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Italy is made. All the rest is mere detail.
—Attributed toMassimo d’Azeglio, 1861

Here we make Italy, or we die.
—Giuseppe Garibaldi at the Battle of Calatafimi, 15May 1860

A revolution is not a dinner party.
—Mao Zedong— but it could have been any Sicilian peasant in

1860



Author’s Note

The eight diarists in this book are fictional. Their wars, however, we-
re real. Between May and October of 1860, roughly a thousand poor-
ly armed volunteers sailed from Genoa to Sicily under the command
of Giuseppe Garibaldi, and in a campaign that still staggers historians,
overthrew the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies — a Bourbon monarchy
with a standing army many times their number. The resulting unifica-
tion of southern Italy with the Piedmontese north created, for the first
time in fourteen centuries, a single Italian state.
The voices gathered here are imagined, but they are built on the scaffol-
ding of documented events. Every battle date, every troop movement,
every political manoeuvre mentioned in these pages can be verified in
the historical record. Where I have invented, I have tried to invent in
the spaces that history left empty — the private thoughts of a farmer
watching soldiers cross his field, the letters a brother never sent, the qu-
iet terror of a woman counting the wounded carried into her shop.
I have drawn on accounts from both sides of the conflict, on the re-
collections of foreign volunteers who fought alongside the Red Shirts,
and on the diaries and correspondence of Sicilian civilians caught in the
path of history. The non-English diarists occasionally lapse into their
mother tongues, as real diarists do. I have left these fragments untran-
slated. Some things lose their truth in translation.
The Expedition of the Thousand is sometimes told as a fairy tale —
a thousand bravemen in red shirts liberating a grateful island. The reali-
ty was messier, bloodier, andmore ambiguous. The liberation that Ga-
ribaldi brought was real, but so was the disillusionment that followed.



Within a decade, southern Italy would be engulfed in a brutal insurgen-
cy that some historians consider a civil war. Millions would eventually
emigrate. The promised new Italy proved to be, for many southerners,
merely a new set of masters speaking a different dialect.
These diaries try to capture something of that complexity — the ho-
pe and the betrayal, the courage and the absurdity, the grand sweep of
history and the small, stubborn persistence of ordinary life in its path.
If the voices sometimes contradict each other, that is because history
always does.



Publisher’s Note

PocketMemoirs grewout of a personal project to learn about theBattle
of Chosin Reservoir — and the realisation that this is a good and easy
way to learn about historical events. The content is both human-and
AI-made; we strive to give you the best of both worlds. All characters
are fictional, the events are not.We cross-check everything for accuracy,
but if you spot any issues, do not hesitate to reach out via contact (at)
pocketmemoirs (dot) com.

Please note: the historical realities depicted in these books are not al-
ways appropriate for minors. All content on this site should be consi-
dered unsuitable for younger readers. Parents and guardians are advised
to read or listen to the material themselves before sharing it with chil-
dren.
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Salvatore Ferrante

Wheat farmer, contrada near Vita, province of Trapani

The land does not care who governs. It asks only for rain.

3 May 1859
The olives are late this year. Concetta says it is a sign — but Concetta
sees signs in everything, in the flight of starlings, in the shape of clouds
overMonte Inici, in theway the cat sleeps. I see only that the rains came
late and the trees responded accordingly. There is nomystery in an olive
tree. It is the most honest thing on this island.
Word came from Trapani that there is fighting again in the north —
the French and the Piedmontese against the Austrians. Ndré the carter
toldme this at themarket, waving his arms as if hewere personally com-
manding cavalry. I told him that wars in the north are like storms over
Africa: you can see the clouds but the rain never reaches your field. He
called me a peasant. I told him I was aware.
Concetta asked me tonight what would happen if the wars came here.
I toldher the truth,which iswhat I always do, though she rarely believes
me. I said: ’Nenti cangia pi nuàutri.’ Nothing changes for us. The king
in Naples changes his hat, the tax collector changes his face, but the
wheat still needs cutting and the mule still needs feeding. She looked
at me with that expression that means she thinks I am both right and
a fool.
The wheat looks good this year. That is what matters.
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Red Shirts, Dusty Roads

12 May 1860

Something has happened.

Men came running from the coast road this morning — Turiddu the
goatherd and his boy, bothwhite as flour. They said ships had landed at
Marsala yesterday. Soldiers. Hundreds of them.Men in red shirts, they
said, with muskets and a general.

I did not believe it at first. Ships land atMarsala all the time— English
winemerchants, mostly, with theirWoodhouse and Ingham casks. But
Turiddu’s boy was shaking, and he is not a boy who shakes easily. He
said the soldiers were marching inland. Toward us.

I spent the afternoon on the roof of the house, looking south and west.
Nothing. The road was empty. The wheat moved in the wind as it al-
ways does. Concetta brought me water and bread and cheese and told
me I was being dramatic. But I stayed.

Before sunset, I saw dust on the Marsala road. A column of men. Too
far to see their shirts, red or otherwise, but they were moving with pur-
pose, and no one moves with purpose on that road unless they are sol-
diers or debt collectors.

I came down from the roof and told Concetta to bring the children
inside. She did not argue, which frightened me more than the dust on
the road.

14 May 1860

They are here.

Not in the house, grazie a Dio, but in the contrada. A column passed
throughVita thismorning—perhaps three hundredmen, perhapsmo-
re. I am not good with numbers of men; I count sheep and rows of
wheat. They wore red shirts, as Turiddu said, but many of the shirts
were faded to the colour of old brick, and the men inside them looked
no more like soldiers than I do. Young, most of them. Some carried
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proper rifles; others had old muskets that my grandfather would have
recognised. A few carried nothing but knives.
Their general was not with this group, they said. He was further south,
with the main body. These were scouts, or an advance party — they
used a word I did not know. They asked for water and bread. I gave
themwhat we could spare. One of them, a boy from somewhere in the
north — Milano, I think — asked me in terrible Italian if there were
Bourbon troops nearby. I told him there was a garrison at Calatafimi,
perhaps two thousand men. He nodded as if I had told him the we-
ather.
Concetta fed three of them pasta e fagioli. They ate like men who had
not eaten in days, which I think was the truth. The boy from Milano
told her the food was the best he had ever tasted. She smiled. She has
not smiled since the ships landed.
I do not know what is coming. But I know it is coming here.

15 May 1860 — morning
Gunfire since dawn.
From the hill above Calatafimi — the Pianto dei Romani, they call it.
I can see smoke rising, white against the blue sky, puffs of it like the
breath of some enormous animal hidden in the terraces. The sound
rolls across the valley inwaves, sometimes a distant popping like festival
fireworks, sometimes a great sustained roar that makes the plates rattle
on the shelf.
The children are under the bed. Concetta is with them, praying. I am
on the roof again. I cannot stop watching.
Through the smoke I can seemovement on the terraced hillside— tiny
figures moving upward, stopping, falling, moving again. The red shirts
are visible even at this distance. They are attacking uphill. Even I know
that attacking uphill is madness. The Bourbon soldiers have the high
ground, and they have cannons— I heard them earlier, a deeper sound
than the rifles, a sound that you feel in your stomach.
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A group of men came running through the contrada an hour ago —
picciotti, local men, some of them boys I recognise from the market.
Theywere carrying old hunting guns and knives and theywere running
toward the soundof the cannons. I shouted at them. I called them fools.
They did not stop.
The gunfire is getting louder. Or perhaps I am imagining it.

15 May 1860 — evening
They won.
I do not understand how, but they won. The red shirts took the hill.
I watched it happen — or some of it. Near the end, when the smoke
cleared for a moment, I saw the figures on the hillside surge upward all
at once, a great wave of them, and I heard shouting that carried across
the valley like the cry of a single enormous throat. Then the Bourbon
positions went silent, and the dust that rose was the dust of men run-
ning— running away, down the far side of the hill, toward Calatafimi.
The dead and wounded began arriving before nightfall. Carried on do-
ors, on shutters torn from houses, on the backs of mules. Blood on the
road outside my house. Real blood, not the blood of sheep or pigs at
slaughter — darker, somehow, and the smell of it different. Sweeter.
I did not expect that.
Concetta has gone to help. She is better at this than I am. She wraps
wounds and holds heads and speaks softly, and the men— boys, most
of them — look at her as if she is their mother. I carried water until
my arms burned. I held a candle while a man who said he was a doctor
cut a musket ball from a boy’s shoulder. The boy screamed in a langu-
age I did not recognise. He was from somewhere far away — Poland,
someone said, or Hungary. He had come all this way to bleed on my
road.
I count twelve dead laid out in the church courtyard. Some red shirts,
some picciotti. Some I cannot tell. One of them is Rosario, the black-
smith’s apprentice fromVita.He is sixteen.Hewas sixteen.Hismother
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came from the village and she knelt beside him and she made a sound
that was not crying and not screaming but something between the two,
something that belongs tomothers and tonoone else, and I had towalk
away because I could not stand beside that sound and remain myself.

The priest came and said prayers over each of them. He is an old man,
Father Ferraro, who has baptised half the children in the contrada and
buried the other half’s grandparents. His hands shook as he made the
sign of the cross. He has seen death before — we all have, this is Sicily,
death is not a stranger here — but he has not seen death arranged in
a row like this, death in uniforms, death that came from a battle fought
over ideas that the dead men understood and the rest of us do not.

The wheat in the south field is trampled. Two terrace walls are broken.
Amule is dead—notmine, but someone’s. A section of the stone road
is churned by boots and hooves and wheels into something that is no
longer a road.Myolive trees nearest the hill have bark scarred bymusket
balls. Theywill survive.Olive trees survive everything. Iwish I had their
patience.

The war has touched my land, and the land does not understand. The
land only knows what it has always known: sun, rain, seed, harvest. It
does not know about kings or generals or red shirts. It does not know
that men killed each other on its terraces today for something called
Italy. It does not know, and I almost envy it this ignorance, because
knowing is a wound that does not close.

Concetta came back after midnight. Her dress was brown with blood.
She washed her hands in the basin and the water turned red and she
stared at her hands as if they belonged to someone else. I gave her wine.
She drank it in silence. Then she said: ’There is a boy in the church
who will not live until morning. He askedme to write to his mother in
Bergamo. I told him I would. I do not know how to write to a mother
in Bergamo.’ I told her I would help.Wewill write the letter tomorrow.
Tonight we sit in the kitchen and we do not speak and we listen to the
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silence that has replaced the guns, and the silence is worse than the guns
because the guns at least had a purpose, and silence has only memory.

18 May 1860

The army has moved on. Toward Palermo, they say. The road is quiet
again, except for the stragglers and the wounded who cannot march.
We have three of them in the barn — two volunteers from Bergamo
and a Sicilian picciotto from Alcamo with a shattered ankle. Concetta
tends them. I feed them.
The boy fromAlcamo told me the general’s name is Garibaldi. He said
it the way a priest says the name of a saint. He said Garibaldi will free
Sicily. I askedhim fromwhat.He looked atme as if Iwere simple. ’From
theBourbons,’ he said. I told him theBourbons hadnever botheredme
as much as the drought of ’54. He did not laugh.
My neighbour Peppino says he is a Garibaldino now. He has tied a red
rag around his arm. Yesterday he was a goatherd with debts. Now he is
a soldier of the revolution. His goats are unattended.
I cleaned the south field. The wheat that is not trampled may still be
saved. I fixed one terrace wall. The other will have to wait. The mule—
it was Ciccu’s mule, as it turns out— is buried.
Italy. They talk about Italy as if it is a real thing, a thing you can hold in
your hands like bread. I have never been to Italy. I have been to Trapani.

2 June 1860

Palermo has fallen. The news came with the mail cart, three days late
as always. The red shirts and the people of Palermo rose together and
drove out the Bourbons after days of street fighting. Barricades, house-
-to-house combat, cannons firing into the city from the royal ships in
the harbour. Hundreds dead.
I try to imagine Palermo in flames and I cannot. I was there once, twen-
ty years ago, for my cousin’s wedding. I remember the Quattro Canti,
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the markets, the noise. It was the largest place I had ever seen. Now it
belongs to Garibaldi.

The boy from Alcamo in our barn wept when he heard. He tried to
stand andwalk to the road, as if he could walk to Palermo on his shatte-
red ankle. Concetta made him lie down. She has a way of making men
do things that generals cannot manage.

Peppino has gone to Palermowith his red rag.He took two of his goats,
for reasons that are unclear to me.

21 July 1860

Another battle.Milazzo, on thenortheast coast. I know it only from the
newspapers that Ndré brings from Trapani — old newspapers, a week
old or more, but they are all we have. The red shirts are winning every-
thing. The Bourbon army retreats and retreats.

I cannot tell if what I read is true or if it is written by men who want
it to be true. The newspapers call Garibaldi ’the Hero of Two Worlds’
and describe his soldiers as if they are angels with rifles. The dead are
barely mentioned. I remember the dead in the church courtyard.

The wheat harvest is good this year. The trampled section was a loss,
but the rest came in well. Concetta and I worked the fields ourselves—
Pepé is too young yet for the heavy work, and there are no men to hire.
They have all gone to war, or to Palermo to see what scraps fall from
the liberator’s table.

It occurs tome that I amwitnessing history. It does not feel like history.
It feels like a bad year with extra noise.

15 September 1860

Garibaldi is in Naples. The king has fled. The newspapers are delirious.
’Italy is born!’ they say.Ndré brought thepaper fromTrapani and stood
in thepiazza reading it aloud, badly, to anyonewhowould listen. People
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cheered. I thinkmost of themwere cheering becauseNdré was making
a fool of himself, which is always entertaining.

I askedNdré what this means for us. For the tax on grain. For the price
of wheat. For the road that has needed repair sincemy father’s time.He
said everything will be better now. Italy will take care of her children.
I looked at the road.

22 November 1860

Therewas a vote.Aplebiscito, they call it.Men came fromTrapaniwith
ballot boxes and told us we were voting on whether Sicily should join
the Kingdom of Sardinia — which is to say, Piedmont, which is to say,
Italy. Concetta asked why we were voting if the decision was already
made. No one answered her.

I voted yes. Everyone voted yes. Peppino, who has returned from Paler-
mo without his goats but with many opinions, said that anyone who
voted no was a traitor. I do not think anyone voted no.What would be
the point? The Bourbon soldiers are gone. The red shirts are gone. The
Piedmontese are coming. The ballot is a courtesy, like asking a fish if it
enjoys the river.

Concetta did not vote. Women do not vote. She had opinions about
this.

17 March 1861

They say a kingdom has been proclaimed. The Kingdom of Italy. Vit-
torio Emanuele is king. This was in the newspaper, which I now buy
myself from Trapani every two weeks — a new expense that Concetta
tolerates because she has learned to read and likes the feuilleton.

Nothing here has changed. The road is still broken. The tax collector
has a new badge but the same face. The grain price has fallen because
Piedmontese wheat floods the market and our wheat cannot compete.
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A new law requires military service — two years for every young man.
Pepé is twelve. I count the years.
Peppino says we must be patient. Italy is young, he says. I tell him my
olive trees are young too, and they already produce. He does not visit
as often as he used to.

10 January 1862

Bandits in the hills again. Or patriots, depending on whom you ask.
Menwho refuse conscription, men who lost their land, men whowere
promised something by someone and received nothing. The carabinie-
ri — another new word for an old thing — came through last week
looking for them.
The boy from Alcamo left our barn in September. His ankle healed
crooked, and he walks with a limp that will never leave him. He kissed
Concetta’s hands when he left and called her ’matri.’ Mother. He went
home to Alcamo. I do not know what he found there.
I sit onmy roof in the evenings and look at the hill where the battle was.
The terraces are growing over. Thewheat covers what the wheat covers.
In a few more seasons, there will be no trace that men fought and died
there for something they called Italy.
Concetta asked me again tonight what I think will happen. I told her
the truth again. ’Nenti cangia pi nuàutri.’ She did not argue. She did
not even give me the look. She just nodded. And that, more than any-
thing, made me sad.

Salvatore Ferrante continued to farm his twelve hectares near Vita for
three more years after unification, but the new Italy proved no kinder to
Sicilian smallholders than the old Bourbon kingdom had been. New ta-
xes arrived with metronomic regularity — on land, on grain, on the mu-
le he used to haul his wheat to market. The promised redistribution of
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Church and noble estates never materialised in his district. A speculator
from Palermo acquired the neighbouring farm and began consolidating
holdings in a pattern that Salvatore recognised as the old latifundia sys-
tem wearing a new Italian hat. In 1864, his eldest son Pepé was conscrip-
ted into the Italian army and sent to suppress brigandage in Calabria
— the very sort of desperate poverty-driven revolt that Salvatore himself
had briefly hoped the Red Shirts might prevent.When Pepé returned two
years later, hollow-eyed and unwilling to speak about what he had seen,
Salvatore made his decision. In the spring of 1867, he sold his land for
a fraction of its worth to the same Palermo speculator, gathered his wife
Concetta, Pepé, and his two younger children, and boarded a steamship
from Palermo to New York. They settled in the Mulberry Street district
ofManhattan, where Salvatore found work as a labourer in the construc-
tion trade. He never farmed again. The calluses on his hands, which had
come from the plough, were replaced by calluses from the pickaxe, but the
ache in his back remained the same. Concetta operated a small grocery
from their tenement apartment, selling the foods of home to the growing
Sicilian community. She learned enough English to argue with suppliers
and enough arithmetic to ensure they did not cheat her, which was, she
said, the same skill set required in Trapani. Salvatore died in New York
in 1889, aged seventy-six, of pneumonia contracted during a winter that
he described, in his last coherent words, as colder than anything God had
intended for a human body. His granddaughter, born in America, beca-
me a schoolteacher in Brooklyn— the first literate woman in the Ferrante
line. Salvatore never spoke about the Red Shirts or the battle he had wit-
nessed from his rooftop. When his American-born grandchildren asked
about Sicily, he would say only: ’It was beautiful. And it was no place to
live.’
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Marco Pellegrini

Volunteer, Garibaldi’s Thousand— 8th Company, Bergamaschi

We sailed with the certainty of young men who had not yet
learned what certainty costs.

