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Introduction

The Second War of Italian Unification (1859–61) was one of four such conflicts that led to the creation of modern Italy. The First War (1848–49) was an abject failure, but the subsequent conflict beginning in 1859 achieved unification. The war can be properly divided into three phases: the Franco-Piedmontese war with Austria, April–July 1859; Garibaldi’s conquest of Sicily, May–August 1860; and the Piedmontese and Garibaldinian campaigns against Naples and the Papal States, September 1860–February 1861.

The Risorgimento, the movement that embodied revolutionary and nationalist aspirations in Italy during the 19th century, had suffered numerous failures prior to 1859, but its greatest success required the merging of liberal and conservative principles, with the support of foreign powers – notably France – to introduce a constitutional monarchy that presided over 85 percent of the Italian peninsula. This achievement was the product of calculating diplomacy directed by Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, prime minister to Victor Emmanuel II, King of Piedmont–Sardinia. By no means did he work alone. Cavour’s success was limited to northern and central Italy. The famed Italian revolutionary and general Giuseppe Garibaldi was responsible for the conquest of the south in 1860. Their cooperative military efforts led to the declaration of the Kingdom of Italy in March 1861.

Prince Clemens von Metternich, the Austrian Chancellor through 1848, famously said, “Italy is nothing but a geographic expression.” His statement reflected the political reality that had existed in the Italian peninsula for more than a thousand years. By the late 18th century Italy comprised eight independent states: from north to south, the Kingdom of Piedmont–Sardinia, the Kingdom of Lombardy–Venetia, the duchies of Parma and Modena, the Grand Duchy of Tuscany, the Papal States and the Kingdom of Naples – this last also called the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.

The independence of Italian politics ceased after 1494 when the French king Charles VIII invaded the peninsula to lay claim to the Kingdom of Naples. The Spanish responded with the dispatch of an army, and for the next three centuries Italy became a chessboard for European dynastic competition. The Spanish Habsburgs established their dominance by the mid-16th century. After the War of the Spanish Succession the Bourbons ascended the throne of Spain and subordinate branches of that house retained control of Parma and Modena until the French Revolution. The Austrian Habsburgs acquired Lombardy, Tuscany, and Naples in 1713. Venice’s power had passed, chipped away by wars with the Turks. In 1738, the Bourbons reclaimed Naples and held it until 1861.

The House of Savoy, the rulers of the Duchy of Piedmont, held a special place within Italian politics. Piedmont’s purpose within the context of dynastic competition was to keep the Habsburgs and Bourbons apart. Its rulers played a careful game, backing one, then the other, depending upon the circumstances. In 1721 Piedmont was joined with the Kingdom of Sardinia to form a new state. The House of Savoy became one of only two kingdoms in the peninsula. It retained its freedom of action through cautious diplomacy and the maintenance of a well-trained and disciplined army. Perhaps more important, Piedmont–Sardinia controlled the Alpine gate, the passes and their roads that ran between France and the north-Italian plain. Forts, strategically placed, established a clear frontier of power, although the Duchy of Savoy lay on the French side. To the east the kingdom bordered Austrian Lombardy defined by the Ticino River.

Between 1748 and 1792 Italy enjoyed a respite from European conflict, as an alliance between France and Austria neutralized the peninsula. Italian princes demobilized much of their military power, reducing costs and pursuing domestic reforms. The Enlightenment held sway in much of Italy. Leopold of Tuscany (r. 1765–90) was perhaps one of the most progressive 18th-century princes. The rulers of Piedmont–Sardinia too embraced reform. The French Revolutionary Wars, however, shattered this peaceful period.

Risorgimento Italy, 1848–70
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war and revolution in Italy during the 19th century revolved around the desire to establish constitutional governments and the unification of the peninsula. The process involved four wars between 1848 and 1870: three against Austria and the fourth to seize Rome.

The French invasion of Savoy and Nice in 1792 ushered in an era of dramatic change to Italian politics and society. Although, at this time, it is inappropriate to generalize a singular “Italian” culture, the French Revolutionary Wars impacted every corner of the peninsula. In 1796, General Napoleon Bonaparte’s lightning campaign in northern Italy led to the collapse of Austrian military and political power. Napoleon formed the Cisalpine and Cispadane Republics during his year in Italy. Satellites of the French Republic, these states were administered by Italian revolutionaries sympathetic to the ideals of the revolution and decidedly opposed to the old regime and Austria. In 1802, Napoleon merged the states into the Italian Republic, and in 1804 he transformed it into the Kingdom of Italy, which ruled the north. The entire peninsula was impacted by Napoleonic rule as a result of the annexation of Piedmont (1802) and of Tuscany and the Papal States (1808) to Imperial France. The Kingdom of Naples came under French rule in 1806 with the ascent of Napoleon’s sister and brother-in-law to the throne.

