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Solferino, up till then the largest clash in mid-19" C Europe, was the decisive
war-winning battle in one of the wars for Italian unification/independence.

Robert E. Lee as a professional soldier would likely have heard about it
(especially Napoleon III's massive use of artillery), and could have applied its
example 4 years later at Gettysburg, the turning-point of the American Civil
War.

Abbreviations:

Fr = French

Au = Austrian

P-m = Piedmontese

Nap3 = French Emperor Napoleon III

F-J = Austrian Emperor Franz-Josef

VE2 = Piedmontese King Vittorio Emanuele II / Victor Emmanuel II

N, S, cent, E, W — compass directions

C = century



THE CRITICAL HIGH GROUND AT:

GETTYSBURG (1863) — Cemetery Ridge (Mesozoic sill)

SOLFERINO (1859) - Solferino ridge (Pleistocene moraine)

The critical high ground on two important mid-19"-century battlefields:

(upper) Cemetery Ridge at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania (1863 July 3), a low rise held up by an Earliest
Jurassic diabase sill flanked by Late Triassic softer redbeds. [RJC photo 2003]

(lower) Solferino ridge at Solferino, Italy (1859 June 24), a higher end-moraine of Late Pleistocene age,
surrounded by lower till plains. [RJC photo 2013]



GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION OF THE SOLFERINOI BATTLEFIELD

(red dot)
Modified from Prentice-Hall World Atlas (J.E.Williams,1960; p. 64)
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PRESENT-DAY ROAD MAP OF SOLFERINO AREA

Modified from Lombardia map (Touring Club Italiano,
Carta stradale d'Italia, 1:200,000, foglio 2)
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GEOLOGY

The Solferino battleground is dominated by a narrow, steep-sided, 100-m-
(300-ft-)high ridge just W of the village of that name, with lower cultivated

plains to both N and S,
thus noticeably higher than the 20-m-(60-ft-)high Cemetery Ridge at Gettysburg.

This Solferino ridge is an end- or terminal-moraine of late Riss (3™ Glacial;
~150 ka) age; it is one of the outermost moraines concentrically rimming the S
end of Lake Garda. .

The lowlands to the N are underlain by younger (Wiirm, 4™ Glacial; 70-15
ka) till, and to the S by weathered older (mid-Pleistocene; ~300-600? ka) drift.

Bedrock does not influence topography here,
unlike Gettysburg's Late Triassic redbeds vs. basal Jurassic diabase (220-200 Ma),

whose contrast holds up Cemetery Ridge there.

The Solferino ridge consists of till, massive brown clay/silt, with many
cobbles and pebbles floating in that matrix. It is hard, compact, and would
have been difficult to dig fortifications into,

just as at Gettysburg, although in very different materials.

Those clasts are subrounded, probably water-worn by the ancestral lake
before being picked up by the glacier filling its valley.

They include many volcanics, some carbonates, and a few crystallines:

-- ~50-75% volcanics (red, gray).
-- ~25-50% carbonates (mostly light-gray dolomitic micrite,
minor shelly limestone).
-- ~10-25% crystallines (pink granite, gray schist).
-- ~ 1% occasional tan quartzite.
Those seem consistent with the bedrock types exposed in the Alps to the N of the battlefield.

These materials are visible in a few road-banks; the cobbles also appear in
the oldest buildings, walls, and the tower, all built from the only locally
available building stones in the immediate area.



- GoWerina dpesvnoraines

£ ~Rivoli
‘( Veronese
L
-\

I

N

Montichiari ]

Castiglione \

delle Stiviere \

Villafranca

di Verona
o

N

Fig. 1. Sketch-map of Lake Garda moraine complex, with limits of glaciations, according to various authors.
Sites of particular interest: C: Ciliverghe hill. F: Monte Faita (see Figs. 2 and 3). G: Gaium quarries. V: Valsorda section.

Legend:

0 after Habbe (1969).

‘ Riss moraines according to Habbe (1969) and limit of\Solfe¥iie Morainé® (Late Pleistocene) in the main Garda
complex, according to Cremaschi (1987).
4 - Old Riss moraines after Habbe (1969); Middle Pleistocene 'Carpenedolo Moraine' after Cremaschi (1987).

5 - Monte Faita moraine: Young Riss, after Habbe (1968; 1969); Early to early Middle Pleistocene, after Cremaschi (1987).

6 - Margin of outcropping pre-Quaternary relief (Geomorphological Map of Po Plain, 1997).
7 - Morainic ridges and intermorainic depressions.

Castighion), 2004 1 210
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Solferino ridge, a late-Rissian (~150 ka) end-moraine, with Solferino tower on its highest
point, seen from low ground 3-4 km (above, and 5-6 km below) ENE of Solferino village.




Solferino tower atop Solferino ridge/moraine,
seen from 0.5, 0.8, and 1.5 km E of Solferino village.




Solferino tower (La Rocca = The Rock or Fortress; also = Spia d'Italia = Spy of Italy)
built 1022 AD (medieval, pre-battle) using locally available cobbles from the morainal till,
23 m (~70 ft) high: exterior from ground and low-level air, interior with ramp ascending to
the top. Post-battle tree growth now obscures this tower from some angles important during the
battle, but other places can still see it reasonably well.