15 April 1860

A letter from Crispi has reached our group here in Brescia — passed
hand to hand, read aloud in Giacomo’s attic with the windows shut.
An expedition is forming. Garibaldi himself. They say Sicily is ready to
rise, that the Bourbons are rotten from the inside, that a single push
will bring the whole edifice down.
I have heard this before. After ’48, after ’49, after every failed rising and
crushed conspiracy, someone always says that the next time will be dif-
ferent. But this time it is Garibaldi, and Garibaldi is not just someone.
He is themanwho held Rome.He is themanwho crossed the pampas.
He is — I must be honest with this diary if with nothing else — he is
the reason I cannot sleep at night, because the thought of missing this
is worse than the thought of dying in it.
I told my father tonight. He sat very still for a long time. Then he said:
’Vai, allora. Ma torna.’ Go, then. But come back. Mymother wept. My
sister called me a hero and an idiot in the same breath. She is usually
right about both.
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5 May 1860

We have sailed.
I am writing this on the deck of the Piemonte, which rocks beneath
me like a cradle built by a drunk. There are perhaps five hundred of
us on this ship alone, crammed into every space that will hold a body.
The Lombardo sails alongside with the rest. We departed Quarto after
midnight — slipping out of the harbour like thieves, which I suppose
we are, since Cavour’s government would arrest us if they could decide
whether to support us or stop us.
Garibaldi is aboard the Piemonte. I saw him this morning— grey pon-
cho, calm face, eyes that seem to be looking at something the rest of
us cannot see. He walked among us and said little, but his presence
is a kind of speech. Men straightened their backs. Men who had been
complaining about the food and the stink and the crowding fell silent
and looked at their hands as if remembering why they were here.
The company is extraordinary. Lawyers and bricklayers, doctors and
cobblers, students and farmers. My bunkmate is a pharmacist from Pa-
via named Carletti who has brought three bottles of quinine and a vo-
lume of Manzoni. The man beside him is a stonecutter from Bergamo
who cannot read his own name but can strip and reassemble a rifle fa-
ster than anyone I have ever seen.
We are sailing south. I do not know exactly where. Some say Marsala,
some say Sciacca, some say we will land wherever God and the currents
allow. The sea is gentle. The moon is up. I am terrified and I am more
alive than I have ever been.
Viva l’Italia. Let it not be an empty phrase.

11 May 1860

We have landed at Marsala. The town is small, white, windblown, and
smells of fish and the sweet heavy scent of the wine cellars that line the
harbour. The Bourbon warships arrived too late — we saw them ste-
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aming toward us as the last boats reached shore, and they fired a few
shells that fell mostly into the water and terrified the gulls. Two En-
glish merchant ships in the harbour may have discouraged them. Or
perhaps it was simply luck, that invisible general who has commanded
more victories than any man alive.
The Marsalesi watched us from their doorways with expressions I co-
uld not read. Not hostile. Not welcoming. Cautious, the way a farmer
watches a strange dog enter his yard—waiting to see if it will lie down
by the fire or bite the children.
Garibaldi proclaimed himself dictator of Sicily in the name of Vittorio
Emanuele. The word ’dictator’ sits oddly inmy republicanmouth, but
these are odd times.We need a single will, a single command. Democra-
cy can wait until the cannons stop.
We march at dawn. Inland. Toward whatever is waiting.

15 May 1860
I am alive. I do not know how.
Calatafimi. The name will mean something now, I think. We attacked
a fortified position uphill — uphill! — against Bourbon regulars with
artillery. We should all be dead. The terraces on the hillside were like
steps in an amphitheatre, and we were the show, climbing from one to
the next while musket balls cracked the stone around us and men fell
beside me with sounds I will never be able to unhear.
I fired my rifle until the barrel burned my hands. I reloaded and fired
and reloaded and fired and the man next to me — I never learned his
name— took a ball in the throat and made a noise like a fountain and
fell against me and I pushed him off and kept firing. I did not think.
Thinking would have killed me.
Garibaldi was there. In the middle of it, on his horse, as if musket balls
were rain and he had decided not to notice them.When we faltered on
the third terrace, he shouted— ’Qui si fa l’Italia o si muore!’— and the
sound of his voicewas like a hand onmyback, pushingme forward.We
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charged with bayonets. I remember the weight of the rifle in my hands,
the weight that changes when you point the blade forward and begin
to run, because the weapon is no longer a tool but an extension of your
intent, and your intent is to reach the man in front of you before he
reaches you.

The Bourbons broke. Not all at once — first a trickle, men stepping
backward, then turning, then running — and then the trickle became
a flood and the hilltop was ours and we stood among the dead and the
smoke and the broken stone and someone cheered and then everyone
cheered and I opened my mouth and nothing came out.

Carletti the pharmacist is dead. A cannonball. There was not enough
of him left to bury properly.HisManzoni survived, somehow, splashed
with— I will not write what. I took the book. I do not knowwhy. I do
not like Manzoni particularly. But it was Carletti’s, and Carletti who
argued about literature and shared his quinine and snored like a donkey
with a chest cold is gone, and the book is what remains, and so I carry
it.

Afterward, I sat among the dead and the dying and I shook. Not from
cold.Not from fear, exactly. From something I have noword for— the
body’s belated recognition of what the mind refused to acknowledge.
I killed men today. I do not know how many. I know I did, because
I aimed and I fired and I saw them fall, and I do not know their names
or their faces and I never will. They were soldiers. They had mothers
in Naples or Calabria or wherever Bourbon soldiers come from, and
their mothers will receive letters, or they will not receive letters, which
is worse, and they will never know that their sons died on a terraced
hillside in Sicily because a Lombard boy with a rifle and an idea about
Italy pointed a bayonet at them and charged.

A Sicilian woman from the farm below the hill brought water and bre-
ad to the wounded. She moved among them without hesitation, this
small darkwoman in a black dress, kneeling besidemenwhowere stran-
gers and enemies and dying, giving water equally to red shirts and whi-
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te uniforms. She did not ask which side they were on. She asked only
if they were thirsty. I watched her and I thought: this is what courage
looks like when it is not wearing a uniform.
Iwrote tomy father tonight.Two lines. ’I am alive.The battlewaswon.’
I couldnotwritemore.The language I have—the language of a law stu-
dent from Brescia who reads poetry and argues about Mazzini in cafés
— is not adequate to what happened today. I need a language I do not
have. Perhaps no one has it. Perhaps that is whywars produce silence as
much as stories.
Viva l’Italia. The cost of that phrase has gone up considerably.

27 May 1860

Palermo.
We entered the city at dawn through the Porta Termini, moving fast
through streets that smelled of gunpowder and rotting garbage and so-
mething floral I could not identify — jasmine, someone said. The pe-
ople of Palermo had risen ahead of us. Barricades everywhere, made of
furniture, paving stones, overturned carts, church pews. Women and
children on the rooftops, throwing tiles and boiling water down on
the Bourbon patrols. Boys of twelve with pistols. An old woman with
a kitchen knife.
The fighting was house to house, corner to corner. The Bourbon garri-
son held the Royal Palace and the forts. Their warships in the harbour
shelled the city— shells falling intomarkets, churches, homes, without
discrimination. A section of the ViaMaqueda collapsed while we were
running along it. Dust and screams.
But the citywaswithus.Thatwas the difference.AtCalatafimiwewere
a thousand men against an army. In Palermo we were a thousand men
at the tip of a rising that included the entire city. The Bourbons had
numbers and guns and ships, but they did not have the people, and in
a city of narrow streets and flat rooftops, the people are the terrain.
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I have not slept in two days. My ears ring. I have a cut on my forearm
that a Sicilian woman stitched with sewing thread and a steady hand.
She told me her name but I have forgotten it. She gave me water and
bread and an orange. The orange was the most beautiful thing I have
ever seen.

14 June 1860

The armistice holds. The Bourbon garrison has agreed to withdraw
from Palermo. We watch them march out — long columns of men in
white uniforms, their faces blank with the particular blankness of pro-
fessional soldiers who have been beaten by amateurs. Some of them are
very young. One caught my eye and held it, and in that moment I un-
derstood something terrible: he is me, on the other side of an accident
of birth. Same age, same bewilderment, same knowledge that theworld
has changed around him while he was too busy surviving to notice.
The city is celebrating.Garibaldi rides through the streets and the crowd
closes behind him like water. Women throw flowers. Men weep. Chil-
dren sit on their fathers’ shoulders and stare. I have never seen such joy,
and I have never been so frightened by joy, because I know — I think
we all know — that this city’s hope is a fragile thing, and we may not
be equal to it.
I wrote to my father. I told him I am alive and that we have taken Pa-
lermo. I did not tell him about Carletti. I did not tell him about the
sounds. I told him the oranges are wonderful.

20 July 1860

Milazzo. Another battle, another miracle — though the miracles are
beginning to feel like mathematics. We had more men this time, many
more, swelledby Sicilian volunteers and reinforcements from thenorth.
The Bourbon fortress was strong, but their will was cracking. You co-
uld see it in the way they fought — well enough, bravely enough, but
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without conviction. They are defending a kingdom that no longer be-
lieves in itself.

Korsak is dead. The Polish officer. He charged a barricade with a sword
in one hand and a pistol in the other, laughing — actually laughing
— and a volley caught him full in the chest. He fell and did not move.
I reached him after the position was taken. His eyes were open and he
was smiling. Not the smile of death that poets write about — just the
smile of a man who died doing exactly what he meant to do.

I did not know himwell, but I knewwhat he was. Aman without a co-
untry, fighting for othermen’s countries, hopingperhaps that each libe-
ration brought his own a little closer. There are several like him among
us — Poles, Hungarians, Germans — men for whom the word ’fre-
edom’ is not abstract but a wound.

Sicily is ours. The Bourbon troops are bottled up inMessina. The strait
awaits. The mainland awaits. Italy awaits.

I am tired.

20 August 1860

We have crossed.

The Strait of Messina — that sliver of water that separates the island
from the continent— is behind us. We crossed at night, in small boats,
and landed on the Calabrian shore. The Bourbon navy, which should
have destroyed us in the water, was elsewhere, or confused, or incom-
petent. Again, luck. Always luck.

Calabria is mountainous and poor and hot. The people here greet us
with the same desperate hope I saw in Sicily — and beneath the hope,
the same wariness. They have been disappointed before. They will be
disappointed again, I think, though I do not say this aloud.

We march north. Naples is the prize. The Bourbon kingdom is collap-
sing from the extremities inward, like a body dying of cold.
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7 September 1860

Naples. We are in Naples.
I will write those words again because I do not believe them: we are
in Naples. The capital. The king fled before we arrived — Francis II,
twenty-four years old and already a monarch in exile. He went north
with his loyal troops to the fortress of Gaeta. The city opened to us
without a shot.
Naples is vast and chaotic and magnificent and filthy. The crowd that
greetedGaribaldi was the largest I have ever seen or imagined—a sea of
faces and hands and flags and noise that went on and on until it became
something other than a crowd, something geological. I marched thro-
ugh streets ankle-deep in flowers and I wept and I was not ashamed.
But the Bourbon army is not finished. They have regrouped north of
here, along the Volturno River, and they will fight. This is not over.
I have been a soldier for four months. It feels like four centuries. I look
in a mirror — the first mirror I have seen since Genoa — and I do not
recognise the face. It is thinner and darker and older. The eyes are the
eyes of a man who has done things that the boy who left Brescia could
not have imagined.
I wrote to my father again. This time I told him everything.

1 October 1860

The Volturno.
The Bourbon army attacked at dawn— their last, best effort to save the
kingdom. They came in strength, perhaps thirty thousandmen against
our less than twenty. For the first time in this campaign, we were the
defenders, dug in along the river, waiting for the blow.
It was the worst day. Worse than Calatafimi, worse than Palermo, wor-
se than anything. The fighting lasted from dawn until dark. Waves of
Bourbon infantry came at our positions again and again. We held. We
bent, we staggered, we bled, but we held. Garibaldi rode from point to
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point along the line, appearing wherever the pressure was greatest, as if
he could sense where the wall was about to crack.
At one point in the afternoon, our section was nearly overrun. A Bo-
urbon column broke through on our right and we were fighting hand
to hand — bayonets, rifle butts, fists, teeth. A man grabbed my collar
and I hit himwith the stock ofmy rifle and hewent down and I hit him
again and I should not have hit him again but I did.
We held.When darkness came, the Bourbons withdrew. They left their
dead on the field like a carpet. We left ours.
I am alive. I keep saying this. As if the repetition will make it feel real.

26 October 1860
It is done.
Garibaldi met the king today — Vittorio Emanuele II, with his Pied-
montese army that marched south through the Papal States while we
were bleeding on the Volturno. He met the king at Teano and he said:
’I salute the first king of Italy.’ And then he gave it all away. Everything
we fought for, everythingwe bled for—he placed it in the king’s hands
like a gift.
I understand why. Italy must be one. It cannot be Garibaldi’s Italy and
Cavour’s Italy and the king’s Italy. It must simply be Italy. But wat-
ching it — watching this man who could have been anything, who co-
uld have claimed anything, step aside with nothing but his poncho and
his principles — I felt something crack in my chest that was not a rib.
We are to be disbanded. TheGaribaldini, theRed Shirts, theThousand
— we are to become civilians again. Some will be absorbed into the re-
gular army. Most will go home. I will go home.
Home. Brescia. My father’s wool shop. My mother’s kitchen. The law
books gathering dust. How do I go back to that? How does anyone go
back?
I am keeping the red shirt. Stained and torn and stinking as it is, I am
keeping it. It is the only proof I have that any of this was real.
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22 March 1861

TheKingdomof Italywas proclaimed five days ago. Vittorio Emanuele
II, by the grace of God and the will of the nation, King of Italy. I read
it in the newspaper at a café in Brescia, sitting at a table by the window,
drinking coffee that tasted of nothing.
Italy. We said the word like a prayer for so long that I had forgotten it
was supposed to become a country. Countries have tax collectors and
conscription laws and arguments about tariffs. Countries have pover-
ty and corruption and injustice. Countries are ordinary. What we dre-
amed was not ordinary.
But it is real, and I will not diminish that. I walked streets that are now
Italian streets, past buildings that are now Italian buildings, under a sky
that— though it does not know it— is now an Italian sky.Venice is not
yet ours. Rome is not yet ours. But the shape of the thing is visible now,
and it is the shapewe drew in attics andwhispered about in prisons and
sailed toward on a stolen steamship in the dark.
My father embracedmewhen I came home.He heldme for a long time
and said nothing, and I understood that he had not expected to hold
me again. My sister has stopped calling me an idiot, which worries me.
I have enrolled again at the university. The lectures are very quiet after
cannon fire.

Marco Pellegrini returned to Brescia in the winter of 1860 with a Bour-
bon sabre he had taken at Calatafimi and a cough he had acquired in the
marshes outsideNaples. He was twenty-three years old and had seenmore
death thanmost men see in a lifetime. He attempted to resume his studies
in law at the University of Pavia but found that the lecture halls, the care-
ful parsing of statutes, the polite debates about property rights felt obscene
after what he had witnessed. He abandoned the university in the spring
of 1861. For a time he drifted, taking work as a clerk in his father’s wool
trading business, drinkingmore thanwas wise, unable to sleep without the
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sound of other men breathing nearby. His sister, who had called him both
a hero and an idiot, watched himwith an anxiety that she disguised as ir-
ritation, and it was she who eventually introduced him to Elena Todeschi-
ni, the daughter of a Brescian doctor, at a dinner that was transparently
arranged for the purpose. Themarriage, in 1863, saved him—by his own
later account. Elena had the particular gift of treating his silences as wor-
thy of respect rather than as problems to be solved. He entered local politics,
serving first as a municipal councillor in Brescia, then as a provincial de-
puty. He was amoderate, a pragmatist, a man who believed in education
and railways and the slow, unglamorouswork of building institutions.He
never joined Garibaldi’s later campaigns against Rome or Austria, tho-
ugh he was asked. He kept the red shirt in a cedar chest in his study.When
visitors asked about it, he would say: ’I wore it when I was someone else.’
He also kept Carletti’s copy ofManzoni, stained and water-damaged, on
the shelf beside his law books. He never read it. He never gave it away. He
died inBrescia in 1911, aged seventy-four, having served asmayor for two
terms. His obituary in the local newspaper called him ’one of the last of the
Thousand.’ He would have found that both flattering and insufficient.