Napoleonic rule lasted until 1814 and its influence in Italy varied depending upon the state. Most of northern Italy was under French control for almost 20 years, while in the south it lasted for fewer than ten. Lombards formed the majority of the administration and military leadership in the Kingdom of Italy, as Piedmont was nothing more than an appendage of Napoleon’s empire. The House of Savoy went into exile in Sardinia. The restoration of Italy to its pre-Napoleonic shape was formalized at the Congress of Vienna in 1814–15. The Bourbons returned to Naples in 1815, and the Habsburgs established direct control over Lombardy–Venetia, annexing the new kingdom to its greater empire. Subordinate houses were established in Tuscany, Parma, and Modena.
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Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour was one of the leading figures of the Risorgimento. He was a conservative nationalist and joined the administration of King Victor Emmanuel II, serving as minister of finance and then prime minister. He was the architect of Italian unification. (The Art Archive/Brera Library Milan/Collection Dagli Orti)

Historians continue to debate the extent of the impact of Napoleonic rule on Italy, but it is clear that the period marked a change in the trajectory of Italian history. After 1815, Italy experienced waves of revolution, which began as movements to establish constitutional governments, but eventually these aspirations acquired a nationalist tone. Liberals (the 19th-century term for constitutionalists) desired a unified state in the peninsula, exclusive of foreign powers. This meant revolutions to force Italian princes to accept constitutional limitations on their power, and equally the exclusion of Austria from Lombardy–Venetia. The first half of the 19th century in Italy therefore witnessed extensive Austrian military intervention to prevent revolutionaries from achieving their goals.

Among historians of Italy there are some who argue that the pursuit of revolutionary and nationalist agendas, the Risorgimento, was manufactured by a select few. The majority of Italians, the peasants and the day laborers, had little interest in a unified state even if they understood the benefits of a constitution. Furthermore, within the movements there was a clear division between constitutional monarchists and republicans. The Carbonari, the first revolutionaries in Italy, did not possess a clear nationalist agenda. Subsequently, Giuseppe Mazzini, the most ardent and influential revolutionary intellectual in Italy, began with more modest goals of establishing republican governments throughout the peninsula. Republicanism first and foremost was the basis of his political philosophy. The advent of Italian nationalism appeared in the wake of the failures of Mazzinianism to achieve victory. Vicenzo Gioberti, a former Mazzinian, argued that Italy could be free by looking to the “primacy of the Pope” to preside over a unified Italian state. Cesare Balbo and Camillo di Cavour disagreed, and in their newspaper, Il Risorgimento, advocated a federated Italy under the House of Savoy.
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Pope Pius IX (r. 1846–78) was initially sympathetic to constitutionalism in the Italian peninsula, but not in Rome. He was slow to institute reforms, and while giving his initial blessing to support the First War of Italian Unification, he eventually opposed it, leading to a revolution in Rome. He fled the city in 1849, restored only with the support of a French army. He presided over the Roman Catholic Church during the period of unification, 1859–70. (Library of Congress)

These disagreements between the Italian liberal and conservative nationalists represented an intellectual discourse. The achievement of unification in 1861 through Piedmontese action and the creation of a constitutional monarchy in the Kingdom of Italy appeared as an abandonment of Mazzinian principles and was rejected by some. Thus, the historiography (the study of how historians interpret history) of Italy in the 19th century includes those who reject the use of the term Risorgimento, because it implies a national consciousness that could not be found among the majority of Italians – peasants and the poor. Yet, the counterargument proceeds, Italy was unified and therefore there was a Risorgimento. Whether the majority envisioned it in 1861 does not factor into the specific events that led to the creation of a unitary state.