Figure panorama=>6. View from top of Solferino tower, facing NW and downward along Solferino
ridge crest; mid-day French assault came from the cemetery (far upper left), through the castle square
(center right), and ultimately to the tower (on which the viewer is standing). [RJC 2 photos overlapping,
2013]
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Present-day flat countryside E of Solferino village:
large farm estate (Corte Cassarole); crop fields and wood lots.




‘ B et - g :
More presently-visible battle damage at Solferino: shell holes in building wall outside
entrance to Piazza Castello / castle square (very difficult to notice, because the steep road
up from the village comes to a 4-way stop with no visibility to the right or left-behind, and
you have to drive across and turn normal-left to go through this narrow gate/arch without
scraping its sides). Br9l



B French infancry
[l French cavalry

Figure Uff mp=8. Map showing in generalized fashion the troop dispositions around Solferino
somewhat before the mid-day climax of the battle; heavy black curved line in center is the high crest of
Solferino ridge. Modified from Uffindell (1999, p. 109).



Battle: Critical Events

After considering the hour-by-hour progress of the Battle of Solferino, three
events can be seen more clearly to have shaped its final outcome for the French:

B Their initial massive artillery bombardment or cannonade against the
Austrians up on the Solferino ridge-top;

B Their mid-day infantry assault up the W slope of that ridge;
B Their mid-afternoon infantry assault up its NNE slope.

These actions cleared the Austrians off the commanding high ground, and
forced them to retreat off to the E by the end of the day.



Battle of Solferino (24 June 1859) - Critical Events: Schematic map/diagram, not
to exact scale, but indicating the important topography (Solferino ridge) and troop
maneuvers (I, initial French advance from the W; 2, mid-morning French artillery
bombardment; 3, mid-day French assault up the W slope; 4, mid-afternoon French assault up
the NE slope; 5, late-day Austrian retreat and French follow-up to the E); structures (NW to
SE): cemetery, castle square with church, Solferino tower, Solferino village.

% RJC13



Battle 10:00 AM (24 June 1859: The Fr are getting better organized as they
continue their E-ward attack (under Baraguey-d'Hilliers), especially getting
many more guns into the fight, both on another low hill in their front (Monte
Cipressi/Cypress Hill; Imperial Guard under d'Angely) and all the way down
S to Rebecco (between Medole and Guidizzolo; Mac Mahon). Result is now a
big artillery duel / cannonade [similar to E. Porter Alexander's later].
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8:00 AM: Nap3 at Fontane, watching his artillery open up on Solferino ridge
(Meissonier's painting, 2 slightly different reproductions — note the cannon smoke better
shown to the right in the black-and-white version). M'56, B16



(o)

Bringing up more cannons. B back cover

Setting up Fr guns to the S and opening fire (from Rebecco); note the Solferino ridge-top
tower on the distant skyline. B28-29



Battle 11:00 AM —12:00 Noon (24 June 1859): Fr infantry assault up the W

slope of Solferino ridge [similar to Pickett's Charge later], while their cannons
continue to shell its top (especially around the tower [La Rocca or
Spia d'Italia] up there).

P




AN

Fr infantry starting their assault on the W slope. Br77

The Fr brigades going up the W slope, while Fr shells burst over the ridge top; the Au are
starting to pull back to the SE and E, some of their guns going out a bit further E. B13



Battle 3:00 — 4:00 PM (24 June 1859): Ladmirault's division attacks up the

NE slope of Solferino ridge, while the French troops already on top of the
ridge finally take the tower, thus clearing the Au completely off the ridge top;
the Fr also secure Solferino village below. The Au retreat NE and E into the
lowlands, where some of their cannons continue to fire back at the Fr.




Infantry assaulting up-hill/up-slope, illustrating Ladmirault's attack. B39, 19, 55



Ossuaries

American battlefields, including Gettysburg, contain military cemeteries with graves marked
by small headstones or crosses. Occasional similar small ones can be found in the broad
Solferino area, but much more obvious as memorials to the war dead are two specifically
dedicated ossuaries (ossario), one in Solferino and another at San Martino.

Both are moderate-sized chapels, built a few years after the battle, in which skulls and bones
collected from the surrounding countryside line the interior walls from floor to ceiling. The only
specifically religious symbol present is a simple large wooden cross, standing free where the
altar would normally be.

Many American visitors appear startled or shaken by these massive displays of death, since —
so far as I am aware — nothing comparable exists on our soil. This tradition continued in Europe,
culminating in the gigantic World War I ossuary at Verdun (France); perhaps its origins can be
traced back to the Renaissance religious paintings showing hordes of skeletons pursuing hapless
people.



Bringing the bones into the Solferino ossario/ossuary (then on a nearly bare hilltop). G140

Ossario \wierier wall lined with skulls. 25A-\5
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San NMartwe ossarie /osmarj — much Like the_ Solferine one.,
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