21



Capitano Raffaele d’Auria

Captain, 8th Line Infantry Regiment, Royal Army of the Two Sicilies

I swore an oath to a king. No one told me the king would forget
his own kingdom.

20 May 1859

The French and the Piedmontese are at war with Austria. This is, for
the moment, not our concern—His Majesty maintains the neutrality
of the Kingdom, and our regiment remains garrisoned at Capua, whe-
re the primary enemies continue to be boredom, mosquitoes, and the
cook’s apparent vendetta against edible food.
But the officers talk. In the mess, over wine that the Crown provides
and cards that the Crown pretends not to notice, the conversation circ-
les the samequestions. IfAustria falls in the north,what happens to the
balance that has kept our kingdom intact since the Congress of Vien-
na? If Piedmont absorbs Lombardy, then Venetia, then the duchies —
how long before they look south?
I raised this with Colonnello Ferrara, who told me not to concern my-
self with politics. He said the army exists to follow orders, not to specu-
late. He is correct, of course. He is also a fool. The army that does not
speculate is the army that is surprised, and the army that is surprised is
the army that is destroyed.
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I wrote to Giuliana. I told her the garrison is quiet and the food is ter-
rible, both of which are true. I did not tell her about the conversations
in the mess. She worries enough.

13 May 1860

They have landed.

A thousandmen—volunteers, irregulars, bandits in red shirts—under
the command of Garibaldi, the pirate, the filibuster, the hero of every
drawing-room revolutionary in Europe. They landed at Marsala two
days ago while our navy, which is to sayHisMajesty’s navy, which is to
say the navy that was supposed to prevent exactly this, was somewhere
else.

I received orders this morning. The regiment is to prepare for deploy-
ment to Sicily. Aftermonths of nothing, everythingmoves at once, and
everything moves badly. We have ammunition for perhaps three enga-
gements. Our maps of the Sicilian interior are twenty years old. The
quartermaster informsme that summer uniforms have not been issued
because the requisitionwas lost— lost!— somewhere betweenNaples
and theWarMinistry.

’Non ti preoccupà,Raffaè,’ Colonnello Ferrara toldme. ’They are a rab-
ble. A thousand men with hunting rifles. Our garrison in Sicily num-
bers ten times that.’ He may be right. But I have studied Garibaldi’s
campaigns — in South America, in Rome, in the Alps — and this is
not a man who is defeated by numbers. He is defeated by nothing. He
simply refuses to acknowledge the concept.

I wrote to Giuliana. I told her we may be moving. I did not tell her
where.

17 May 1860

Calatafimi is lost.
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The reports arrived this morning, confused and contradictory as all
battlefield reports are, but the essential fact is clear: General Landi’s
force — three thousand regular troops with artillery, holding fortified
high ground—was defeated byGaribaldi’s volunteers attacking uphill.
Uphill. With inferior numbers and inferior weapons.
I have read the dispatches three times. I do not understand how this
happened. Landi had every advantage. Terrain, numbers, artillery, tra-
ining. His men were professional soldiers of the Crown. Garibaldi’s
men were students and shopkeepers. And yet.
The word in the mess is that Landi panicked. That he ordered a retreat
when thepositionwas still defensible.That the Sicilian irregulars—the
picciotti— flanked his positions using paths that were not on anymap.
That Garibaldi’s men charged bayonets with a fury that regular troops,
trained to fire in volleys and maintain formation, could not match.
I think the truth is simpler andmore terrifying.Garibaldi’smenwanted
to win more than Landi’s men wanted to hold. Desire is not a factor
taught at the military academy, but I am beginning to think it is the
only factor that matters.
Morale in the regiment is — I will use the professional term— ’degra-
ded.’

3 June 1860

Palermo has fallen.
I write this and I still do not believe it. Palermo. The capital of Sicily.
A city garrisoned by several thousand of our troops, supported by the
fleet. Taken by a rabble of volunteers and a civilian uprising.
The details are humiliating. The populace rose. Barricades in every stre-
et. Our troops — brave men, many of them, who fought well in confi-
ned spaces against an enemy that was everywhere and nowhere—were
systematically overwhelmed by the sheermass of a city that had decided
to change its loyalties. The fleet bombarded the city, which accompli-
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shednothing except the destructionof several churches and themurder
of civilians, which in turn drove more civilians to the barricades.

An armistice has been agreed. Our garrison is to evacuate. Evacuate.
From our own city.

Colonnello Ferrara no longer says ’non ti preoccupà.’He says very little
now. He drinks wine in his quarters and reads the dispatches with the
expression of a man watching his house burn from across the river.

I amnot afraid. I want that recorded. I amnot afraid ofGaribaldi or his
volunteers or the Sicilian rabble. I am afraid of serving a kingdom that
does not know how to save itself. That is a different andmore corrosive
fear.

22 July 1860

Milazzo lost. Sicily is gone.

I will not rehearse the details. They are the same details as before —
Bourbon positions overrun, Bourbon troops retreating, Bourbon ge-
nerals issuing orders that arrive too late for a situation that has already
moved beyond them. Our forces are withdrawing toMessina, which is
the last toehold we have on the island. It will not hold.

We are ordered to the mainland. The defense of the kingdom now de-
pends on holding the line atCalabria—at the strait, at the narrowneck
of water that is the last barrier between Garibaldi andNaples. Holding
the strait should be simple. It is three kilometres of water. Any compe-
tent navy could turn it into a killing ground. We have a navy. Whether
it is competent is a question I am no longer permitted to ask aloud.

’A muort e questa guerra,’ Sergente Esposito muttered when he tho-
ught I could not hear. The death of this war. He is fromNaples, Espo-
sito. He has a wife and three children in the Quartieri Spagnoli. He is
the best sergeant in the company and he no longer believes we can win.
I did not reprimand him. One does not reprimand the truth.
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21 August 1860

They have crossed the strait.
Garibaldi crossed the Strait ofMessinawith his forces, at night, in small
boats, and our navy — our magnificent, useless navy — failed to stop
him. I am told that confusion in the chain of command, contradictory
orders from Naples, and the sheer audacity of the crossing caught our
admirals unprepared. Unprepared. They had one task. One body of
water. Three kilometres.
Calabria is crumbling. The garrisons are surrendering or melting away.
Local populations are greeting the Red Shirts as liberators, just as they
did in Sicily. Our soldiers — boys fromNaples, from Campania, from
the Abruzzi — are being asked to die for a kingdom that the people of
that kingdom no longer want.
I received a letter fromGiuliana today. She writes that Naples is uneasy.
Themarkets are quiet. Peoplewhisper. She askswhen Iwill comehome.
She does not ask if we are winning, which tells me she already knows
the answer.

5 September 1860

His Majesty has left Naples.
The King—my king, the king to whom I swore my oath— has depar-
ted the capital forGaeta, with the court, the treasury, andwhat remains
of the loyal army.He left in the night, like a thief.Which is unfair—he
is not a thief, he is a young man of twenty-four who inherited a crisis
he did not create and cannot resolve. But the image remains: the King
of the Two Sicilies, fleeing his own capital in darkness.
Garibaldi will enter Naples in days, perhaps hours. There is nothing
to stop him. The army is scattered, demoralised, leaderless. Some units
have gone over to the enemy. Others have simply dissolved — soldiers
walking home in civilian clothes, dropping their rifles in ditches, beco-
ming farmers and shopkeepers again.
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I am ordered to Capua, to join the defensive line along the Volturno
River. This is where we will make our stand. Or this is where we will
die. They may be the same thing.

I have not been able to write to Giuliana. The postal service between
a collapsing kingdom and its abandoned capital is, as onemight expect,
unreliable.

15 September 1860

Capua. The Volturno line.

We have been digging for a week. Entrenchments, gun positions, fields
of fire. The work is familiar and calming — there is a geometry to for-
tification that the mind can hold when everything else is chaos. I have
my company, or what remains of it. Forty-seven men. The table of or-
ganisation says I should have one hundred and twenty. Some are dead.
Some are wounded. Some have deserted. I do not judge the deserters.
I judge myself for not deserting, and I find the verdict unsatisfying.

The position is strong. The river is a natural barrier. We have artillery
—good artillery, Bourbon-manufactured, reliable. Themenwho rema-
in are the men who chose to remain, which means they are either the
bravest or the most stubborn, and in my experience these are the same
men.

Colonnello Ferrara tells me we will receive reinforcements from Gaeta.
Colonnello Ferrara has told me many things that have not come true.
But I prepare as if they will, because preparation is the last religion of
the professional soldier.

The nights are cold for September. The men sleep in their greatcoats.
I do not sleep much.

30 September 1860

Tomorrow.
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The assault is planned for dawn. We have thirty thousand men — the
last concentrated force of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. Against us,
Garibaldi has perhaps twenty thousand, spread along the Volturno in
defensive positions. For the first time, we outnumber him. For the first
time, we are the attackers.

I briefed my company this evening. Forty-seven faces in the lamplight.
Some afraid, some eager, most simply present — that blank, waiting
state that soldiers enter before battle, when the body conserves itself
and the mind retreats to somewhere safe. I told them that tomorrow
we fight for the honour of the Crown and the survival of the Kingdom.
I did not tell them what I believe, which is that we fight because stop-
ping nowwould mean that everything we have already lost was lost for
nothing.

I know my men. After six months of retreat and defeat, I know them
as well as I know my own hands. Sergente Esposito, who has the ste-
adiness of a man who has decided that whatever happens was always
going to happen. Caporale Ferraro, nineteen years old, from a village
near Avellino, who joined the army because his family could not feed
him andwhofightswith the quiet ferocity of amanwhohas nothing to
go back to. Soldato Rinaldi, who tells jokes before every engagement,
bad jokes, jokes that make the other men groan and laugh and forget
for a moment what is coming. He told one tonight — something abo-
ut a priest and a donkey — and the laughter in the lamplight was the
most human sound I have heard in weeks.

These are good men. That is what the officers never say in the dispat-
ches, because dispatches deal in numbers and positions and objectives,
not in the quality of the men who will be asked to walk into rifle fire
at dawn. Good men. Men who have endured months of humiliation
— the retreat from Calatafimi, the evacuation of Palermo, the collap-
se of Calabria — and have not broken. Men who have watched their
kingdom dissolve around them and have chosen to remain, not becau-
se they are blind towhat is happening, but because their oathmeans so-
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mething, or because their comrades mean something, or because they
simply do not know how to stop being soldiers.

I wrote the letter to Giuliana. I have written it before — every officer
does, before everybattle—but this time Iwrote itwithmore care. I told
her where the household accounts are kept. I told her that Francesca
should studymusic, as she has talent. I told her that littleMaria should
be allowed to climb trees, despite what the neighbours say. I told her
that the yearswith herwere the best thing I have accomplished, and that
everything else—theuniform, theoath, the kingdom—was secondary.
I told her she is strong enough for whatever comes, and that the girls
will grow into women she can be proud of, and that if I am not there
to see it, it will be the only thing I regret.

I sealed the letter and placed it in my breast pocket. I hope she never
reads it.

The night is very still. The men are sleeping, or pretending to sleep,
which is the same thing the night before a battle. The campfires are low.
Somewhere down the line, someone is playing a harmonica — a slow
tune, aNeapolitan song about the sea and awomanwaiting, the kindof
song that soldiers have sung before battles since there were soldiers and
battles and songs. The melody carries over the trenches and the river
and disappears into the dark where the enemy is also listening, because
they are Neapolitan too, many of them, and they know the song.

’Adda passà ’a nuttata,’ Esposito said to me tonight. The night must
pass. It is what Neapolitans say when there is nothing left to say. He is
right. The night must pass.

1 October 1860 — dawn

The guns have started. God keep us all.
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Capitano Raffaele d’Auria was killed on the morning of 1 October 1860
during the Battle of the Volturno, leading a company-strength assault on
a Garibaldian position near the village of Santa Maria Capua Vetere.
According to the account of Sergente Maggiore Ciro Esposito, who survi-
ved the engagement, d’Auria was struck by rifle fire while crossing open
ground ahead of his men — a characteristically reckless act for an officer
who had increasingly chosen to lead from the front as his faith in the cam-
paign’s outcome diminished. He was hit twice, once in the shoulder and
once in the abdomen, and fell some forty metres from the Garibaldian li-
ne. Esposito and two privates dragged him to a ditch, where he remained
conscious for approximately two hours. His last recorded words, according
to Esposito, were an instruction to ensure that a letter in his breast pocket
— addressed to his wife Giuliana in Naples — be delivered. He also sa-
id, Esposito recalled, something about the harmonica player, though the
sergeant could notmake out the full sentence. The letter was recovered, sta-
ined with blood, and eventually reached Giuliana d’Auria in December
1860, forwarded through the chaos of the collapsing kingdom by a chain
of military chaplains whose patience with the postal system exceeded their
patience with the political situation. Its contents remain private. Raffaele
d’Auriawas buried inamass grave near SantaMariaCapuaVeterewith
other fallen Bourbon soldiers. His body was never individually identified
or recovered. The grave was later marked with a simple stone monument
that reads, in Italian: ’To the soldiers of the Kingdom who fell here, se-
rving their oath.’ Giuliana d’Auria remained in Naples with their two
daughters, surviving on a small pension from the house of Bourbon-Two
Sicilies paid from exile, supplemented by income fromneedlework that she
sold through a sympathetic merchant’s wife. She never remarried. Fran-
cesca did study music, as her father had wished. Maria did climb trees.
In 1874, Giuliana submitted a petition to the Italian government for re-
cognition of her husband’s military service, arguing that he had served
honourably regardless of which flag he served under. The petition was de-
nied. She submitted it again in 1882, and again in 1889. Each time it
was denied. She died in Naples in 1901, aged sixty-eight, with the peti-
tion still pending its fourth submission. Their eldest daughter, Francesca,
married a doctor from Salerno and named her first son Raffaele.
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Foreign correspondent, The Times of London

I observe revolutions the way an entomologist observes ants —
with fascination, detachment, and the private conviction that

they will bite me eventually.

12 January 1860
Dinner at the Reform Club with Harrington, who has returned from
Turin with the look of a man who has witnessed something either mi-
raculous or absurd and cannot determine which. He speaks of Italy —
of course he speaks of Italy; everyone speaks of Italy this season, as if
it were the latest novel — and of the extraordinary possibility that the
peninsula, which has been a geographical expression since the fall of
Rome, may soon become a nation.
I listened with what I hope passed for interest. Italy is, for those of us
in the correspondence trade, an inexhaustible subject— romantic eno-
ugh to sell papers, complicated enough to fill columns, and distant eno-
ugh that our readers can formpassionate opinionswithout the inconve-
nience of facts. The Great British Public loves a liberation, particularly
one that occurs in a sunny climate and involves picturesque locals.
Harrington believes that Garibaldi — the Hero of TwoWorlds, as the
popular press insists on calling him, as though one world were insuffi-
cient for heroism — will attempt something in the south. Sicily, per-
haps. A landing, a rising, a revolution. I asked Harrington what Gari-
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baldiwould dowith Sicily if he took it.He looked atme as if I had asked
an impolite question, which I suppose I had.

14 May 1860

The telegraph brings news that Garibaldi has indeed landed in Sicily, at
a place called Marsala, with roughly a thousand men. The editor has
asked me to prepare a series of dispatches. He used the word ’vivid,’
which in editorial language means ’make our readers feel they are there
without actually sending you there.’
One thousand men. Against the standing army of the Kingdom of the
Two Sicilies, which numbers, by themost conservative estimates, some
forty to fifty thousand regular troops with artillery, cavalry, and a navy.
The mathematics are not encouraging. But Garibaldi has never shown
much respect formathematics, nor indeed for any discipline thatmight
constrain his enthusiasm.
Our government maintains its customary posture of enlightened neu-
trality, which is to saywe shall do nothingwhile hoping for an outcome
that serves our interests. Lord Palmerston, I am told, is sympathetic to
the Italian cause — sympathetic in the specific British sense that invo-
lves approvingof liberty for foreignerswhile ensuring that any resulting
chaos does not interfere with our trade routes or naval positions in the
Mediterranean.
I have requested permission to travel to Sicily. The editor has requested
that I remain in London and work from dispatches. Money, as always,
wins the argument against journalism.

20 May 1860

Extraordinary dispatches fromSicily.Garibaldi’s volunteers—one tho-
usand ragged men with rifles of various vintages and enthusiasm of
a single, burning variety— have defeated a Bourbon force of three tho-
usand regulars at a place called Calatafimi. They attacked uphill. They
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carried the position with bayonets. The Bourbon troops, who had eve-
ry tactical advantage known to military science, broke and retreated.
I confess this troubles my cynicism, which I have cultivated with so-
me care over twenty years of observing the affairs of nations. Cynicism
requires a world that behaves predictably — that is, badly, but in fa-
miliar patterns. When a thousand shopkeepers defeat three thousand
soldiers by running at them screaming, the cynic must either adjust his
framework or admit that theworld contains possibilities his framework
cannot accommodate. I am not yet ready for such an admission.
The Times of Torino — I monitor the Italian press with the help of
a translator who charges by the word and is therefore admirably con-
cise — describes Garibaldi in terms previously reserved for saints and
pagan deities. This is, I note, precisely how the French press described
Napoleon in 1800, and we know how that particular apotheosis conc-
luded.
Still. One thousand men. Uphill. With bayonets.
Something is happening in Sicily that numbers cannot explain.