Chronology



	1796
	Napoleon’s conquest of northern Italy; creation of Cisalpine Republic



	1797
	Creation of Cispadane Republic



	1802
	Creation of Italian Republic; annexation of Piedmont to France



	1804
	Creation of Kingdom of Italy



	1806
	French conquest of Kingdom of Naples



	1808
	Annexation of Tuscany and Papal States to France



	1814–15
	Congress of Vienna, restoration of pre-Napoleonic borders; Austrian annexation of Lombardy–Venetia



	1820
	Revolution in Naples



	1821
	Revolution in Piedmont; Austrian military intervention; restoration of monarchies in Naples and Piedmont



	1830
	Revolution in Parma, Modena, and Papal States; Austrian military intervention



	1831
	Charles Albert I ascends the throne in Piedmont–Sardinia



	1834
	Mazzinian revolution in Piedmont thwarted; Garibaldi flees to South America



	1848
	Revolutions in Lombardy and Venetia; revolution in France and Austrian Empire; revolutions in Tuscany, Modena, and Parma; revolution in Sicily; First War of Italian Unification; battles of Pastrengo, Santa Lucia, Goito, and Custozza; Franz Josef becomes Emperor of Austria; Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte elected President of the Second French Republic



	1849
	Battle of Novara; abdication of Charles Albert; accession of Victor Emmanuel II; revolution in Rome; Garibaldi’s defense of the Roman Republic; French siege of Rome; Garibaldi’s flight from Rome and exile



	1851
	Coup d’état in France ends Second French Republic



	1852
	Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, appointed prime minister of Piedmont–Sardinia; coronation of Louis-Napoleon as Napoleon III, Emperor of the French; creation of Second French Empire



	1854
	General Alfonso La Marmora institutes sweeping military reforms in Piedmont–Sardinia; Crimean War begins



	1855
	Piedmont–Sardinia joins British, French, and Ottoman allies in Crimean War



	1856
	Crimean War ends. Treaty of Paris



	1858
	Orsini bomb plot; secret agreement at Plombières between Cavour and Napoleon III



	1859
	January Secret military convention between France and Piedmont–Sardinia
April Austrian ultimatum to Piedmont; Second War of Italian Unification begins; Austrian army in Lombardy invades Piedmont; France enters war
May Battle of Montebello; battle of Palestro
June Revolutions in Tuscany, Parma, and Modena; battle of Magenta; battle of Solferino and San Martino
July Peace of Villafranca
November Treaty of Zurich; Lombardy transferred to France then Piedmont



	1860
	March Tuscany, Parma, Modena, Romagna, and Legations annexed to Piedmont–Sardinia; Nice and Savoy transferred to France
May Garibaldi’s expedition to Sicily; battle of Calatafimi; battle of Palermo
August Battle of Milazzo; Garibaldi crosses Straits of Messina
September Garibaldi captures Naples; Piedmont invades Papal States; battle of Castelfidardo
October Battle of the Volturno; siege of Capua
November Siege of Gaeta begins



	1861
	February Gaeta surrenders; Francis II goes into exile; Kingdom of Naples annexed to Kingdom of Italy
March Victor Emmanuel II crowned Victor Emmanuel I of Italy; unification of Italy, excluding Rome and Venetia



	1862
	Cavour dies; Garibaldi attempts to seize Rome; battle of Aspromonte



	1866
	Italy joins Prussia in war against Austria; second battle of Custozza; annexation of Venetia by Kingdom of Italy



	1867
	Garibaldi attempts to seize Rome; battle of Mentana



	1870
	Franco-Prussian War; Italian troops storm Porto Pia capturing Rome; annexation of Rome completes unification of Italy
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The battle of Montebello was the first engagement of the Second War of Unification. Here, General Forey’s division of I Corps run into elements of two Austrian corps sent across the Po to prevent a perceived French flank march. Forey’s outnumbered battalions repelled the Austrian attacks. (Anne S.K. Brown Military Collection, Brown University Library)


Background to war

The Risorgimento as war and revolution, 1815–49

The concept of a unified Italy appeared during the 18th century, but the Napoleonic era provided practical experience in terms of an Italian administration and propaganda, which advanced the idea of an Italian national consciousness. The collapse of the Napoleonic regimes in the kingdoms of Italy and Naples, followed by the restoration of the Kingdom of Piedmont–Sardinia, removed French domination of the peninsula, but left in its wake a significant impact on those who supported the Napoleonic regimes and more importantly the notion of constitutional governments and an Italy devoid of foreign powers. Sympathy for these revolutionary ideals could be found in the armies of the respective Italian states, and the soldiers who had previously served their Napoleonic rulers. Those who supported the administrations, and the young raised during the Revolutionary–Napoleonic era, also sought change to the restored monarchies.

