’s men wrote, just before the battle that, ‘there is a magic in his look and in his name.  It is only Garibaldi they want.’  Afterwards his reputation in Sicily grew and many peasants joined in the fighting.  By the end of May the island capital, Palermo had falled to the rebels.

At this point Cavour acted again to try to stop Garibaldi from using Sicily as a base to attack Naples.  Cavour sent La Farina, a trusted ally, to Sicily, armed with posters reading ‘we want annexation’.  La Farina persuaded the local aristocracy that joining Piedmont was the only way to stop radicals and revolution from overrunning the island.  However, before he was successful in engineering annexation, Garibaldi expelled him from the island.  Garibaldi wanted to retain control of Sicily, which he could then use as a launch pad, for an invasion of Naples.

Again Cavour made a desperate attempt to gain control of the situation.  His idea was to cause a rebellion in Naples ​before​ Garibaldi reached there, so that Piedmontese troops could invade with the excuse of stopping the trouble.  Why was Cavour so desperate (and, as we’ll see he got even more desperate a little later)?  Well, he was still worried about France and Austria intervening to save the Bourbons.  Although Britain had made it clear that they thought that Italy should be left to it’s own destiny, it was pretty clear that if the Pope was directly threatened, Austria, and France especially would respond.  What worried him now was that Garibaldi might succeed in conquering the south.  Garibaldi’s men were fighting under the cry of ‘Italy and Victor Emanuel’, but Cavour couldn’t be sure that Garibaldi wouldn’t keep control of the south, perhaps even forming a radical, republican state to the south.

So, Cavour sent agents into Naples to start a revolution.  Nothing happened.  Garibaldi marched from the coast, and the Bourbon Army retreated ahead of him.  Naples fell without resistance, Francis III – the last of the bourbons (it’s always sad when the biscuits run out), leaving early September.  A final battle took place on the Volturno River a little later, but Garibaldi was victorious, and heading north towards Rome and what remained of the Papal states.

Cavour was therefore ‘forced to take one of the biggest gambles of his career’.  Cavour warned Napoleon that the Pope was threatened.  He persuaded the French Emperor to agree to Piedmont invading the Pope’s territory, not only in order to stop Garibaldi (he wasn’t clear to the French that he intended to annex the Papal States, but he told them enough to ensure they agreed to the invasion), but also to prevent the formation of a radical republic.  Cavour was able to use the arrival of Mazzini in Naples as an illustration of the risk.  He sent more agents into the Papal States to start a small revolt, which was his excuse to send in the army.

The Piedmontese army marched south, as Garibaldi’s army was fighting the Bourbon army at the Volturno River.  The Papal states didn’t fall easily.  Mac Smith writes that this was effectively a civil war, and how the ‘fighting was conducted with […] bitterness and cruelty on both sides’.  Only Papal forces in uniform were recognised as legitimate enemy fighters.  Peasants or priests who fought against the Piedmontese forces were executed.  Mack Smith suggests that the inhabitants ‘did not easily forget this kind of treatment’.

Victor Emanuel and Garibadli met on the 26th of October, 1860 at Teano in the Papal States.  They greated each other warmly, and the king shook Garibaldi’s hand as Garibaldi effectively gave the south to him.  By March 1861 the carefully organised plebiscites had brought predictably huge votes for annexation by Piedmont in Naples, Sicily and the Papal states and the Kingdom of Italy was proclaimed.  

So who should take the credit for uniting North and South.  The most obvious choice is Garibaldi, who seized the chance that Cavour didn’t want to take, and whose military genius enabled him to take 1000 men armed with, effectively, long sticks, and defeat a well equipped and very large army.  

Yet, Martin Clark has an alternative view.  He gives equal credit to Cavour, seeing 1860 as a ‘triumph of imaginative statecraft’ for the way that he kept Napoleon from intervening, but still managed to annex the territories that had been defeated, but also the way that he managed to stop Garibaldi from attempting to take Rome, which may well have caused an international protest, and perhaps an invasion.

We shouldn’t forget the effect of the international situation though.  There was a window of opportunity, which even if Garibaldi didn’t see, he was able to use.  France had been criticised by the British for taking Nice and Savoy.  The British made it clear therefore that they didn’t want France to gain further influence in Italy.  The British declaration and continuing support for the idea of non intervention in Italy also affected Austria.  Austria was in any case still licking her wounds from the year before, and her only response was to reinforce her troops in Venetia.  The British recognition of the new state which came in a statement on the 27th of October 1860 sealed the deal – the powers wouldn’t act to restore Francis or the Pope, Italy was safe for the time being.

In the next podcast we’ll examine the 10 years after this initial unification, to see how the new country fared, and discover that making a new state was more complicated than rigging plebiscites.