5 June 1860
Palermo has fallen. The capital of Sicily, a city of two hundred tho-
usand souls, taken by a force that was, at its core, barely larger than
a regiment. The Bourbon garrison has evacuated. The fleet has with-
drawn. Garibaldi is master of western Sicily.
The details that reach us are fragmentary and breathless — correspon-
dents writing at speed, translators condensing nuance into telegram-
-friendly brevity — but the outline is clear enough. The city rose. The
people of Palermo, armed with kitchen implements and righteous fu-
ry, joined the Red Shirts and turned every alley into an ambush. The
Bourbon commanders, who understood how to fight armies, did not
understand how to fight a city that had decided to become an army.
London is enraptured. Garibaldi is the subject of every dinner party,
every leading article, every sermon that touches on the theme of Provi-
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dence guiding the affairs of men. Ladies of good breeding collect por-
traits of him.Gentlemenwhowould not dreamof engaging in physical
violence themselves toast his bayonet charges over port. The Working
Men’s Association has passed a resolution of solidarity. Even Her Ma-
jesty is said to be privately sympathetic, though publicly neutral, in the
manner of monarchs.

I find myself in the uncomfortable position of admiring what I do not
entirely trust. Garibaldi is magnificent. But magnificence, in my expe-
rience, is not a governing philosophy.

25 July 1860

Sicily is effectively in Garibaldi’s hands. The last Bourbon stronghold
of substance—Milazzo, on thenortheast coast—has fallen after a sharp
engagement. The remnant of the Bourbon garrison clings to Messina,
but it is a toehold, nothing more.

The question that now occupies the more thoughtful dispatches —
and the less thoughtful dinner conversations— is: what next? Garibal-
di has liberated Sicily. Will he stop? Will he cross to the mainland and
march on Naples? And if he takes Naples, what then? A Garibaldian
republic? Union with Piedmont? Chaos?

Cavour, the Piedmontese prime minister, is reported to be simultane-
ously supporting and undermining the expedition—a feat of diploma-
tic ambidexterity that would be admirable if it were not so transparen-
tly self-interested. Hewants the results of Garibaldi’s audacity without
the complications of Garibaldi’s republicanism. He wants revolution
on a leash. I wish him luck. One does not leash volcanoes.

The French are nervous, which is their natural state when Italy does
anything interesting. Napoleon III, who has his own plans for the pe-
ninsula, watches from Paris with the expression of a chess player who
has discovered his opponent is playing draughts and winning.
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10 September 1860

Garibaldi has entered Naples. The king has fled. The kingdom has, for
all practical purposes, ceased to exist.

I shall write that again, for the benefit of future historians who may
find this journal and doubt its author’s sobriety: the Kingdom of the
Two Sicilies, a European state with a standing army, a navy, diplomatic
representation, and seven centuries of continuous if frequently inter-
rupted sovereignty, has been overthrown by an expedition that began
with one thousand men on two stolen steamships.

The British government continues to observe with studied neutrality.
Lord John Russell has made approving noises about the right of pe-
oples to determine their own governance, which is the sort of princi-
ple that the British endorse enthusiastically when it is applied to other
people’s empires. OurMediterranean fleet is positioned to protect Bri-
tish subjects and interests, which in practicemeans protecting thewine
trade at Marsala and ensuring that whatever new order emerges in so-
uthern Italy does not inconvenience the Royal Navy.

I have finally received permission to travel. I depart for Naples next we-
ek. The editor, having discovered that events have become too large to
cover from a London desk, has allocated funds with the reluctance of
a man extracting his own teeth. I am to write dispatches ’conveying the
excitement of the moment.’ I shall endeavour to convey it. Whether
I shall feel it is another matter.

8 October 1860

Naples. I am here at last, a week after the Battle of the Volturno, and
the city is — I struggle for the precise word — febrile. It vibrates with
an energy that is part triumph, part anxiety, part the particular mania
that seizes a population that has changed governments and is not yet
certain whether the change is for the better.
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Garibaldi is everywhere and nowhere. His image hangs in shop win-
dows, on street corners, in churches where it competes with rather mo-
re established deities. Theman himself is at his headquarters,managing
an impromptu government with the organisational skills of a brilliant
general and the administrative instincts of a gifted amateur, which is to
say that the battles are won and the paperwork is catastrophic.

I walked the Volturno battlefield yesterday. The ground is still torn.
One can trace the lines of the Bourbon assault by the density of the
debris — cartridge papers, broken equipment, the occasional personal
article that someone dropped while running or dying. The locals ha-
ve already begun scavenging. Buttons, belt buckles, bullets — all have
value in an economy that has none.

The Bourbon dead have been buried, mostly. The Garibaldian dead
have been buried with more ceremony. Both are equally dead, which is
the one respect in which war maintains a rigorous impartiality.

I interviewed several of the volunteers.They are remarkablemen—and
Iuse theword ’remarkable’ advisedly, as I amnot given to praise. Young,
predominantly, from across the Italian peninsula and beyond. I spoke
with a boy from Brescia who had fought at Calatafimi and could not
describe the experiencewithouthis hands trembling. I spokewith a Sici-
lianwomanwhohad treatedwoundedmenduring the siege of Palermo
and who discussed amputation with the calm precision of a botanist
describing the pruning of roses. I spoke with a Piedmontese supply of-
ficer who delivered a twenty-minute dissertation on the inadequacy of
Bourbon boot sizes with such passionate conviction that I very nearly
forgot I was listening to a man talk about shoes.

They are, all of them, convinced that they have participated in some-
thing transcendent. History, they say. The making of Italy. And per-
haps they are right. Perhaps this dishevelled, improvised, preposterous
campaign—a thousandmenoverthrowing a kingdom—is indeed one
of those moments when the improbable becomes the inevitable, and
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the historians of the future will mark it as the hinge on which a conti-
nent turned.
Or perhaps it is simply the latest act in theMediterranean’s endless the-
atre of revolution and reaction, liberation and disillusionment, hope
and its inevitable betrayal. I have covered enough upheavals to recogni-
se the pattern: the ecstasy of the overthrow, the chaos of the transition,
the slow discovery that the new order resembles the old onemore close-
ly than anyone cares to admit. The French discovered this. The Spanish
discovered this. The Greeks discovered this. The Italians will discover
it too, in time.
But tonight, inNaples, the discovery has not yet beenmade, and the ci-
ty celebrates with a fervour that is bothmagnificent and heartbreaking.
Magnificent because the joy is real—these people genuinely believe the-
ir lives are about to improve. Heartbreaking because I have been a cor-
respondent long enough to know what usually follows belief.
I am writing my dispatch for tomorrow’s edition. The editor wants
triumph. I shall give him triumph, lightly seasoned with scepticism. It
is the British way.

28 October 1860
The greatmeeting has occurred. Garibaldi andVittorio Emanuele, face
to face, on the road near Teano. The revolutionary and the king. The
man who conquered a kingdom and the man who will receive it.
I was not present — the encounter took place under conditions that
excluded most of the press — but the accounts are consistent. Garibal-
di rode forward, raised his hat, and proclaimed Vittorio Emanuele the
King of Italy. The king accepted. They shook hands.Historywasmade.
It took approximately ninety seconds.
What was not said is more interesting thanwhat was. Garibaldi did not
ask for a ministry, a title, a pension, or a command. He asked for no-
thing. This is either the most noble act of self-abnegation since Cin-
cinnatus laid down his dictatorship, or it is the gesture of a man who
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understands that real power — the power of the myth, the legend, the
red shirt — is diminished by office. I suspect it is both.
Cavour, I am told, is relieved. The nightmare scenario—Garibaldi dec-
laring a republic, Garibaldi marching on Rome, Garibaldi doing any-
thing other than handing over the keys and retiring to his island— has
not materialised. The revolution has been domesticated. The volcano
has been, if not leashed, at least pointed in a convenient direction.

3 January 1861
Still in Naples, observing the birth pangs of a nation, which resemble
the birth pangs of everything else: messy, painful, and accompanied by
a great deal of shouting.
The new Italian administration is attempting to govern a territory it do-
es not understand, using lawswritten for a society it has not studied, en-
forced by officials who speak a dialect the locals cannot parse. Piedmon-
tese bureaucrats arrive daily, carrying regulations and an air of moral
superiority that the Neapolitans find even less palatable than Bourbon
taxation. At least the Bourbons were local tyrants. The Piedmontese
are foreign ones.
The countryside is restive. Reports of banditry— or resistance, depen-
ding on one’s sympathies — arrive daily from Calabria, from the Basi-
licata, from the Abruzzi. Former Bourbon soldiers, displaced peasants,
and opportunistic criminals form bands that the new government calls
brigands and the old loyalists call patriots. The Italian army, fresh from
liberating the south, is now tasked with pacifying it. The irony is not
lost on anyone except, apparently, the men giving the orders.
Garibaldi has retired to his island,Caprera, off the coast of Sardinia.He
tends his farm, reads hismail, andwaits. Forwhat?Another expedition,
another war, another chance to bemagnificent? Or simply for the Italy
he imagined to bear some resemblance to the Italy that exists?
I find that I have become, despite my best efforts, fond of this chaotic
peninsula. It confounds every expectation, defeats every generalisation,
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andproduces, in roughly equalmeasure, genius and catastrophe.Much
like journalism, come to think of it.

20 March 1861

TheKingdomof Italy hasbeenproclaimed.VittorioEmanuele II,King.
Turin, capital. Parliament, assembled. The geographical expression has
become a political reality.

I attended the celebrations in Naples — fireworks, processions, spe-
eches of the sort that politicians deliver when they wish to claim credit
for events they did not cause. The crowd cheered with the enthusiasm
of people who have been told that their lives are about to improve and
have not yet discovered that proclamations and improvements are not
the same thing.

Rome is not included. Nor Venice. The new Italy is a kingdom with
holes in it — significant holes, one might say, given that one contains
the Pope and the other contains the Austrians. These gaps will, I su-
spect, generate further dispatches, further wars, and further dinners at
the Reform Club where men like Harrington will explain to men like
me what is really happening.

I depart for London tomorrow. My editor has concluded that the Ita-
lian story is, for the moment, resolved— a conclusion that demonstra-
tes the journalist’s eternal optimism that history pauses for deadlines.
It does not. It never does.

I shall miss Naples. Not the noise, not the chaos, not the impenetra-
ble bureaucracy, not the traffic that moves according to principles unk-
nown to Euclidean geometry. But the light. The light here is extraor-
dinary — clear, golden, merciless, the light of a place that has seen eve-
rything and is not impressed. Rather like a good correspondent, now
I think of it.
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15 February 1862
A letter from my translator in Naples — the concise one, who charges
by the word. He writes that the south is in turmoil. Brigandage has be-
come endemic. The Italian army conducts operations in Calabria and
the Basilicata that bear an uncomfortable resemblance to the military
campaigns of anoccupying force.Villages are burned. Suspects are shot.
Martial law is the norm in provinces that, less than two years ago, were
promised liberty, fraternity, and a unified Italian future.
I have written a dispatch for The Times suggesting that the romance of
Garibaldi’s expedition has given way to a less photogenic reality. The
editor has amended it to reduce the pessimism. Readers, he explained,
prefer their revolutions concluded.
They are not concluded. They are never concluded. The moment a re-
volution succeeds, it becomes a government, and governments are the
natural predators of the hopes that revolutions inspire. This is not cy-
nicism. It is observation. Twenty years of foreign correspondence have
taught me that the chapter after liberation is always disillusionment,
and that the correspondent who reports the disillusionment is always
less popular than the one who reported the liberation.
Garibaldi, I read, is restless on his island.He speaks of Rome, of Venice,
of finishing the work. He is, in his way, the most honest man in Italy
— the only one who will say aloud that the work is not finished. The
politicians wish he would be quiet. History, I suspect, will wish he had
been louder.

Edward Blackwood continued as a foreign correspondent for The Times
until 1868, covering the Austro-PrussianWar, the final stages of Italian
unification including the capture of Rome in 1870, and the early years
of the Franco-Prussian War. He was known in Fleet Street for the preci-
sion of his dispatches, the sourness of his opinions, and an expense account
that the newspaper’s comptroller once described as ’a work of imaginative
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fiction rivalling Dickens.’ His editors valued him for his reliability and
dreaded him for his refusal to simplify. A dispatch from Blackwood was
guaranteed to be accurate, literate, and approximately twice the length
that the column space permitted. He published a collection of his Italian
dispatches in 1872 under the title ’The Boot and Its Bruises: Letters from
the Making of Italy,’ which sold modestly and was reviewed favourably
by those who shared his disposition and unfavourably by those who did not.
The Saturday Review called it ’a model of intelligent observationmarred
only by the author’s apparent conviction that he is cleverer than everyone
he describes, a conviction that is, unfortunately, largely justified.’ He reti-
red from journalism in 1874 after a disagreement with his editor over the
coverage of the AshantiWar—Blackwood having refused to describe Bri-
tish imperial violence in the euphemisms the editor preferred. He spent his
remaining years in a cottage in Dorset, writing acerbic letters to the edi-
tor of his former newspaper and cultivating roses with considerably more
tenderness than he had ever shown to human beings. He married late, in
1876, to a widow named Margaret Hale who shared his contempt for
cant and his fondness for good claret. They had no children, which Blac-
kwood attributed to Providence’s reluctance to inflict his temperament on
a second generation. He died in 1893, aged seventy-five. His obituary in
The Times was three paragraphs long, which he would have considered
appropriate. Margaret added a fourth paragraph, unauthorised, which
described him as ’the kindest man I ever knew, who went to considerable
trouble to ensure that no one else knew it.’ The editor, who had his own
reasons for remembering Blackwood, let it stand.
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Shipping clerk, Bixio & Fondaco trading house, Genoa— younger brother
of Nino Bixio

My brother charges cannons. I reconcile ledgers.We serve Italy
in our respective capacities.

28 April 1860
Nino came to the office today. He did not come to discuss the Sardi-
nian cork shipment, which is threeweeks overdue and aboutwhich our
buyers in Marseille are writing increasingly intemperate letters. He ca-
me to tell me he is leaving.
He stood in the doorway of the counting room— he never sits in the
counting room; it makes him restless, all these numbers, all this patien-
ce— and he said: ’Masino, I am going with the General.’ Just like that.
No preamble, no explanation, no acknowledgment that we are in the
middle of a fiscal quarter and that the cork situation requires his signa-
ture on at least four documents.
I askedhimwhere.He said Sicily. I askedhimwhen.He saiddays. I asked
him if he was mad. He gave me the look— theNino look, the one that
says I am a brave man and you are a clerk, and we both know which of
us history will remember.
I wanted to saymany things. I wanted to say that ourmother is notwell
and the news will worsen her. I wanted to say that the business cannot
sustain his absence. I wanted to say that the last time he went to war, in
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’49, he came back with a scar across his ribs and nightmares that woke
the house. I wanted to say: stay. Please stay.
I said: ’Be careful, Nino.’ He laughed. Nino always laughs when some-
one tells him to be careful. It is, as far as I can tell, the only joke he
understands.
He embracedme.He smelled of tobacco and salt air and something else
— excitement, perhaps, or purpose, or whatever it is that burns inside
men who cannot sit still while history is beingmade. Then he left. The
door closed. I returned to the cork shipment.
’Stai attento, Nino.’ As if attention were something he has ever paid to
anything smaller than a cannon.

6 May 1860
They sailed last night. I know because I went to the harbour at Quarto,
though Nino told me not to come. I stood on the hill above the beach
in the dark and watched the boats ferrying men to the two steamships
— the Piemonte and the Lombardo — and I tried to pick out Nino’s
silhouette among the others. I could not. In the dark, at that distance,
one man looks much like another, which is perhaps the most democra-
tic thing about war.
The ships departed around two in the morning. I watched their lights
diminish until they were indistinguishable from the stars. Then I wal-
ked home.
Adelaide was awake. She hadmade coffee, which is what Adelaide does
when she is worried — she makes coffee and waits, as if caffeine and
patience can substitute for control over events. I toldher theyhad sailed.
She asked me if I was all right. I said I was. This was a lie, but marriage
is constructed partly of lies that are kinder than the truth.
I did not go to the office this morning. I sat in my study and read the
newspapers, which do not yet know what has happened. Tomorrow
they will. Tomorrow the world will know that a thousand men have
sailed from Genoa to liberate Sicily, and among them is my brother,

43



Red Shirts, Dusty Roads

who cannot balance a ledger but can balance a sabre on two fingers,
which is apparently the more useful skill.