The Carbonari, formed in the immediate aftermath of the Napoleonic era, formed the first large-scale revolutionary movement in the peninsula. Although Naples was the center of Carbonari activity, similar organizations – Rivendite and Federati – emerged in Parma, Modena, Tuscany, and Piedmont. The Carbonari advocated the establishment of constitutional monarchy. In 1820, the Carbonari of Naples staged a revolution, supported by substantial elements of the Royal Army led by former Napoleonic general Guglielmo Pepe. Ferdinand IV, King of Naples (who would later be Ferdinand II, King of the Two Sicilies), feared that the rest of his army was disloyal and succumbed to revolutionary pressure. The king fled to Austria after accepting a constitution.

Clemens von Metternich, foreign minister of Austria, watched the Neapolitan revolution with great concern. He reestablished an Austrian presence in Italy in 1815, and went so far as to recommend creating an Italian Confederation under the direction of the King of Lombardy–Venetia (the Austrian emperor Francis I). His proposal was rejected at the Congress of Vienna, but the Austrian Habsburg dynasty presided over most of the states, and maintained an army in excess of 100,000 men in Italy. Metternich feared that the revolution in Naples would encourage others in the peninsula. With the support of the Russians, Prussians, and French, he issued the Troppau Protocols in 1821, which stated that revolution threatened the natural order and would be met by force. Metternich hoped that this warning would suffice to restore Ferdinand IV to full power and discourage further revolutions. His plan failed.
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Giuseppe Mazzini founded Young Italy, which advocated republicanism and unification. Mazzinians rejected conservative nationalism, and sought to overthrow monarchical regimes, including the House of Savoy. Giuseppe Garibaldi was one of Mazzini’s early followers. (Sailko)

On March 11–12, 1821, the Carbonari in Piedmont, supported by eight regiments of infantry and cavalry, proclaimed a revolution. They demanded that King Victor Emmanuel I establish a constitution. The king abdicated and then fled, naming his brother Charles Felix as his successor. Charles Felix was not in Piedmont at the time, and his son Charles Albert was declared regent. The young prince accepted a constitution against his brother’s wishes.

Metternich responded to events by dispatching the Austrian forces in Lombardy–Venetia to Piedmont and Naples. The Austrian army joined with Charles Felix’s loyal regiments and made short work of the revolutionaries. Charles Albert was sent into temporary exile in France. The Austrian army in Naples crushed the Carbonari and the mutinous regiments, restoring Ferdinand IV. In both Piedmont and Naples the constitutions were abolished and the Carbonari brutally suppressed.

The failure of the revolutions of 1821 did not eliminate revolutionary sentiment in Italy. Giuseppe Mazzini, a radical advocate of republicanism, established a new organization, Giovane Italia – Young Italy. Unlike the Carbonari, who focused upon regional revolution, Mazzini believed in a national state exclusive of foreign powers and monarchies. His movement found support among the educated youth, playing upon romantic notions of revolution in the name of a unified Italy, which would protect individual rights through the creation of a republic.

Mazzini and his supporters raised the banner of revolution between 1831 and 1834. Revolutions extended to the Papal States, Modena, and Piedmont. General Carlo Zucchi, another former Napoleonic general, led volunteers against papal rule. Austrian and French troops were dispatched, defeating Zucchi and his followers. Among the Mazzinians with Zucchi was Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, nephew of the former French emperor. Louis-Napoleon was captured, but released on papal pardon. The revolutions of 1831 failed. Between 1833 and 1834, Mazzinian plots were foiled in Piedmont, leading to the arrest and self-imposed exile of many participants. One of the plotters, a sailor in the Piedmontese Navy, Giuseppe Garibaldi, fled to South America in order to escape arrest, and perhaps execution.

The failure of these revolutions led to a mass exodus of liberals wishing to foist constitutions upon their monarchs. In some cases, they desired the abolition of monarchy. Many exiles, like Garibaldi, resettled in the new states of South America, while others traveled to France and then Portugal and Spain, where they found employment as soldiers in the Carlist Wars. The Portuguese and Spanish royal houses were divided between constitutional monarchists and absolutists. These civil wars provided an opportunity for Italian revolutionaries to continue fighting for the cause. By 1848, many who served in the Iberian Peninsula had returned to Italy, prepared to continue the fight when revolution broke out once more.

