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19th century French watercolor. “The battle is beautiful when described 
by the poets and painted by the painters 

because they only paint its heart; 
one has to see the silent and scary field 

after the battle. When you fight, 
you are not thinking as you are inebriated 

with blood, and by the sight of so many 
dead and  wounded around you, 

however after the battle, when compassion 
and pain take the place of indifference, 

then... hoi! Then if your eyes don’t cry, 
it’s your heart crying...“
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The title of this article mentions two battles, apparently 
distinct, because they were fought on the same day and 
very close to each other.
Although history has always considered the one fought 
at  Solferino as a  Napoleon III and French battle, and that 
fought at San Martino as  Piedmontese, we like to think 
of it as one single battle because it was fought against 
the same enemy, with the same objective and fought on 
the same day.The peculiarity of this Battle, or rather of 
the combination of the two battles, is that it has always 
been considered as the bloodiest in the history of the 
Italian ‘Risorgimento’. The sentence at the beginning of this 
article is from a letter (Fig. 1) written, on June 25, 1859, by 
Francesco Pistoia, a volunteer with the 1st Regiment of the 
Savoy Brigade. The letter contains the true meaning of the 
suffering of a soldier who has seen first-hand the carnage 

of the struggle and the field strewn with the dead.
Another voice is that of soldier Fantini, with the Casale 
Brigade of the V Division, who in a letter dated 11th July  
(Fig. 2) says:

“... in the battle, among the dead and the wounded, 
were between 10 thousand Piedmontese, 15 thousand 
Germans... the French were twice as many. It will take us 3 
days to bury those who died in the battle of St. Martino. “

And in fact by nightfall, after a day of intense fighting 
between the three armies of Piedmont, France and Austria, 
more than 40,000, between dead and wounded lay on the 
field. The two letters shown here are a perfect chronicle 
that the authors sent to their family to share the drama of 
the moment they were living.

Henri Dunant, a Swiss who for business 
reasons in those days was in the areas 
of the battle, coordinated the rescue 
operations to the wounded in which 
the local populations participated. 
He later reported, in a book titled  
“A memory of Solferino ”, that in fact it 
took 3 days to bury all the dead.
Dunant, struck by the suffering of 
the wounded - whose rescue for 
treatment was often difficult - drew 
inspiration to create an organization 
above the belligerent parties: thus the 
International Red Cross was born.

Fig. 1: Letter from the Sardinian Military 
Post n. 1 of 25th June 1859. 
The letter, for Isola Dovarese, where it 
arrives on the 30th of the same month, not 
stamped, is taxed for 10 cents.

Fig. 2: Letter from the Sardinian Military 
Post n. 5 of 11 July 1859 for Parma where it 
arrived on the 14th of the same month.

Fig. 3: Photo of Henry Dunant. 

Fig. 4: “A memory of Solferino” written 
by H. Dunant on the events related to the 
battle of Solferino and San Martino.
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But how did this war, involving three states, and this battle 
come about?
It all began with Cavour’s strategic intuition to involve 
Piedmont in the Crimean war as an ally to France and Great 
Britain, who had rushed to aid the Ottoman Empire against 
Russia. In fact, this participation caused the “patronage” 
of Napoleon III to the Savoys, a fundamental and decisive 
step in the achievement of the unification of Italy. The main 
character of this well-known chapter of history is Camillo 
Benso, Count of Cavour who with political intelligence took 
a big risk and made no mistakes, causing Austria to declare 
war on Piedmont, a condition necessary and essential for 
Napoleon III to enter the war.
His plenipotentiary minister in Paris, Constantino Nigra 
assisted him by lobbying chancelleries and salons alike. 
In the chancelleries he was the ambassador and faithful 
executor of the orders of Cavour, in the Parisian lounges 
and boudoirs he acted both as confidant and “chevalier 
servant” of the Empress Eugenie, but - above all - as 
‘prompter’ to Virginia Oldoini, countess of Castiglione, who 
was “very close” to the French emperor.
One could summarize the whole story beginning from the 
Russian proposal, made at the end of the Crimean war, for a 
conference to tackle the political “Piedmont” issue and the 