17 May 1860
News. Finally, news.
The Gazzetta di Genova reports that Garibaldi’s force has landed at
Marsala and fought a battle at a place calledCalatafimi. Theywon.Aga-
inst regulars. Against cannon. They charged uphill and they won.
I read this at my desk at Bixio & Fondaco, and my hands were shaking
so badly that our clerk, SignorRattazzi, asked if Iwas unwell. I told him
I was perfectly well. I told him my brother had just attacked a fortified
position with a bayonet and survived, which was more than could be
said for the cork shipment, which had finally arrived inMarseille dama-
ged by seawater.
Rattazzi looked at me as if I had lost my mind. Perhaps I have.
No letter fromNino. I did not expect one. Nino writes letters the way
he balances ledgers — rarely, badly, and only under extreme compul-
sion. But the dispatches mention Bixio by name. They say he led char-
ges. They say he ralliedmenwhowere wavering. They say he is Garibal-
di’s right hand.
Of course he is. Nino has always been someone’s right hand — fierce,
indispensable, and incapable of existing without a body to serve. InGe-
noa, that body was the business. In Sicily, it is Garibaldi. The scale has
changed. The man has not.
I read every dispatch I can find. I buy three newspapers now—theGaz-
zetta, the Corriere Mercantile, and a Turinese paper that arrives a day
late but has bettermilitary detail. I have become an expert in the geogra-
phy of western Sicily, a region I had no reason to think about a month
ago. I can trace the road from Marsala to Calatafimi on a map. I can
name the hills. I can describe the terrain the way a general might, tho-
ugh my battlefield is a desk covered in newspapers and my weapon is
anxiety.
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Adelaide watches me with an expression I recognise from our mother
— the expression of a womanwho loves a manwho is doing something
she cannot stop and does not fully understand. She brings me coffee.
She sits beside me while I read. She does not say ’do not worry’ becau-
se Adelaide is too intelligent for platitudes and too kind for lies. She
says instead: ’Tell me what the paper says.’ And I tell her, and in the
telling, the fear becomes manageable, because fear shared is fear halved,
and Adelaide’s steady presence is worth more than any newspaper’s re-
assurance.
I wrote to our mother. I told her Nino is well. I described the victory
at Calatafimi in terms that emphasised the triumph and omitted the
bayonets. This selective editing is, I think, what love looks like when it
takes the formof a letter—not a lie, exactly, but a truthwith its sharpest
edges removed, offered to a woman whose heart could not survive the
full version.
Mamma replied the same day, which means she wrote her response be-
fore she received my letter, which means she had already heard, which
means the entire city of Genoa knows, which of course it does. Her let-
ter said: ’Pregherò per lui ogni giorno.’ I will pray for him every day. She
has been praying for Nino every day since he was born. The intensity
has merely increased.
I returned to the cork shipment. The cork does not know about Cala-
tafimi. The cork has its own problems. I find this comforting.

1 June 1860
Palermo has fallen. Nino is alive.
A letter — brief, scrawled, almost illegible, pure Nino. He writes:
’Masino — Palermo è nostra. I am well. The General is magnificent.
Tell Mamma I eat regularly, which is mostly true. The Sicilians fight
like demons. Tell Fondaco the cork can wait. —N.’
That is it. The entirety of my brother’s account of the liberation of a ci-
ty of two hundred thousand people. Thirteen lines. No description of
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the battle, nomention of the dead, no acknowledgment that he has par-
ticipated in an event that will appear in history books. Just: Palermo è
nostra. Tell Mamma I eat.
I showed the letter to Adelaide. She read it twice, then laughed, then
cried, then made coffee. I showed it to our mother, who held it to her
chest and whispered a prayer. I did not show it to Signor Rattazzi, who
has enough to worry about with the cork.
The city ofGenoa iswildwith thenews. Flags in everywindow.Crowds
in the piazza.Menwho have never held aweapon are calling themselves
Garibaldini. The name Bixio is spoken with reverence. I, Tommaso Bi-
xio, the brother who stayed behind, the brother who reconciles ledgers,
walk through these celebrations with a strange compound of pride and
something I hesitate to name. Not jealousy. Something adjacent to je-
alousy. Something that lives in the shadow of extraordinary men and
learns to call itself contentment.

15 July 1860
Another letter fromNino, forwarded through the military post:
’We prepare forMilazzo. The Bourbons hold it with some force. It will
be a hardfight. I ampromoted—Ihave a commandnow,Masino, a real
command, not a counting room. Do not worry. —N.’
Do not worry. My brother is about to assault a fortified position held
by a professional army, and his instruction tome is: do not worry. This
is like telling the sea not to be wet. It is the fundamental misunderstan-
ding of a man who has never waited for anything in his life — he has
always been the one moving, the one charging, the one arriving. He
has never been the one sitting in an office in Genoa, reading dispatches
that are days old and knowing that by the time the words reach him,
the reality they describe has already changed.
Adelaide tells me I must eat. I tell her I am eating. This is the same lie
she accepts from Nino via his letters, and she accepts it from me with
the same expression of tolerant disbelief.
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The business continues. The cork situation is resolved.New shipments
of Sardinian wine are arriving on schedule. Fondaco has sent a letter
inquiring about expanding our Marseille operations. I respond to the-
se matters with the competence of a man whose mind is elsewhere —
which, I am beginning to realise, is the definition of my life.

23 July 1860

Milazzo is taken. The dispatches say the fighting was fierce — house
to house, barricade to barricade. Nino led a charge. Of course he did.
Nino always leads charges. It is his response to every situation: when in
doubt, charge.

No letter yet. I check the post three times daily. Rattazzi has stopped
commenting on this.

Sicily is effectively won. The newspapers discuss what comes next —
the crossing to the mainland, the march on Naples, the unification of
all Italy. These are abstract matters for the editors and politicians. For
me, ’what comes next’ means: will my brother survive the next battle?
And the one after that? And the one after that?

Ourmother is praying. She has, I think,worn a groove in the stone floor
of San Lorenzo with her knees. Adelaide has taken to visiting her daily,
bringing food and company and the practical comfort that comes from
being in the presence of someone who does useful things like cook and
clean rather than charge barricades or reconcile ledgers.

I find that I am proud. Deeply, achingly proud. And I find that pride
and terror are not opposites but companions, walking hand in hand
through every hour of every day.

9 September 1860

Naples. They have taken Naples without a fight. The king fled. Gari-
baldi entered the city to a reception that the dispatches describe as ’de-
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lirious,’ which is a word I associate with fever and which seems, on re-
flection, appropriate.
Nino’s letter arrived this morning — three days old, written from so-
mewhere in Calabria:
’Masino — marching north. The Bourbons dissolve before us like salt
in rain. Naples byweek’s end. TheGeneral sends his regards—he does
not, I invented this, but hewould if he knewyou. I neednewboots.The
Piedmontese ones fell apart in themountains.Can you send a pair? Size
42. —N.’
Boots. He is conquering a kingdom and he needs boots. I went imme-
diately to Carniglia on the Via San Luca and purchased the finest pair
of military boots they had in size 42, which cost eleven lire and which
I charged to the firm’s account under ’sundry operational expenses.’
Fondaco, if he ever audits this, will have questions. I will deal with tho-
se questions when they arise. My brother needs boots.
I sent them by express post to Naples, care of General Garibaldi’s he-
adquarters. I included a note: ’Stai attento, Nino. And for God’s sake,
write to Mamma.’

5 October 1860
The Volturno.
The battle was four days ago. The dispatches arrived today. I read them
standing in the post office, unable to wait until I reached the office or
home. The Bourbon army attacked in force — thirty thousand men,
their final gamble. Garibaldi held. The line held.
Nino is alive.His name appears in the dispatches.He commanded a sec-
tion of the line. He held.
I walked from the post office to the cathedral. I am not a pious man
— not in the way our mother is, not with her unshakeable conviction
that God concerns Himself with the trajectory of individual musket
balls. But I went to the cathedral and I sat in the nave and I was grate-
ful.Grateful toGod, to luck, to the incompetence ofBourbon generals,
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to whatever combination of factors has kept my brother alive through
six months of war in which men died around him with statistical regu-
larity.
I will not write what I felt. Some things diminish when you put them
in words. Let the ledgers and the letters speak. Tommaso Bixio, clerk,
brother, keeper of accounts. Alive.Nino Bixio, soldier, hero, charger of
cannons. Also alive.
That is enough.

30 October 1860

Nino is coming home.
A letter — longer than usual, almost thoughtful, which tells me he is
either exhausted or drunk or both:
’Masino—theGeneral has given the south to theKing. It is done. Sicily,
Naples, Calabria— all of it, handed over like a parcel. TheGeneral said
we came to make Italy, not to keep it. I think he is right, though it sits
badly. We did not bleed for Cavour’s parliamentary manoeuvres. But
Italy is the thing, not the method. I will be home by Christmas. The
boots are excellent. —N.’
He will be home by Christmas. I read this sentence seven times. I sho-
wed it to Adelaide, who read it once and began to planmeals. I showed
it to our mother, who wept.
The business has survivedmy distraction. Fondaco has not asked about
the boots on the expense account. TheMarseille operation is profitable.
The world that does not involvemy brother shooting people and being
shot at continues to function with reasonable efficiency.
I am tired. I have been tired for six months without noticing. The wa-
iting is over, or nearly over, and in its absence I discover how much
weight it carried. I am going to sleep tonight without checking the post
office schedule for tomorrow’s dispatch. This feels like a luxury. It feels
like peace.
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22 December 1860

He is home.

Nino arrived inGenoa yesterdayon the steamer fromNaples. Imet him
at the port with Adelaide and our mother and what seemed like half of
Genoa — the hero’s return, the crowds, the flowers, the speeches. But
I did not see the crowds. I saw my brother.

He is thinner. Darker. There is a new scar on his left hand that he will
not explain. His eyes are different — not harder, exactly, but further
away, as if part of him is still standing on a hillside in Sicily watching
men die. He embraced me and held on longer than Nino has ever held
onto anything.

At dinner— our mother’s dinner, the one she has been planning since
May, with the pasta al pesto and the cima and the pandolce and enough
food for a regiment—hewasquiet at first.Then thewine loosenedhim
and he talked. He talked about Garibaldi, about Calatafimi, about the
crossing of the strait. He talked about the Sicilians, the picciotti, the
womenwho fed them.He talked aboutmenwho died. He did not talk
about men he killed.

After dinner, in the study, with grappa, he looked at me and said: ’Ma-
sino, you kept everything going.’ He meant the business, I think. He
meant our mother. He meant the boots. He meant the life that conti-
nuedwhile hewas away being extraordinary. And I understood, for the
first time, that keeping things going is also a formof courage— smaller,
quieter, invisible, but real.

I did not say this to Nino. He would not understand it. But I wrote it
here, which is enough.

’Bentornato, frè.’ Welcome home, brother.

20 March 1861

The Kingdom of Italy. Proclaimed. Official. Real.
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Nino is to be a deputy in Parliament. He has been elected. This means
he will spend time in Turin, arguing with other men who think they
are right, which is what Parliament is, as far as I can tell. He will be ter-
rible at it. He has no patience for debate, no tolerance for compromise,
no ability to sit still while someone says something he disagrees with
without standing up and shouting. He will be magnificent and impos-
sible and I will, once again, manage the consequences.
The business is mine now, in all but name. Nino’s signature appears
on the documents, but the work is mine. I do not resent this. It is the
arrangementwe have always had—the arrangement, perhaps, that bro-
thers always have when one is a bonfire and the other is the personwho
makes sure the house does not burn down.
Italy.Mybrother helpedmake Italy. I helpedmake suremy brother had
boots.
Both were necessary. I will not argue about which mattered more. The
ledger is balanced. That is what I do.

Tommaso Bixio continued to work at the Bixio & Fondaco trading ho-
use in Genoa throughout the 1860s, eventually becoming a junior partner
and, after Fondaco’s retirement in 1868, the senior manager. His rela-
tionship with his brother Nino remained complicated — amixture of de-
votion, exasperation, and a pride he could never fully articulate. When
Nino was elected to the Italian Parliament in 1861, Tommaso mana-
ged his correspondence and handled the practical details that Nino, who
had the organizational instincts of a cavalry charge, consistently neglec-
ted. The brothers quarrelled frequently, usually about money, occasional-
ly about politics, and oncememorably about a shipment of Sardinian cork
thatNino had promised to a constituentwithout consulting the firm’s acco-
unts. They always reconciled, usually over grappa, always with the unspo-
ken understanding that they needed each other in the specific way that fire
needs a hearth. In 1866, when Nino fought in the Third ItalianWar of
Independence against Austria, Tommaso kept another anxious diary that
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he later burned, considering it too emotional for preservation. Adelaide,
who read it before the burning, told him it was the finest thing he had ever
written. He was unconvinced. When Nino died of cholera aboard a ship
near Sumatra in 1873, during a trading voyage to the East Indies, Tom-
maso received the news by telegram in the offices of Bixio & Fondaco. Ac-
cording to Adelaide, he read the telegram, placed it carefully on his desk,
closed the ledger he had been working on, aligned his pen parallel to the
ledger’s edge, closed the office, walked home through the streets of Genoa
without seeing them, and did not speak for three days. On the fourth day,
he returned to the office and began assembling his brother’s papers and
correspondence for posterity, annotating them with the meticulous care he
brought to everything. This work took two years and produced an archi-
ve that historians of the Risorgimento would later describe as invaluable.
Tommaso never claimed credit for the archive. He considered it simply
the last and most important piece of accounting he would ever do for his
brother. He died in Genoa in 1899, aged sixty-seven. He never wrote ano-
ther diary. Adelaide survived him by four years and donated the archive,
including Tommaso’s 1860 diary, to the city of Genoa.
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Pharmacist’s widow, proprietor of Farmacia Ferrara, Via Maqueda, Palermo

They came to liberate us. They did not ask what we needed
liberating from.

15 March 1860
Another conspiracy, another set of young men whispering in the back
room of the Caffè delle Quattro Stagioni as if the police cannot hear
them through the walls. Palermo collects conspiracies the way other ci-
ties collect statues — they are everywhere, they accomplish little, and
everyone pretends not to notice them.
This one, they say, is different. Something is coming from the north.
A general. A force. A liberation. I have heard this before. In ’48, some-
thing was coming too, and what came was the Bourbon army, which
liberated us from the illusion that things could change.
I do not say this to the young men. They would not listen. They are
in the grip of that particular fever that seizes the young when they di-
scover that theworld is unjust and conclude that justice can be installed
by committee. I sell themquinine and holdmy opinions, which is what
a woman in Palermo does if she wishes to keep her shop and her repu-
tation.
Giuseppe’s ledgers are still in order— I keep them as he kept them, eve-
ry sale recorded, every remedy catalogued, every debt noted. The phar-
macy is mine in fact if not entirely in law. The licence is in Giuseppe’s
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name, and Giuseppe has been dead for three years, and the authorities
have not yet noticed or have chosen not to notice, which in Palermo
amounts to the same thing. I pay the taxes. I mix the compounds. I tre-
at the coughs and the fevers and the other things that people bring to
a pharmacist because they cannot afford a doctor or because the doctor
cannot help.
This ismy life. It is small and it ismine and I amnotwaiting for a general
to improve it.

12 May 1860
The news arrived like a wave — not the slow, predicted kind that rolls
in from the horizon, but the kind that comes from nowhere and is sud-
denly around your ankles.Men landed atMarsala. A thousand of them.
Red shirts. Garibaldi.
The city has gone mad. Not with joy— not yet, it is too early for joy—
but with that particular electric agitation that precedes either a festival
or a catastrophe. Shops are closing early. The Bourbon police are every-
where, which means they are nervous, which means something real is
happening. Groups of young men move through the streets with pur-
pose. I recognise some of them from the Caffè delle Quattro Stagioni.
I have inventoriedmy supplies. Bandages, laudanum, quinine, carbolic
acid, willow bark, surgical thread. If what I think is coming actually
comes, I will need more. Much more.
I went to the church of San Domenico this evening. Not to pray —
Ihave an arrangementwithGod that involvesmutual scepticism—but
to sit in the quiet and think. The stone is cool. The candles are steady.
Outside, the city trembles. Inside, nothing moves.
I thought about Giuseppe. He would have been in the streets by now.
He would have been conspiring. He believed — truly believed, in the
way that I have never managed to believe in anything — that Sicily co-
uld be free. He died of typhus before he could test this belief against
reality, which may have been a mercy.
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27 May 1860

They are here.
I woke to gunfire. Not distant gunfire, not the abstract reports of a bat-
tle happening somewhere else— close gunfire, the kind thatmakes pla-
ster fall from the ceiling and rattles the bottles on the shelves. The Red
Shirts and the people of Palermo have risen against the Bourbon garri-
son. The streets are a battlefield.
I opened the pharmacy at dawn, which was either brave or stupid, and
I suspect it was the latter. Within an hour, the first wounded arrived.
A boy—hewas perhaps seventeen—carried by two others, with amu-
sket ball in his thigh. The blood was bright and there was too much of
it. I did what Giuseppe taught me: tourniquet, probe, extraction if po-
ssible, laudanum for the pain, prayer for the rest. I am not a surgeon.
I am a pharmacist. But there are no surgeons in the Via Maqueda this
morning, and the boy needed help now, not later.
By noon I had treated eleven men. By evening, I had lost count. They
came in a stream — some walking, some carried, some dragged. Red
Shirts, picciotti, civilians caught in crossfire.One Bourbon soldier, bro-
ught in by a woman who said he was her cousin. I treated him too. Blo-
od is the same colour regardless of the shirt above it.
The pharmacy smells of carbolic acid and copper.Myhands are stained.
My dress is ruined. I have used halfmy supply of bandages and all ofmy
laudanum.
The bombardment from the harbour has started. The Bourbon war-
ships are shelling the city. Shells fall without discrimination— I heard
one hit the church of SantaMaria della Catena, three streets away. The
building shook. A bottle of tincture of iodine fell from the shelf and
shattered, and the brown stain on the floor looks like a map of a coun-
try that does not exist.
A girl came in with her grandmother. The grandmother had a gash on
her forehead from fallingmasonry— the building next door had taken
a shell fragment and the façade had crumbled into the street. I cleaned
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the wound and stitched it while the girl held the old woman’s hand
and watched me with eyes that were too steady for a child, too calm,
the eyes of someone who has already decided that the world is a place
where buildings fall on you and strangers sew you back together and
you do not cry because crying is a luxury that belongs to peacetime.
I asked the girl her name. She saidRosalia, like the saint. I askedher how
old she was. She said ten. I gave her a boiled sweet from the jar I keep
behind the counter for children who cry during treatments. She took
it and said thank you and left with her grandmother and I stood in my
pharmacy among the blood and the broken glass and the noise of the
bombardment and I thought: that child is braver than anyman in a red
shirt, and no one will ever write her name in a history book, and this is
the injustice that no revolution will correct.
By midnight I had treated — I counted later, when I could count —
thirty-seven people. Gunshot wounds, shrapnel wounds, burns, bro-
ken bones from falling masonry, one woman in labour who could not
reach the midwife because the streets were impassable. The baby was
born in my pharmacy, on the same counter where I mix compounds,
at two in themorningwhile shells shook the building. It was a boy. The
mother named him Giuseppe, after — she said — her father. But she
looked at me when she said it, and I think she meant my Giuseppe, be-
cause the neighbourhood knows, and the neighbourhood remembers.
The pharmacy smells of blood and iodine and carbolic acid and, faintly,
of the new baby, which is a smell of milk and warmth and impossible,
stubborn life. I will sleep now. If sleep is possible. If the guns stop. If
the walls hold.