The First War of Italian Unification, 1848–49

The year 1848 saw revolutions throughout the European continent. In January revolution in Sicily cast off the Neapolitan king. In March 1848 demonstrations in the major cities of the Austrian Empire – Vienna, Prague, Budapest, Cracow, Milan, and Venice – paralyzed the imperial regime. Revolutionaries in Vienna demanded a constitution, while those in the disparate kingdoms and territories of the empire called for greater autonomy. In Hungary and Lombardy–Venetia revolutionaries demanded full independence from the Habsburg crown. In Milan and Venice, the Austrian administration found itself under siege. In the Lombard capital, five days of violence led to the abandonment of the city. Simultaneously, Daniele Manin led the revolution in Venice and ejected the Austrian garrison.

In Tuscany, Naples, Modena, and Parma revolutions forced their monarchs to accept constitutions. In Rome, Pope Pius IX, initially sympathetic to the revolutions and demands for substantial reform, gave his support but cautioned against violence. Throughout the 1840s the moderate constitutionalists had succeeded in moving their monarchs toward significant political reforms, which had culminated in constitutions by 1848. In Piedmont–Sardinia Charles Albert (who became king in 1831) followed suit, but had promulgated a constitution three years earlier in 1845. His actions sealed his relationship with the reformers although they did not satisfy the Mazzinians. The House of Savoy was seen as progressive, and when revolution came to Lombardy–Venetia, he was pressured to offer immediate material support.
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The Five Days in Milan of March 18–22, 1848 marked the start of the Italian revolutions. Austrian Feldmarschall Radetzky tried to suppress the Milanese uprising, but the intensity of resistance, and the spread of revolution throughout Austrian Lombardy and Venetia led him to abandon the city and concentrate his army around Verona. The success of the Milanese revolution inspired similar events throughout Austrian Italy and encouraged King Charles Albert of Piedmont–Sardinia to inaugurate the First War of Italian Unification. (De Agostini/Getty Images)

The paralysis of the Austrian government in March 1848 meant that response to the revolutions would be neither swift nor effective. The venerated Habsburg general, Feldmarschall Josef Radetzky, commanded the Austrian army in Lombardy–Venetia. Despite his efforts to contain the violence in Milan and Venice, his army had been reduced in strength in the years preceding 1848 and contained no more than 68,000 men. The widespread disturbances in the Austrian Empire, and the rebellion in Hungary, guaranteed that Radetzky would not receive reinforcements in the short term. All of this created an opportunity for Italian nationalists throughout the peninsula, but there remained a clear division between the constitutional monarchists and the republicans.

The Piedmontese parliament, and nationalists such as Camillo di Cavour, Cesare Balbo, and Massimo d’Azeglio encouraged Charles Albert to seize the moment, cross the Lombard frontier with his army, and march on Milan. On March 29, Charles Albert led his army of 28,000 men across the Ticino River, inaugurating the First War of Italian Unification. The remainder of his army was mobilizing, and would join him over the following weeks. The Piedmontese had numerical parity with Radetzky’s forces, as much of the Austrian Army was dispersed among the cities of Lombardy–Venetia trying to contain the revolutions.
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Radetzky refused to abandon Italy during the revolutions of 1848 despite orders from Vienna in 1848. He fought tenaciously to retain Lombardy–Venetia in the midst of revolution. His military genius led to his victory over Charles Albert at Custozza in 1848 and the rapid defeat of a second Piedmontese campaign at Novara in 1849, shown here. (Mary Evans Picture Library/Imagno)

Charles Albert’s decision met with widespread support among revolutionaries throughout the peninsula. Indeed, he even garnered support from Pius IX. The Italian monarchs followed suit, not wanting to give the Savoyard king the glory and reputation of “liberating” Italy. Leopold II of Tuscany and Ferdinand II, King of the Two Sicilies, dispatched forces to Lombardy and Venetia. Guglielmo Pepe was given command of the Neapolitan expeditionary corps, while Giovanni Durando, a Piedmontese general and former Mazzinian who had fled in 1830 and fought in Spain, was granted command of the Papal forces. All totaled, the Italian princes intended to commit more than 100,000 men to the north. Princely support, however, was short lived, and combined Italian forces – excluding the Piedmontese Army – never exceeded 20,000 during the war.
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Feldmarschall Josef Radetzky von Radetz commanded the Austrian army in Lombardy–Venetia from the early 1830s through 1857. Radetzky served in Italy as a young officer during Napoleon Bonaparte’s Italian campaign of 1796, and became chief of staff to the Army of Bohemia in 1813. He was the most talented and skilled of the 19th-century Habsburg generals (© Ali Meyer/Corbis)