the Sardinian state on 27 April. Cavour’s strategy had won: 
the European chancelleries would have to take note that 
Piedmont was being attacked by Austria and that, as a 
consequence, France had “the obligation” to respect the 
agreement of alliance as established by the treaty signed 
in Plombières on 22 July 1858. Austria was hoping to 
get military support from Prussia, in order to block the 
continuous hegemonic actions of Napoleon III. Powerful 
armies entered the field for this war as had never been 
seen before on Italian territory. The Franco / Piedmontese 
coalition put together at least 200.00 soldiers, but that 
was over a period of time; this was due to the logistics 
of transferring the transalpine troops from France, and to 
those necessary for the enrolment of new recruits for the 
Piedmontese army. Also Austria, over time, was capable of 
lining up several Army Corps, reaching a number that was 
practically identical to that of the opposing coalition.
On April 27, 1859, the Austrians started the offensive by 
crossing the border. Despite knowing that the Sardinian 
army was unprepared and lacking the support of the 
French army – still on the transfer journey – the Austrians 
lingered hesitated until May 7 in order to gain advanced 
positions in Piedmontese territory. This mistake would cost 
the Austrians dearly because in the meantime, on 10 May, 

Fig. 5: Napoleone III.

Fig. 6: Entrance of Vittorio Emanuele II and 
Napoleone III to Milan.

Franco / Austrian conflict that might have ensued.
All nations involved, including Austria, were in favour of 
an agreement, even though the basic condition was the 
disarmament of the armies of all states involved and, 
above all, of Piedmont which was instead at the peak 
effort of strengthening its army. Austria, however, vetoed 
Piedmont’s participation in the negotiation while at the 
same time requiring it to abide by the disarmament clause. 
Successively, with the mediation of France and Great 
Britain, Austria was persuaded to accept the participation 
of the Kingdom of Sardinia in the negotiations. In Cavour’s 
eyes everything appeared to be compromised: the armies 
were to be disarmed and the possibility of a war against 
Austria with the support of France was removed. 
Strangely but fortunately, however, Austria went back to 
rejecting Piedmont at the negotiating table, at the same 
time giving to Piedmont an ultimatum to disarm within 
three days. History tells us that, at this point, and in 
agreement with Napoleon III, Piedmont communicated its 
acceptance of all the conditions necessary to participate 
in the international consensus proposed by the British, 
including the functional disarmament to this end.
This attitude and behaviour was deemed unsatisfactory 
by the Austrians who began military operations against 

the first French contingents began to arrive and gradually 
positioned themselves to face and block the Austrian 
advance. This was the first of the Austrian “disasters” 
caused by indecisions or wrong strategic decisions. 
So much so that the Austrians started to withdraw from 
the positions they had gained in order to avoid being cut 
off from the supply lines. Meanwhile, on the 12th of May 
Napoleon arrived on the theatre of operations taking 
command of the two combined armies.
The first real clash between the three armies occurred 
shortly thereafter, on May 20 in the proximity of Montebello. 
The Austrians were forced to an initial retreat, following a 
further defeat in Palestro on the 31st of the same month. 
The Franco-Piedmontese then pressed on to face the 
Austrians who crossed back over the Ticino river, and in 
Magenta, on June 4, were engaged in a new battle. 
This was very bloody compared to the previous ones, 
perhaps a presage to what soon thereafter would be the 
“carnage of Solferino and San Martino “.
On 8 June the cycle of battles was concluded with the 
triumphant entry of Napoleon III and Victor Emmanuel II 
into Milan amidst throngs of people cheering and praising 
the liberators.

28 02_POST HORN 29



In the following days the armies of both sides tried to consolidate their positions, 
and to rearrange their ranks after the losses suffered in the battles just ended.
On June 24, all three armies were therefore engaged in activities that did not aim 
to engage the enemy in a new battle.
On that day, on the Piedmontese side, in the area of San Martino, the clashes 
began at dawn and were completely unexpected, as clearly reported in the 
letter (Fig. 8) which the Marquis Corsini Neri, Commissioner of the Provisional 
Tuscan Government, wrote to his wife in two stages on that very day.  Reported 
here are the most significant excerpts, beginning with the description of what 
should have been a quiet day, initially characterized only by the relocation of the 
Headquarters, of which the writer was a member: 

“... it seems as if  we are leaving for Revoltella”; but immediately after: “... 
the departure for Revoltella is suspended, one can  hear the French cannon 
attacking Solferino defended by Benedek...”