30 May 1860
Three days. Three days of fighting, shelling, smoke, screaming, and the
steady procession of broken bodies through my door.
I have performed two amputations. I. Lucia Ferrara, pharmacist. I am-
putated a man’s hand — shattered beyond repair by a shell fragment
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— using a bone saw that Giuseppe kept in the back room for purpo-
ses I never asked about, a bottle of brandy for anaesthetic, and a prayer
that was addressed less to God than to Giuseppe’s memory. The man
survived. I think.Hewas carried away before I could check. The second
was a foot, gangrenous, on a picciotto fromMonreale who bit through
a leather strap and did not scream. He survived too, as far as I know.
I am writing this at three in the morning, by candlelight, because sleep
is impossible. The gunfire has diminished but not stopped. The city
smells of smoke and decomposition. There are bodies in the streets that
no one has collected. The cats are — I will not write what the cats are
doing.
A Red Shirt officer came to the pharmacy this evening. He was not wo-
unded; he wanted quinine for his men, who are falling to the fever that
Palermo dispenses freely to everyone, liberator and oppressor alike. He
looked atmy shelves, at the blood on the floor, at me.He said: ’Signora,
you are doing God’s work.’ I told him I was doing a pharmacist’s work,
and that God was welcome to take a shift if He was available.
He did not know what to say to that. Men rarely do, when a woman
says something that does not fit their expectations.He took the quinine
and left. I cleaned the floor. Again.

8 June 1860
Thearmistice.TheBourbongarrison is leavingPalermo. Iwatched them
march past the pharmacy — long columns of men in white uniforms,
dusty and silent, their faces carrying that particular expression of pro-
fessional soldiers who have been defeated by something they do not un-
derstand.
The city celebrates. Flags from every window — the tricolore, the Sa-
voy cross, improvised banners made from bedsheets and hope. People
dance in the streets. Women throw flowers from balconies. Children
run alongside the Red Shirt patrols, touching their rifles as if they are
holy relics.
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I do not dance. I am restocking. Bandages, carbolic acid, quinine —
everything must be replenished. The suppliers are difficult; the normal
channels of commerce have been disrupted by the small matter of a re-
volution. I have sent messages to three wholesalers and received replies
from none. The pharmacy will reopen fully tomorrow. The fevers will
not pause for political change.
A woman came to the shop this afternoon. She was not wounded and
she did not needmedicine. She wanted to know if it was true that a wo-
man had been treating the wounded during the fighting. I said it was
true. She looked at me for a long time, and then she said: ’Brava.’ Just
that. Brava. And she left.
I do not need the approval of strangers. But I will not pretend it was
unwelcome.

20 July 1860
News from the east of the island—Milazzo has fallen after heavy figh-
ting. Sicily is Garibaldi’s. The Red Shirts prepare to cross to the main-
land. The conversation in the piazza is all aboutNaples, about the king,
about Italy.
In the pharmacy, the conversation is about bowel complaints. An epi-
demic of dysentery has swept through the lower quarters of the city—
the inevitable consequence of damaged water supply, disrupted sanita-
tion, and a summer that bakes the streets until they shimmer. I have di-
spensed more chalk mixture and opium tincture in the past week than
in the previous year.
The new administration — Garibaldi’s appointees, a mix of northern
idealists and local notables — has issued decrees about public health,
sanitation, and the regulation of pharmacy. I read them with interest.
They are well-intentioned. They are also written by men who have ne-
ver cleaned a street or mixed a compound. The decree on pharmaceuti-
cal standardswas particularly entertaining— itmandates practices that
require equipment available in Turin and nonexistent in Palermo.
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I am not ungrateful for the liberation. I am not. The Bourbons were
corrupt, the police were brutal, the administration was venal. But I no-
tice that the new liberators share one quality with the old oppressors:
they believe they know what Palermo needs without asking Palermo.

14 September 1860

Garibaldi has taken Naples. The Bourbon kingdom is finished. Every-
one says this is the end — the end of oppression, the end of the old
order, the beginning of a new Italy.
I am inmy pharmacy, mixing a poultice for Signora Catanzaro’s arthri-
tic knee, and I wonder: what does a new Italy mean for a pharmacist’s
widow in Palermo?Will the new Italy fix the sewers?Will the new Italy
send medicines at prices I can afford? Will the new Italy look at a wo-
man running a business and see a citizen, or will it see an anomaly to be
corrected?
I am being ungenerous. Men died for this —men I treated, men I stit-
ched and bandaged and held while they cried for their mothers. Their
sacrifice deserves better than my scepticism.
But scepticism is what I have. It is the professional hazard of anyone
who treats the sick: you learn that the body’s promises are unreliable,
that recovery is fragile, that the symptom treated today returns tomor-
row in a different form. Nations, I suspect, are not so different from
bodies. They heal badly, and they are always surprised when the fever
comes back.

21 November 1860

The plebiscite. I did not vote, because I am a woman, and women in
the new Italy, as in the old Sicily, are decorative objects whose opinions
are requested on matters of cuisine and linen but not governance.
Themen voted. They voted overwhelmingly for unionwith Piedmont.
I watched them file into the polling station — the same church where
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I sat in the dark in May, thinking about Giuseppe — and I watched
themfile outwith the satisfied expressions ofmenwho have performed
a civic duty. Many of them cannot read the ballot they marked.
I do not say this to diminish them. They voted as they believed, and
what they believed was that Italy would be better than the Bourbons.
They may be right. The Bourbons set a low standard.
My apprentice, Paolo—a sharp boy from theKalsa district whom I am
teaching to compound—askedme todaywhat I think of the new Italy.
I told him I think it is an experiment. He asked if I thought the experi-
ment would succeed. I told him that experiments succeed or fail based
on whether the person conducting them is willing to adjust when the
results are unexpected. He looked confused. He is fifteen. He will un-
derstand when he is older.
Or perhaps he will not. Perhaps he will be like the men in the piazza,
certain that the futurewill be better simply because it is the future. Cer-
tainty must be a comfortable thing. I have never tried it.

25 March 1861

Italy. We are Italian now. The kingdom is proclaimed, the king is crow-
ned — well, acknowledged, since he was already wearing a crown —
and Palermo is an Italian city.
The practical effects so far: a new flag on the Palazzo dei Normanni,
new forms at the tax office, and a new set of regulations from Turin
regarding the practice of pharmacy that includes a requirement for a li-
cence review. I have submitted my papers. The licence is in Giuseppe’s
name. Giuseppe is dead. I anticipate complications.
I wrote to the provincial health office explaining the situation. The re-
sponse, when it comes— and it will come slowly, because the new Ita-
lian bureaucracy combines Piedmontese thoroughnesswith Sicilian pa-
ce—will determine whether I keep my pharmacy. A woman, a widow,
operating a pharmaceutical establishment. The law is unclear. The law,
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when it concerns women, is always unclear — deliberately, I think, so
that it can be interpreted however suits the interpreter.
I will fight for this. The pharmacy is mine. I mixed the compounds,
I treated the wounded, I stayed when the shells fell. If that does not
entitle me to a licence, I do not know what does.
Paolo says I should write to Garibaldi. He says Garibaldi believes in ju-
stice. I told Paolo that Garibaldi believes in Italy, which is not always
the same thing. But I did not say no. I keep the option in reserve, like
a bottle of laudanum at the back of the shelf — for emergencies.

12 October 1861
The licence has been renewed. In my name. Lucia Ferrara, farmacista.
The process took sixmonths, four letters, two visits to the provincial of-
fice, one to themagistrate’s chambers, and a discreet payment to a clerk
whose discretion I purchased alongwith his cooperation.Themagistra-
te — Dottor Ferrante, no relation — was sympathetic. He had gout.
I had treated his gout. Gout, it turns out, is a powerful advocate for the
rights of women.
I stood in the pharmacy after the document arrived and I read it three
times.Myname.On a legal document.Authorisingme—me, notGiu-
seppe’s ghost — to practise pharmacy in the province of Palermo. It is
a small thing. A piece of paper with a stamp. But it is mine in a way
that nothing else in my life has ever been entirely mine, and I held it
and I felt something that I have been too tired and too busy and too
sceptical to feel for a very long time.
Paolo brought me coffee. He said: ’Congratulazioni, Signora Ferrara.’
I told him the congratulations should go to Dottor Ferrante’s left foot,
without whose suffering none of this would have been possible.
Giuseppe would have laughed at that. I think he would have been pro-
ud, too.Not of the licence—he always assumed Iwasmore competent
than he was, which was true — but of the fight. He loved a fight. He
just never expected his wife to be the one fighting.
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The pharmacy is open. The supplies are adequate. The fevers continue.
Italy continues. I continue.

2 February 1862

Winter in Palermo, which is to say: rain, mud, and the particular grey
damp that gets into the bones and the bottles and the mood of every
person who walks through my door.
Thebrigandage in the countryside growsworse. People come to the city
from the interior with stories of soldiers burning farms, of bandits rob-
bing villages, of a lawlessness that the new Italian state seems unable or
unwilling to address. The promises of the liberation are fading. Land re-
form— the great hope of every Sicilian peasant—has notmaterialised.
The new taxes are, if anything, heavier than the old ones. Conscription
takes the youngmen. The roads are no better. The schools are nomore
numerous.
I treat a woman this week who walked from Corleone — three days’
walk — because there is no pharmacy and no doctor in her town. Her
child has a fever that couldbe treatedwithquinine inminutes.Without
it, the child may die. I gave her the quinine and did not charge her. She
tried topaymewith eggs,which I acceptedbecause refusingwouldhave
been an insult.
This is the new Italy. A woman walking three days with a sick child for
medicine that costs a few centesimi. Apharmacist accepting eggs becau-
se the economy of the interior has collapsed. A kingdom proclaimed in
Turin that has not yet reached the villages it claims to govern.
I keep the pharmacy open. I treat the fevers. I do not wait for generals.

Lucia Ferrara continued to operate the Farmacia Ferrara on Via Ma-
queda throughout the 1860s and into the 1870s, becoming one of the few
women in Palermo to run a business in her own name. The new Italian
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authorities initially questioned her right to hold a pharmaceutical licence,
as the Piedmontese regulations — which now applied in Sicily — did not
contemplate female proprietors. She retained the licence through a combi-
nation of legal argument, strategic bribery, and the intervention of a sym-
pathetic magistrate who had been treated for gout at her pharmacy and
found her remedies superior to those available elsewhere. The case became
a minor precedent in Sicilian commercial law, though Lucia herself refu-
sed to describe it in such elevated terms. ’I kept my shop,’ she told a journa-
list in 1875. ’That is all.’Her reputation grew steadily. She became known
not only for her pharmaceutical knowledge but for her willingness to treat
patients whom other practitioners would not see — the poor, the disrepu-
table, the women whose conditions were considered shameful. She trained
two apprentices, both male, as no institution in Sicily would accept fema-
le pharmacy students. Paolo, her first apprentice, eventually opened his
own pharmacy in the Kalsa district and credited Lucia with everything
he knew, a statement that she found bothflattering andaccurate. In 1871,
she married Dottor Enrico Catalano, a physician fromCatania who had
the unusual quality, for a man of his era, of considering his wife his in-
tellectual equal. They had one son, whom she named Giuseppe— not, she
insisted, after Garibaldi, but after her late husband. No one believed her,
including, it was widely suspected, herself. She sold the pharmacy in 1885
and spent her later years involved in the nascent women’s educationmove-
ment in Sicily, advocating for girls’ access to secondary schooling with the
same combination of pragmatism and stubbornness that had preserved
her licence. She died in Palermo in 1904, aged seventy-eight. Her fune-
ral was attended by more people than anyone expected, many of whom
remembered her simply as the woman who had kept the pharmacy open
during the bombardment, the woman who had treated their wounds or
their fevers or their shame without judgement and without flinching.
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Former officer, Hungarian Legion (1849); volunteer lieutenant, Garibaldi’s
forces

Every nation that rises gives Poland one more reason to believe.

10 March 1860
A letter from Türr in Turin. He writes that Garibaldi is planning so-
mething — something soon, something in the south. Sicily, perhaps.
Türr is cautious in writing, as all exiles learn to be — the Austrian po-
lice read the mail, the French police read the mail, everyone reads the
mail—but between the careful lines I read excitement, and fromTürr,
excitement means action.
I have been in Turin for eight months, teaching fencing to the sons of
Piedmontese merchants and living in a room above a tailor’s shop that
smells of pressing irons and cabbage. It is a life. It is not my life. My life
ended—or paused, let us say paused— in 1849, when theHungarians
surrendered and I crossed the border into the Ottoman Empire with
what remained of the Polish legion: forty-sevenmen, twelve horses, and
the conviction that we had lost a battle but not the war.
Thewar, as it turns out, is everywhere. It is inHungary and Poland and
now it is in Italy. The names change —Austria, Russia, the Bourbons
— but the enemy is the same: the old order, the crowned heads, the
empires that sit on nations like stones on graves. Every revolution that
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succeeds makes the next one possible. If Italy rises, Poland takes notice.
If Poland takes notice, perhaps Poland rises too.
This is what I tell myself. This is the arithmetic of exile — the calcula-
tion that fighting for someone else’s freedom brings your own closer.
I have been doing this arithmetic for eleven years. The numbers have
not yet balanced.
But Türr writes, and Garibaldi plans, and my sword arm is still good.
I will go to Turin tomorrow to hear what is being organised.
Do tego, co nieuniknione. Toward what is inevitable.

3 May 1860
It is confirmed. We sail in days. Garibaldi is assembling his force at Qu-
arto, nearGenoa—roughly a thousandmen, volunteers, idealists,mad-
men, and the specific category of human being that history produces
in revolutionary moments: the person who would rather die fighting
for an idea than live without one.
I am among them. I travelled from Turin with six other foreigners —
three Hungarians, two Germans, and a Frenchman named Delacroix
who claims to be a distant cousin of the painter and who handles a ri-
fle with the competence of someone who is probably telling the truth
about something in his past, if not the painter.
The Italians look at us with curiosity and something that might be gra-
titude or might be bemusement — it is difficult to distinguish when
one does not fully command the language. My Italian is functional, le-
arned in exile as all my languages were learned in exile—Hungarian in
the camps, French in Paris, English in London, Italian in Turin. I am
a polyglot of displacement. I speak five languages and am at home in
none of them.
I wrote to Zofia. I told her I am travelling south for business purposes.
She will not believe this. Zofia has never believed a word I have writ-
ten since 1848, when I told her I was going to Vienna for a conference
and went instead to the barricades. She knows what I am. She loves me
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despite what I am, or perhaps because of it. Moja kochana siostra. My
dear sister. I hope she does not worry too much.

Shewill worry.Of course shewill worry. That is what the oneswho stay
behind do. They worry, and they wait, and they make their own kind
of courage from patience.

11 May 1860

Marsala.Wehave landed.Thefirst steponSicilian soil, and it is—Imust
record this honestly — not what I expected. I expected drama. I expec-
ted the beach atThermopylae, the fields ofMarathon. Instead: a fishing
town that smells of brine andEnglish fortifiedwine, a harbour crowded
with merchant vessels, and a population that watched us disembark
with the wariness of people who have seen armies before and found
them unprofitable.

TheBourbonwarships arrived late. Shells fell aroundus as the last boats
reached shore — plumes of water, a distant thunder, the acrid smell
of powder. No one in our immediate group was hit. Luck, again. We
survive on luck and audacity and the apparently limitless incompetence
of Bourbon naval logistics.