The Austrian position in Lombardy–Venetia was precarious. Radetzky withdrew from Milan, and placed Venice under blockade. Austrian commanders in Verona and Mantua threatened the inhabitants, dissuading them from action. Radetzky, however, understood that in the outlying cities and towns of Austrian-controlled Italy it was impossible to manage everything when facing foreign threats and internal revolution. The Austrian Feldmarschall ordered his generals to withdraw from their distant garrisons and concentrate in the Quadrilateral fortresses of Verona, Mantua, Legnago, and Peschiera. The strong position provided protection for Radetzky’s army, and created significant problems for the Piedmontese Army.

Charles Albert entered Milan on March 29 to the cheers of the population. Piedmontese forces advanced to the Mincio, pushing the Austrian rearguard beyond the river. The rapid advance had outpaced reinforcements, and by this time the Papal Army under Durando was south of the Po River, Pepe’s Neapolitans had moved further north, and the Tuscan division was en route. The Piedmontese king determined to march on Verona, crossing the Mincio in mid-April. Charles Albert defeated the Austrians at Pastrengo on April 30, and placed Peschiera under siege. Fortified by victory, the Piedmontese advanced upon Verona. Radetzky refused to allow Charles Albert to hold the initiative; he sortied from the city and on May 6 repelled the Piedmontese at Santa Lucia. Charles Albert withdrew to Villafranca, southwest of Verona, and waited for more reinforcements from Piedmont, along with the other Italian armies.

The princes of Parma and Modena succumbed to revolutionary threats and joined their states with Piedmont, which now included Lombardy. Tuscany remained aloof, but committed to the war. The initial support from Pope Pius IX and Ferdinand II waned through April. Pius IX tried to appease the population of Rome, but did not want to commit his forces to war against Austria. He ordered Durando not to advance beyond the Po River. The general argued with the Pontiff, and crossed the river into Venetia, seeking to separate Radetzky from Venice. Papal forces fanned out through Venetia. Guglielmo Pepe’s large Neapolitan army never made it across the Po. Despite the granting of a constitution, republican revolutionaries attempted a coup against Ferdinand II. The plot was crushed and the king abrogated the constitution. He then ordered Pepe to return to Naples. The old general refused, but much of his army deserted him. When Pepe finally reached the Po, he had no more than 2,000 men under his command. He joined his paltry forces with the Tuscan division observing Mantua.

Charles Albert failed to coordinate operations with Durando. Radetzky, however, kept in close contact with his generals. A relief column of 16,000 men under Feldmarschall Leutnant Count Nugent arrived in Venetia to stem the advance of the Italian revolutionaries. Radetzky sent them immediately against Durando at Cornuda. Durando withdrew to Vicenza, where he remained surrounded by Austrian forces through June. The relief in Venetia permitted Radetzky to outmaneuver the Piedmontese. While Charles Albert sat at Villafranca, Radetzky’s divisions conducted a flank march to Mantua. They defeated the Tuscan and Neapolitan forces at Curtatone–Matanara on May 29 and then, from Mantua, Radetzky moved north along the west bank of the Mincio. The crafty Radetzky threatened to cut Charles Albert and his army off from Piedmont. The movement, however, was discovered and Charles Albert rapidly countermarched to intercept the Austrians. Their armies clashed at Goito on May 30, with the Piedmontese catching the Austrian divisions on the line of march. Defeated, Radetzky withdrew to Mantua. The same day, Peschiera fell.

Charles Albert lacked sufficient forces to besiege Mantua or Verona properly or to continue the offensive into Venetia beyond these victories. The loss of Tuscan, Neapolitan, and Papal military forces removed valuable allies and manpower, though the Piedmontese now mustered 75,000, including thousands of Lombard volunteers. Charles Albert returned to Villafranca and held to his position screening Mantua to the south and Verona to the northeast.