The letter was not finished, and a post scriptum was to be added: 
“... I went out to have breakfast, instead I witnessed one of the greatest battles 
in history... ”

Fig. 7: Napoleon’s III 
proclaims to Milan’s people.

Fig. 8: Letter from 
the Sardinian Military Mail 
General District dated  
June 25th, 1859. 
The letter was written in 
Desenzano on the same date 
and arrives in Florence 
on June 30th.
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The letter of 28 June shown above (Fig. 9) is a report that the soldier Ettore Bini 
of the Savoy Brigade made writing to his father in Livorno. The very long letter 
describes in detail the battle from the point of observation of someone who 
experienced it directly, from within the fight. A few excerpts can give an idea of 
the real drama: 

“... the machine gun was shooting over our heads... we retreated to a place 
where the enemy cannon could not reach... our Major ordered us to charge; the 
drum announced the attack and then it was all a cry: Savoia!... the sergeant 
of my team fell at my feet and maybe 5 minutes later it was the corporal, but I 
was only paying attention to loading and unloading my weapon... then I heard 
a cry from the Colonel who had fallen from his horse wounded in his right leg... 
I supported him, lifting him off the ground, and in three of us led him to a close 
by farmstead... the ambulance picked him up and I went back to my company, 
which was involved in the second attack...the allied army in 17 hours had 
conquered magnificent positions... “YES TO THE WAR“.

While the Piedmontese army was fighting in San Martino against the right wing 
of the Austrians, a few kilometres to the south, in Solferino, on the same day, the 
French troops were fighting against the bulk of the Austrian army.
The battle developed on a 5 km front without a precise strategy or connection 
between the French and the Sardinians. Only in the afternoon, after bloody 
clashes did the French break through the centre of the Austrian army. A violent 
storm broke out, partially blocking the fighting. The Austrian army retreated 
beyond the Mincio river, but the French - prostrated by their huge losses - did 
not chase the enemy. And in fact the French losses in Solferino, together with 
those of the previous battles, added up to more than 20,000 units. This, together 
with the pressures from France, led Napoleon III to consider an Armistice. In 
the meantime, the Austrian army had crossed back the Adige river. After a few 
days dedicated to the burial of the dead, the recovery of the wounded and the 
reorganization of the armies, Napoleon sent his field aide, General Fleury, to 
Verona to request the suspension of activities.

Fig. 9: Letter from the Sardinian 
Military Mail... dated June 28th, 

1859. The letter was written on 
the 27th “from battle field near 

Pozzolengo” to Livorno where it 
arrives on June 30th.

Fig. 10: Battle of Solferino, Carlo Bossoli 1859

Fig. 11: Letter stamped with 20 cents 
cancelled with a diamond pattern with the 
initials of the AAK office and on the side 
the double circle stamp Armèe d’Italie B. 
au K dated 30 Juin 1859 for Paris.
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On July 8 in Villafranca the three heads of state signed jointly 
a “Convention between Austria, France and Piedmont for 
the conclusion of an armistice” (Fig. 12) which provides 
for the transfer to the Savoy State of Lombardy only. As a 
consequence of the failed promise of the French to liberate 
Venice and the entire Veneto region, Cavour resigned as 
Prime Minister.

A few days later, voting took place in Lombardy to formalize 
the annexation to the Kingdom of Sardinia (Fig. 13). 

The disappointment of the entire Piedmontese army is well summarized in the 
letter, dated 13 July of doctor Bogetti of the Queen Brigade of the 10th Infantry 
Regiment (Fig. 14):
“Yesterday the proclamation of the King announced peace. This news was so 
unexpected that we were almost amazed. Today we will read the conditions, 
but the discontent is universal. Napoleon did not entirely keep his word. 
After so much and so admirable an agreement of will and of purpose, after 
so many victories, after so many hopes, instead of liberating Italy from the 
Alps to the Adriatic, as he had solemnly promised, [Napoleon] departs almost 
clandestinely leaving Venice under the Austrian sceptre...“.
Freeing Venice and making it Italian would have to wait a few more years and 
another war against Austria in 1866.
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Fig. 14: Letter from the Sardinian Military 
Post n. 4 of 13 July 1859 to Asti 

Fig. 12: Convention of July 8th, 1859 between Austria, France and 
Piedmont for the conclusion of an armistice.

Fig. 13: Voting form for the annexation of Lombardy to the 
kingdom of Sardinia.
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