Garibaldi declared himself dictator of Sicily. The word sits differently
in Italian than in Polish — in Polish, ’dyktator’ carries the weight of
every foreign power that has dictated Poland’s fate. But Garibaldi uses
the word in the Roman sense, the temporary authority of a man who
acts because no one else will. I choose to trust the distinction.

Wemarch inland tomorrow. The terrain is dry, hilly, and hot. I have fo-
ught inHungarian plains andAlpine valleys and Parisian streets. I have
not fought in a landscape that looks like the surface of the moon, ren-
dered in gold and brown.

Niech żyjewolność. Long live freedom.Wherever it chooses to be born.
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15 May 1860

Calatafimi.

I will write what I can, while my hands are steady enough to hold the
pen. They were not steady an hour ago.

We attacked a fortified position on a terraced hillside. TheBourbon tro-
ops— regulars, well-positioned, with artillery—held the high ground.
We had numbers inferior to theirs and weapons inferior to theirs and
we attacked uphill because Garibaldi said we would and because none
of us could think of a reason not to that outweighed the reason to.

The terraces were the killing ground. Each one a wall to climb, a pau-
se that exposed us to fire from above. I led my section — twelve men,
Italians mostly, plus Delacroix—up the left flank.Wemoved from ter-
race to terrace in rushes, pressing ourselves into the stone walls while
musket balls cracked overhead. Aman beside me— I did not know his
name — was hit in the face and fell backward without a sound. Dela-
croix took a ball through his hat, which he later showed me with the
pride of a man displaying a hunting trophy.

At the third terrace, we stalled. The fire was too heavy. Men were drop-
ping. I could hear the officers shouting, trying to keep the advance mo-
ving, and I could hear Garibaldi somewhere behind us — that voice,
unmistakable, the voice of a man who does not consider retreat a con-
cept— and then the order came: bayonets. Forward.

I have charged before. In Hungary, in ’49, when we charged Austrian
artillery at Komárom and the world became a blur of noise and metal.
But that was eleven years ago, and I was nineteen, and I did not know
what a bayonet does to a man. Now I know, and I charged anyway, be-
cause knowing is not the same as stopping. The distance between the
third terrace and the Bourbon line was perhaps forty metres, and I co-
vered it at a run with my sword in one hand and my pistol in the other,
and the forty metres took approximately eight seconds and approxima-
tely a lifetime.
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The Bourbons broke. Not all at once — first a hesitation, then a step
backward, then a turn, then a run. The human mind makes the deci-
sion to flee before the body knows it, and you can see it happen, the
moment when aman stops being a soldier and becomes aman, and the
man wants to live more than the soldier wants to hold. I do not blame
them. I have seen that moment from the inside, in Hungary, when the
Austrian numbers became too great and the order came to withdraw
and I ran and I am alive because I ran.

We took the position. I stood on the hilltop in the smoke and the dust
and I looked at what we had done and I felt — nothing. Not triumph,
not horror, nothing. The nothing came first. The rest came later.

The rest came in the dark,when I lay on the groundwrapped inmy coat
and listened to thewounded crying in the terraces below.A Sicilian boy
— picciotto, fifteen or sixteen — was calling for water. I went down
and gave him water frommy canteen. He had been hit in the stomach,
which is a wound that water cannot help, but I gave it to him anyway
because sometimes the gesture is all you have. He drank and he looked
at me and he said something in Sicilian that I did not understand and
then he died. He died looking at me. A Polish stranger in a borrowed
uniform, giving water on a hillside in a country that was not mine to
a boy whose country was being born in his dying.

I have fought in Hungary. I have trained in France. I have drilled in
Piedmont. But it was here, on this Sicilian hillside, kneeling beside a de-
ad boywhose name I never learned, that I understood fully what I have
been doing for eleven years. Not fighting for Poland. Not fighting for
Hungary. Not fighting for Italy. Fighting for the idea that no one sho-
uld die on a hillside to preserve a king’s right to rule people who do not
want him. It is a simple idea. It costs everything.

Zofia, if you ever read this: I am sorry for what I am. But I cannot be
otherwise.
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28 May 1860

Palermo is ours. The city rose, we stormed in, and after three days of
street fighting that was simultaneously heroic and appalling, the Bour-
bon garrison agreed to terms.
I fought in the quarter near the Porta Nuova. The streets were narrow,
tangled, designed by centuries of construction that owed nothing to
military planning and everything to the human impulse to build whe-
rever there is space. Every corner was an ambush. Every rooftop held so-
meone— sometimes ours, sometimes theirs, sometimes a civilian with
a chamber pot and uncertain aim. I was hit by a roof tile thrown by an
elderly womanwho later apologised and said she thought I was a Bour-
bon. I told her the Bourbons wear white. She said all uniforms look the
same from above.
The Bourbon fleet bombarded the city. Shells crashed into buildings
with the indifference of gods. A church collapsed three streets away,
killing— I was told— twenty people who were sheltering inside. The
mathematics of liberation: twenty dead in a church so that a million
can be free.
I do not make this calculation easily. I have been making it for eleven
years and it does not get easier. But I make it, because the alternative
is to accept that the old order is permanent, that empires are eternal,
that nations like Poland and Hungary and now Sicily are destined to
be governed by those who conquered them. I refuse to accept this. Od-
mawiam.
Palermo celebrates. I sit in a courtyard and clean my sword and listen
to the cheering, which sounds like the cheering in Budapest in March
of ’48, before the cheering stopped.

15 June 1860

Garrison duty in Palermo while the main force prepares for the next
phase. I am training Sicilian recruits — the picciotti, local men who
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joined the cause with enthusiasm and kitchen knives. They are brave,
willing, and utterly untrained. Teaching them to form a line, to load
andfire in sequence, tomaintain discipline under fire—this is thework
of weeks compressed into days.
I have done this before. In Hungary, I trained Polish volunteers who
had never held a weapon. In Paris, I drilled republican guards who had
never stood in formation. There is a pattern to it: the eagerness, the
clumsiness, themoment when the body learns what themind has been
told and themanbecomes a soldier. Some take to it quickly. Somenever
do. The ones who never do are the ones I worry about most, because
they will be in the line when the shooting starts, and their courage will
not compensate for their inability to reload under fire.
A boy — perhaps sixteen — asked me today why a Pole is fighting in
Sicily. I told him because freedom does not have a nationality. He con-
sidered this with the seriousness of a philosopher and then asked if Po-
land has good wine. I told him Poland has vodka, which is better. He
did not believe me.
I like these Sicilians. They remindme of Poles— stubborn, passionate,
suspicious of authority, devoted to their families, convinced that their
suffering is unique when in fact it is universal. Perhaps all subjugated
peoples are alike. Perhaps that is why we recognise each other.

28 June 1860
A letter from Zofia, forwarded through three countries and arriving
two months late, as letters from Kraków always do when they must
navigate the postal systems of the Austrian Empire, the Kingdom of
Sardinia, and whatever Sicily currently considers itself to be.
She writes that she is well. She writes that she has taken a new pupil for
French lessons — the daughter of a doctor, bright, eager, terrible pro-
nunciation. She writes that the chestnut tree in the courtyard of their
old apartment building has been cut down to make room for a new
wing, and that she stood in the street and watched them do it and felt

70



Porucznik Stanisław Korsak

as though they were cutting down her childhood. She writes that she
thinks of me.
She does not write what she means, which is: come home. She has not
written this since 1851, when she wrote it in every letter for six mon-
ths and then stopped, having understood that home is a word I can no
longer use in the simple way she means it. Home, for Zofia, is Kraków
— the market square, the Wawel, the sound of the Hejnał trumpet at
noon. Home, for me, is wherever the next fight is, which is a definition
that would horrify her if I wrote it plainly.
I carry her letters in my breast pocket, over my heart, where soldiers in
novels carry the letters of their sweethearts. Zofia is not my sweetheart.
She is my sister, which is both less romantic and more enduring. Swe-
ethearts can be replaced. Sisters cannot.
I replied today. I told her about Palermo, about the light, about the
Sicilian oranges which are the best I have ever tasted. I told her I am
teaching local men to handle rifles and that they learn quickly. I did
not tell her about the dead. I did not tell her about the boy I held at
Calatafimi whose chest wound bubbled when he breathed and who
called for his mother in a language I did not recognise. I did not tell her
that some nights I lie awake and count the men I have seen die and lose
count somewhere after fifty.
Some things a brother does not write to his sister. Some things a soldier
does not write to anyone.
Tęsknię za domem, którego nie ma. I miss a home that does not exist.

5 July 1860
Orders to march east. Milazzo. The last significant Bourbon position
in Sicily, a fortified town on the northeast coast commanding the ap-
proaches to Messina and the strait. Intelligence suggests a garrison of
several thousand, well-supplied, determined to hold.
This will be harder than Calatafimi. At Calatafimi we had surprise and
momentum. AtMilazzo we will have neither. The Bourbons have had
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weeks to prepare, and they knowwe are coming.The terrain favours the
defender — as it always does, the terrain always favours the defender,
which is why attacking is the province of the brave and the desperate,
and we are both.
I have written to Zofia. A real letter this time, not the careful fiction
of earlier. I told her where I am and what I am doing. I told her about
Sicily, about the light, about the people. I did not tell her about the
dead. She will read between the lines—Zofia always reads between the
lines — but the lines themselves will be clean.
I also wrote something that I have never written to her before. I told
her that if I do not return, she should not grieve too long. I told her
that a man who has spent his life fighting for freedom and dies fighting
for freedom has not wasted his life but fulfilled it. I told her I am not
afraid.
The last part is not true. I am afraid. But there are things one writes to
one’s sister, and things one writes in one’s diary, and they are not the
same.
Boże, strzeż nas jutro. God, keep us tomorrow.

19 July 1860 — evening

Wemove at dawn. The position has been scouted. The plan is straight-
forward—which inmilitary termsmeans it depends on everything go-
ing right, which nothing ever does. A frontal assault on the outer defen-
ces, with flanking movements through the orchards on the south side.
My section has the flank.
I sat with Delacroix tonight over a fire. He shared his wine — French
wine, God knows where he found it — and we talked about nothing,
which iswhat soldiers talk aboutbefore a battle.Theweather.The food.
The relative merits of French and Polish sausage, a debate that became
surprisingly heated. Anything to fill the silence with something other
than what the silence contains.
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Delacroix asked me if I regret it. All of it — leaving Poland, fighting in
Hungary, the years of exile, the fencing lessons in Turin. I told him I re-
gret nothing because regret requires imagining a different life, and I can-
not imagine a different life. This life — the life of a man with a sword
and a cause and no home— is the only one I know how to live.
He nodded.He understands.He is the same kind of animal— the kind
that runs toward the fire, not away from it.
The moon is bright tonight. The sea is calm. Milazzo’s walls are visible
against the sky, dark shapes that tomorrow will be the terrain of our
dying or our victory.
Jeszcze jeden raz. One more time.

20 July 1860 — before dawn

The guns are loaded. The men are ready. Delacroix has finished his wi-
ne.
If this is the last entry— niech Polska żyje. Let Poland live.

Porucznik StanisławKorsak was killed on 20 July 1860 during the Battle
of Milazzo, leading a flanking assault on a Bourbon barricade position
near the town’s outer fortifications.Hewas struck by a volley ofmusket fire
while crossing open ground approximately thirty metres from the barrica-
de. According to witnesses, including the Frenchman Delacroix who was
ten paces behind him, Korsak fell forward mid-stride and did not rise.
Delacroix reached him after the position was taken and found him dead
with his sword still in his handandhis eyes open.His expression,Delacroix
later wrote in a letter to Korsak’s sister, was not one of pain but of surprise,
’as if he had expected the bullets to wait until he was finished.’ A Lom-
bard volunteer named Pellegrini, who had known Korsak only slightly,
helped carry his body from the field. Korsak was buried in a field near
Milazzo with eighteen other volunteers who fell in the same engagement.
The grave was marked with a wooden cross bearing his name and rank,
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painted by a Sicilian boy who could not spell Polish names and rendered
it ’CORSAC.’ The cross rotted within a decade and was not replaced. In
1885, a memorial to the foreign volunteers of Garibaldi’s campaigns was
erected in Palermo’s Giardino Inglese. Korsak’s name appears on it, cor-
rectly spelled, alongside those of Hungarians, Germans, Frenchmen, and
other Poles who fought and died in a country not their own for a princi-
ple they believed was universal. His sister Zofia, who had last seen him
in Paris in 1857, learned of his death through a letter from the Italian
WarMinistry that reached her in Kraków in November 1860, nearly fo-
urmonths after the battle. Shewas teaching aFrench lessonwhen the letter
arrived. She finished the lesson before opening it, a detail she later confi-
ded to a friend as proof that she had always known, on some level, what
the letter would say. She preserved his earlier letters — written from exile
in Paris, London, and Turin — in a leather portfolio that survived two
world wars and is now held in the collection of the Jagiellonian Univer-
sity Library. Zofia never married. She taught French at a girls’ school in
Kraków until 1891 and died in 1903. In her will, she requested that the
portfolio of Stanisław’s letters be donated to the university ’so that Poland
may remember its sons who died for the freedom of others, believing that
all freedom is one freedom.’
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Quartermaster and supply officer, attached to Garibaldi’s headquarters by
Piedmontese military liaison

An army marches on its stomach. This army appears to march
on optimism, which is nutritionally insufficient.

8 May 1860
I have received orders that I shall generously describe as ’creative.’ I am
to travel to Sicily — by means unspecified — and attach myself to the
headquarters of General Garibaldi — whose location is unknown —
in order to provide logistical coordination between his forces and the
Piedmontese military authorities — who officially deny that any such
coordination exists.
To summarise: I am to go somewhere I cannot find, to serve a man my
government pretends not to support, in a capacity that does not offi-
cially exist. This is, I believe, what the philosophers call an absurdity.
I call it Tuesday.
I have spent twenty-two years in the quartermaster’s corps. I have sup-
plied armies in the Crimea, in Lombardy, and in the tedious garrison
towns of Piedmont where the primarymilitary threat is boredom. I ha-
ve requisitioned boots, blankets, bullets, bandages, beans, and — on
one memorable occasion — a piano for a colonel’s wife who conside-
red music essential to morale. I have never failed to supply a unit that
could be found. The challenge, this time, is finding the unit.
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I have packed my kit, my ledgers, and my sense of humour, the latter
being the most essential supply for any military operation. I depart to-
morrow.
My wife Margherita — or rather, my betrothed, as we are not yet mar-
ried, an administrative oversight I intend to correct upon my return—
kissed me and said: ’Try not to be heroic.’ I assured her that heroism is
not within my professional remit.

20 May 1860
I have located the army. Or rather, I have located what General Garibal-
di calls an army andwhat I, froma logistical perspective,woulddescribe
as an enthusiastic walking disaster.
Let me enumerate the situation. Approximately one thousand men—
nowaugmented by an indeterminate number of Sicilian irregularswho
arrive and depart with the predictability of weather — equipped with
rifles of seven different calibres, ammunition for perhaps four of tho-
se calibres, uniforms that are uniform only in the sense that they are
mostly red and mostly insufficient, and a supply chain that consists of
what they can carry, what they can requisition from the local popula-
tion, and what falls from the sky, which, regrettably, does not include
boots.
The boots. I must speak about the boots. I have seen feet that would
make a veterinarianweep. Thesemen havemarched across half of Sicily
in footwear that ranges from excellent officer’s boots to sandals made
from leather scraps and hope. One man— a farmhand from Bergamo,
I believe — is marching barefoot. He tells me his feet are tougher than
leather. His feet are, in fact, bleeding.
I presentedmyself to the General’s headquarters, such as it is— a requ-
isitioned farmhouse near Calatafimi that smells of goats and gunpow-
der. A staff officer glanced at my papers, nodded, and said: ’Ah, the
quartermaster. Good.We need everything.’ I asked him to bemore spe-
cific. He repeated: ’Everything.’
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I have begun an inventory. It is, I suspect, the first inventory this cam-
paign has seen. It will also be themost depressing document I have ever
compiled.

2 June 1860
Palermo. We are in Palermo, and the logistical situation has improved
from ’catastrophic’ tomerely ’dire,’which I consider apersonal triumph.
The city’s fall has given us access to Bourbon stores — warehouses of
ammunition, flour,medical supplies, and, improbably, several hundred
pairs of boots in sizes that do not correspond to any foot in the volun-
teer army. Bourbon soldiers, it appears, had smaller feet than revolutio-
naries. This is possibly a metaphor.
I have established a supply depot in a warehouse near the harbour. I ha-
ve requisitioned — the word ’requisitioned’ doing considerable diplo-
matic work here — supplies from local merchants, many of whom are
enthusiastic about the liberation and considerably less enthusiastic abo-
ut the IOUs I am issuing in the name of a government that may ormay
not exist. ’The Kingdom of Italy will pay,’ I tell them. They look at me
the way a fishmonger looks at a customer who says he has left his wallet
at home.
The medical supplies are my greatest concern. The wounded from the
street fighting require treatment that our field hospitals — ’field ho-
spitals’ being a generous term for a collection of blankets and a man
with a saw — cannot provide. I have located a pharmacist on the Via
Maqueda, a Signora Ferrara, who has been treatingwoundedmenwith
a competence and composure that putsmost of our surgeons to shame.
She has also suppliedmewith carbolic acid and bandages at a price that
suggests she is either a patriot or a shrewd negotiator, and I suspect she
is both.
I sent a requisition to Turin for boots (400 pairs, assorted sizes), am-
munition (calibres: Enfield, Minié, and the three additional varieties
that I have not yet identified), and rations (standard field, 2,000 units).
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I expect to receive approximately a tenth of this, approximately three
weeks late. This is the standard performance of military logistics, and
I have learned to plan for the performance I get rather than the perfor-
mance I want.