Radetzky received further reinforcements in the early summer, and decided to act. He moved against the Piedmontese from Verona and Mantua. Trapped between two armies Charles Albert fought at Custozza for three days (July 23–25), until his position became untenable. He withdrew across the Mincio to Milan. At this time, the Piedmontese monarch concluded that he had lost the advantage. Radetzky’s army appeared before Milan and on August 9 Charles Albert agreed to an armistice. The Piedmontese Army withdrew from Lombardy, ending the war in 1848.

The failure of the Piedmontese campaign spelled disaster for revolutionaries in Lombardy, but did not mark the end of war or revolution in Italy. Venice continued to resist. The revolutionaries in Rome became increasingly disaffected with Pius IX. Moreover, those exiled in the preceding years, including Mazzini and Garibaldi, had returned to Italy by the summer.

Any commander other than Radetzky would have lost his nerve. His determination and stubbornness outlasted the momentary unity of Italian princes and revolutionaries. Nevertheless, the defeat of moderate forces in Naples and northern Italy opened a path for republican revolutions. The Romans rebelled against papal rule in November. Pellegrino Rossi, the papal minister, was murdered on the steps of the Vatican. Pius IX fled to Gaeta, the Neapolitan fortress city across the border. The Italian revolutions entered a new phase.

A Roman republic was declared in February 1849. In Florence a revolution forced Leopold II from the throne. Mazzini led the Triumvirate – an executive comprising three members – in Rome, and his supporters flocked to the city. Giuseppe Garibaldi arrived leading his “Red Shirt” volunteers and was made second in command of the Army of the Republic. These events encouraged Charles Albert and the conservative nationalists. The king believed that, with Austrian forces fighting in Hungary, continued resistance in Venice, and new revolutions in Italy, a second offensive could succeed. This was a fantasy.

In March, one year after his first attempt, Charles Albert assembled an army of 75,000 men on the Lombard frontier. Radetzky did not wait for the Piedmontese offensive, but struck first. He crossed the Ticino River at Pavia and defeated the Piedmontese at Mortara and then decisively at Novara. Charles Albert lost the battle after two days of fighting. He abdicated the throne in favor of his son to save his kingdom from Austrian occupation. Victor Emmanuel II reluctantly accepted a ten-year truce, and declared void the annexations of Parma and Modena.
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King Charles Albert of Piedmont–Sardinia (r. 1831–49) led the Piedmontese invasion of Lombardy inaugurating the First War of Italian Unification (1848–49). Defeated at Custozza in 1848 and Novara in 1849, he abdicated the throne to save his kingdom from Austrian occupation. (Interfoto/Sammlung Rauch/Mary Evans)

Piedmont’s crushing defeat was the first in a series of disasters that befell Italian revolutions and national aspirations in 1849. The fate of the papacy rested with the Neapolitans, Austrians, French, and Spanish, the Catholic powers. Ferdinand II marched on Rome twice in the spring, only to have his army defeated by the Romans led by Garibaldi. The Spanish and Austrians prepared relief forces, but it was the new president of France, Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte, who determined to restore Pius IX to the papal throne. He dispatched General Charles Oudinot with 10,000 men to retake the city. Once again, Garibaldi succeeded in repelling a foreign army. Two months later, Oudinot returned with 30,000 men and a siege corps. Garibaldi and the Roman army suffered a month of bombardment before the French guns breached the walls and compelled the republic to surrender.

Garibaldi and the remnants of his volunteers fled Rome to avoid capture. He led his forces through the Apennines in an attempt to reach Daniele Manin and Venice. Pursued doggedly by the Spanish and the Austrians, Garibaldi’s “Red Shirts” were worn down. At San Marino, Garibaldi ordered the army to disperse and escape as best as they could. Narrowly avoiding capture, Garibaldi made his way to the Tuscan coast where he took to the sea and exile once again. Manin, too, went into exile shortly thereafter as Venice surrendered.

The Italian revolutions of 1848–49 ended in disaster for both the liberal moderates and the Mazzinian republicans. Charles Albert had abdicated and Mazzini, Garibaldi, and Manin were in exile. Far from ending desires for constitutions and national unity, the defeat ushered in a decade of reconstruction and planning. Victor Emmanuel II, the new king of Piedmont–Sardinia, appointed Massimo d’Azeglio prime minister and Camillo di Cavour minister of finance. Revolutionaries flocked to Piedmont, the only remaining constitutional state in Italy. The Piedmontese Army incorporated many former revolutionaries who had returned from exile.
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