25 June 1860

A typical day in the life of a quartermaster attached to a revolutionary
army:

0600 — Woke to discover that the flour I requisitioned yesterday has
been redistributed by a well-meaning lieutenant to a village outside Pa-
lermowhose inhabitantswere, admittedly, hungry.Relocated the flour.
Apologised to the village. Fed them from a different consignment that
was technically reserved for the cavalry, which does not exist.

0800—Conducted boot inventory.Of the 127 pairs received fromour
depot, 43 are the wrong size, 12 are for the left foot only (the right-foot
shipment is ’following,’ a word I have learned to interpret as ’lost’), and
6 are cavalry boots of superb quality that no one can wear because they
require spurs we do not have.

0930 — Received a request from the medical section for chloroform.
We do not have chloroform. We have never had chloroform. I have re-
quested chloroform four times. On each occasion, the request has be-
en acknowledged, processed, and — as far as I can determine — used
to light someone’s pipe in the Turin supply office. I have informed the
medical section that brandy remains available as an anaesthetic. They
have informed me that brandy is not an anaesthetic. I have informed
them that at current supply levels, it is the closest approximation we
possess.

1030 —Meeting with Garibaldi’s chief of staff regarding the advance
eastward. He asked me if we have enough supplies for a campaign of
two to three weeks. I told him we have enough supplies for approxi-
mately four days. He thanked me for my honesty and said they would
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march in twodays. I askedwhatwouldhappenondayfive.He said: ’We
will improvise.’ I noted this in the logistical plan under ’assumptions.’

1200 — Lunch. A piece of bread, a piece of cheese, and an olive. The
bread was three days old. The cheese was of uncertain age and prove-
nance. The olive was perfect. One does not question perfection; one
simply eats it.

1400—A shipment of Enfield ammunition arrived from a source I am
not authorised to know about and do not wish to investigate. It is the
correct calibre. I celebrated by eating another olive.

1530—Conducted an inspection of the field hospital. The term ’field
hospital’ continues to do more work than any two words in the Italian
language. What we have is a requisitioned stable with blankets on the
floor, a man with a saw, a woman from the Via Maqueda who knows
more aboutmedicine than themanwith the saw, and a supply of carbo-
lic acid that I have been replenishing from the pharmacy at a cost that
will require creative accounting.

1700—Dealt with a dispute between two company commanders over
the allocation of cooking pots. The dispute had escalated to the point
where both officers were standing in my supply depot, red-faced and
gesticulating in the Italianmanner, which involves the entire body and
several square metres of surrounding airspace. I resolved the dispute
by requisitioning additional cooking pots from a Bourbon warehouse
that I had been saving for precisely this kind of emergency. The art of
the quartermaster is not in supply but in timing.

1800 —Wrote a report for Turin. The report is accurate, comprehen-
sive, and will change nothing. But the writing of reports is to the quar-
termaster what prayer is to the monk — a daily practice performed in
faith rather than expectation.

The sunset over Palermo harbour is magnificent. I mention this becau-
se no logistics report has ever included a sunset, and I feel the genre is
impoverished by the omission.
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22 July 1860

Milazzo has been taken. I was not at the battle — quartermasters are
not, as a rule, invited to the front, our skills being considered more va-
luable than ourmarksmanship,which is fair—but I received thewoun-
ded and counted the dead. Seventeen killed from our volunteer force.
Many more wounded. Many more Bourbons.

Among the dead: a Polish officer named Korsak, whom I had met brie-
fly in Palermo.He had askedme for sabre oil, which I did not have, and
I had given himolive oil instead, explaining that it would serve the same
purpose if he was not particular about the aroma. He had laughed. He
had a good laugh— the laugh of a man who found the world amusing
despite its best efforts to be otherwise.

Now he is dead, and his sword — oiled with olive oil from a Sicilian
farmhouse— is in someone else’s hands, and I am sitting in my supply
depot writing this instead of doing something useful, because there is
nothing useful to do for a deadman except remember him, and remem-
bering is the one supply I never run short of.

The inventory of losses: 23 rifles destroyed or captured. 47 sets of equip-
ment needing replacement. 340 rounds of ammunition expended.One
Polish officer who believed in freedom. The rifles and equipment can
be replaced. The ammunition can be resupplied. The officer cannot.
I note this in themargin ofmy report, which is not the proper place for
such observations, but the proper place does not exist.

25 August 1860

We have crossed to the mainland. I say ’we’ though my role in the cros-
sing was purely administrative — organising the boats, counting the
men, ensuring that at least some of the supplies crossed with the ar-
my rather than remaining on the quay inMessina, where supplies have
a mysterious tendency to remain if not personally escorted.
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Calabria is — I shall be charitable — challenging terrain for logistics.
The roads, where they exist, are unpaved and suited to mules rather
thanwagons. The bridges, where they exist, are constructed to support
the weight of a goat and not much else. The population is willing to
provide supplies but has very little to provide, the poverty here being
of a depth that I, a Piedmontese officer accustomed to the relative pro-
sperity of the north, find genuinely shocking.
I have implemented what I call ’distributed requisition’ — a system
whereby each company is responsible for sourcing a portion of its own
supplies from the local area, supplemented by central stores that I ma-
intain at the rear. This system works adequately as long as one defines
’adequately’ with sufficient generosity.
The advance continues northward at a pace that would alarm any qu-
artermaster and delight any cavalry officer. Garibaldi does not wait for
supplies. He assumes supplies will follow. This is, in a sense, a compli-
ment to my profession. In another sense, it is a recipe for men eating
their boots, which I mention because it nearly happened last Tuesday.

10 September 1860
Naples. We are in Naples, and I am in a warehouse near the Castel Nu-
ovo, surrounded by enough Bourbon military stores to supply three
campaigns and staring at an inventory manifest that would make an
accountant weep with joy.
The Bourbons, whatever their failings as a dynasty — and they are nu-
merous—maintained supply depots of remarkable quality. Flour, rice,
salt pork, ammunition, medical supplies, boots (boots! In the correct
sizes!), blankets, tents, field equipment, evenwine. Thewine is not bad.
I sampled it in the interest of quality control.
I have spent three days cataloguing and securing these stores against the
enthusiastic redistribution that occurs whenever an army enters a city
and discovers unattendedwarehouses. I have posted guards. I have issu-
ed stern memoranda. I have personally confronted a captain from the
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3rd company who was removing blankets ’for his men,’ and explained
to him,with the patience of a saint and the vocabulary of a dockworker,
that requisition requires paperwork and paperwork requires my signa-
ture.
The volunteers—God love them, and Imean this with complete since-
rity, for they have accomplished what no professional army could have
accomplished— have the supply discipline of a travelling circus. They
take what they need, share what they have, and account for nothing.
My inventory records, which I began in Palermo with meticulous pre-
cision, now contain entries such as ’47 blankets—destination: various’
and ’200 rounds ammunition— issued to: someone.’
I have written to Margherita. I told her Naples is beautiful and that
I am eating well, both of which are true. I also told her the campaign
is nearly over, which I believe is true. The Bourbon army retreats to
Gaeta. The Piedmontese army approaches from the north. Soon, this
will become someone else’s logistical problem. I look forward to this
with an intensity I usually reserve for Christmas.

3 October 1860
The Battle of the Volturno is won. I was at the rear — where quarter-
masters belong, contrary to the romantic paintings that place everyone
at the front—managing the ammunition supply and the casualty eva-
cuation, both of which are activities that require more organizational
skill and considerably less glory than charging a battery with a sabre.
The battle was close. Closer than it should have been. At several points
during the day, I was preparing contingency plans for what the manu-
als call ’retrograde supply operations’ and what everyone else calls ’run-
ning away with the wagons.’ Fortunately, the line held, and my contin-
gency plans remain theoretical.
The cost: the ammunition expenditure was staggering. I calculate that
we fired approximately sixty thousand rounds in a single day — more
than we have used in the entire campaign to date. Resupply from Na-
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ples barely covered the deficit. Had the battle lasted another day, we
would have been throwing the furniture.
I have submitted my after-action logistics report. It includes a section
titled ’Recommendations for Future Operations,’ which contains thir-
ty-seven specific suggestions for improving supply chain management.
I have been submitting such recommendations since the CrimeanWar.
The total number of recommendations adopted to date is: two. One
of themwas about the placement of latrines relative to kitchens, which
I consider my most significant contribution to military history.

30 October 1860
The General has met the King. Italy is, apparently, a fact now. The vo-
lunteers will be disbanded. The professional army will absorb what it
can and discharge the rest. Logistics will transition from ’improvised
chaos’ to ’bureaucratic chaos,’ which is an improvement in the sense
that at least the chaos will be documented.
I watched the two armies — Garibaldi’s volunteers and Vittorio Ema-
nuele’s regulars — encounter each other near Teano, and I observed
something that no dispatch will record. The regulars looked at the vo-
lunteers with amixture of admiration and horror. The volunteers were
ragged, sunburned, mismatched in equipment and uniform, held toge-
ther by conviction and whatever adhesive my supply chain had mana-
ged to provide. They looked like what they were: men who had over-
thrown a kingdom with insufficient boots. The regulars, by contrast,
were neat, supplied, uniform, and had not overthrown anything.
There is a lesson here about the relationship between logistics and re-
sults. A well-supplied army that does nothing is less useful than a ba-
dly-supplied army that conquers a kingdom. But a well-supplied army
that conquers a kingdom would be best of all, and this is the scenario
I have been attempting to create since May, with mixed results.
I am going home. To Turin, to Margherita, to the quartermaster’s de-
partment, to the beautiful, unglamorous, essential work of ensuring
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that the men who do extraordinary things have the boots in which to
do them.

Margherita has written that she has planned our wedding for January.
She has not asked my opinion on the date, the venue, or the guest list.
This is, I note, the most efficient logistics planning I have encountered
in the entire campaign.

5 February 1862

I have been married for one month and assigned to the southern logi-
stics command for— and I use the official terminology— ’anti-brigan-
dage supply operations in the Calabrian and Basilicatan sectors.’ This
means I am now supplying the Italian army as it fights an insurgency
in the very territory we liberated eighteen months ago. If there is a mo-
re complete illustration of the gap between revolution and governance,
I have not encountered it.

The brigands— or partisans, or former Bourbon soldiers, or desperate
peasants, depending on which report one reads — operate in terrain
that is as hostile to supply wagons as any I have encountered. Moun-
tain passes, uncharted tracks, villages that may be friendly or hostile
depending on who arrived there last. My supply convoys require ar-
med escorts. The escorts require supply convoys. It is a circle ofmutual
dependency that Dante would have recognised and placed somewhere
around the fourth ring.

Margheritawrites that she iswell and that the apartment inTurin needs
new curtains. I have requested curtains through official channels. They
will arrive, I estimate, in approximately the same timeframe as peace in
southern Italy —which is to say, eventually, and in the wrong colour.

I think about the campaign sometimes. About the thousand men in
red shirts who sailed from Quarto with nothing and took a kingdom.
About the Polish officer who died atMilazzo andwhose sword smelled
of olive oil. About the pharmacist in Palermo who kept her shop open
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during the bombardment. About the Sicilian farmer whose wheat was
trampled and who asked what Italy meant for the price of grain.
They were magnificent, all of them. And they deserved better logistics.
I wrote this in my final campaign report. I suspect it will be filed with
the other two hundred and thirteen pages.
But I wrote it. And someone, someday, may read it. That is, I have le-
arned, the quartermaster’s equivalent of hope.

Maggiore Ugo Balestra returned to Turin inNovember 1860 with a com-
prehensive report on the logistical challenges of the Sicilian campaign that
ran to two hundred and fourteen pages and was, according to its author,
’read by no one, filed by everyone, and acted upon by neither.’ He was pro-
moted to Tenente Colonnello in 1862 and assigned to the quartermaster’s
department of the newly unified Italian army, where he spent the next
fifteen years attempting to standardise supply procedures across a milita-
ry that combined Piedmontese, Neapolitan, and Garibaldian traditions,
each with its own ideas about inventory management, boot sizes, and the
appropriate ratio of ammunition to wine in a field ration. He described
this work, in a letter to a friend, as ’Sisyphean, but with more paperwork
and less attractive scenery.’ He married Margherita Vercelli in January
1861, precisely as she had planned, in a ceremony that he described as ’lo-
gistically flawless,’ which was, coming from him, the highest compliment
available. They had four children, all of whom survived to adulthood —
a statistical achievement that Balestra attributed to his wife’s good sense
and his own professional familiarity with supply chain management as
applied to nappies, school fees, and the provisioning of birthday celebra-
tions. He retired from the army in 1878 with the rank of Colonnello, ha-
ving never fired his pistol at another human being, a record he conside-
red the finest accomplishment of his military career. ’Any fool can shoot,’
he wrote to Margherita’s nephew, who had asked for advice on a milita-
ry career. ’It takes genuine talent to ensure that the fool has something to
shoot with.’ He spent his retirement in a villa near Asti, cultivating Bar-
bera grapes with the same meticulous record-keeping he had applied to
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ammunition stocks, and writing a monograph on military logistics that
was published posthumously in 1905 and is still occasionally cited by histo-
rians who appreciate its combination of technical precision and mordant
humour. Chapter seven, on the subject of boot procurement, is considered
a minor masterpiece of the genre. He died in 1902, aged eighty-six, in his
sleep, which he would have considered an appropriately well-organised de-
parture. Margherita, who survived him by eleven years, kept his logistics
ledgers from the Sicilian campaign on a shelf in the sitting room, beside
the family photographs. When visitors asked about them, she would say:
’My husband counted things. He was very good at it. Someone had to be.’

86



• April 1860: Giuseppe Garibaldi begins assembling volunteers
in Genoa for an expedition to liberate Sicily from Bourbon
rule. Roughly one thousand men answer the call — lawyers,
students, workers, farmers, and a scattering of foreign veterans
from across Europe.

• 5 May 1860: The Thousand depart fromQuarto, near Genoa,
aboard the steamships Piemonte and Lombardo, slipping out
under cover of darkness while the Piedmontese government
maintains plausible deniability.

• 11May 1860: Landing at Marsala, on the western coast of
Sicily. Bourbon warships arrive too late to prevent the
disembarkation. Two British merchant vessels in the harbour
may have discouraged a bombardment.

• 15May 1860: Battle of Calatafimi. Garibaldi’s volunteers,
outnumbered and outgunned, attack a fortified Bourbon
position uphill and carry it with bayonets. The victory
electrifies Sicily and draws thousands of local fighters — the
picciotti — to the cause.

• 27May 1860: Garibaldi enters Palermo. The city rises in
support, building barricades in every street. After three days of
fierce urban combat and bombardment from Bourbon
warships, the garrison agrees to an armistice.

• 6 June 1860: The Bourbon garrison evacuates Palermo.
Garibaldi assumes control of western Sicily and begins
organising a provisional government.



• 20 July 1860: Battle of Milazzo. A hard-fought victory on the
northeast coast secures Garibaldi’s control of Sicily. The
remaining Bourbon forces withdraw toMessina.

• 19-20 August 1860: Garibaldi crosses the Strait of Messina into
mainland Calabria. The Bourbon navy fails to intercept the
crossing. Calabrian garrisons surrender or dissolve as the Red
Shirts advance northward.

• 7 September 1860: Garibaldi enters Naples. King Francis II has
fled to the fortress of Gaeta with his remaining loyal troops.
The capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies falls without
a battle.

• 1-2 October 1860: Battle of the Volturno. The Bourbon army’s
final major counterattack is repulsed after a day of intense
fighting. The battle effectively ends organised Bourbon
resistance in the field.

• 21-22 October 1860: Plebiscites in Sicily and Naples produce
overwhelming majorities in favour of annexation to the
Kingdom of Sardinia under Vittorio Emanuele II.

• 26 October 1860: Garibaldi meets Vittorio Emanuele II near
Teano and salutes him as King of Italy, handing over the
conquered territories without conditions. He retires to the
island of Caprera, refusing all honours and rewards.

• 13 February 1861: The fortress of Gaeta surrenders after
a prolonged siege. Francis II goes into exile. The last remnant of
the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies ceases to exist.

• 17March 1861: The Kingdom of Italy is formally proclaimed,
with Vittorio Emanuele II as its first king and Turin as its
capital. Rome and Venice remain outside the new state.



• 1861-1865: Southern Italy is engulfed by brigandage—
a complex insurgency driven by displaced Bourbon loyalists,
desperate peasants, and the profound disillusionment that
follows when liberation does not produce the expected
improvements in daily life. The Italian army deploys over
100,000 troops to suppress it.

• 1861-1870: The unification of Italy is completed in stages —
Venice is incorporated in 1866 following the Austro-Prussian
War, and Rome is captured in 1870, becoming the capital of the
unified state. The process that the Thousand began at Marsala
concludes, a decade later, at the gates of the Eternal City.
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