23. BRIGANDAGE AND ITS NEW
MODALITIES

“For three quarters of the Romans, “
says Madelin,' “it would be impossible for
them to take a position, great or small, against
the law of their conscience.” This is valid
whether it be that you are treating work in the
public life, in the country, military, cultural,
or simply of a place in the church in order to
participate in a 7e Deum of thanksgiving for
the emperor: in these cases the Romans shine
by their absence. Nevertheless, as he had said,
although the resistance was profound and
radical, it appears exteriorly only in certain
circumstances and up against certain
problems. For the rest the manifestations in
the life of a citizen, the people remained
tranquil and did not cause great disturbances
for the Miollis, Norvins, Tounon or whatever
they were called, of the new government.

On the other hand, outside the
Aurelian walls, the conditions changed
radically. From the place where the Appian
Way starts, begins a de facto state, which in
those decades of years, was known as central
Lazio, a region of Italy less able to be
traveled. The years 1810 to 1812 decided
things: in these years there arose a completely
new situation.

And what in reality was this situation?
In synthesis it was the searching for a return
to liberty, understood in the most civic and
patriotic sense, although there were others that
would understand it in the sense of unleashed
and unchecked licentiousness.

In the rural areas, especially where
begins the fascinating and insidious world of
the Roman hills, the “freedom” was assured;
would that there had been a force - not an easy
job - including the wings of the imperial

L Op. cit., p. 454.
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eagle, with the power to sweep away the
bonfires that they kept lighting here and there,
almost invisible among the rocks, the forests
and the medieval hill-top cities.

Who fed them? There were principally
two elements that actively cause them.

In the first place the suppression of the
pontifical power. The citizens of the Roman
hills, the inhabitants of Terracino, Sonnino,
Bellegra, Nemi, Olevano, Sermoneta, and
hundreds of little villages, felt free from civil
obligations. The foreigners had thrown out the
pope and they stuck their hand into his
kingdom: why should they have to obey the
usurpers?

Reason belonged now to the strong
one; so they tried to make themselves the
strong ones in the rural areas, with the French
entrenched in the city. But there was a terrible
reason, which implied vengeance and abuse.

Here we enter into a complicated and
superstitious psychology of the southern
people who had violent passions, and on the
other hand, were very poorly prepared from a
point of view of culture. The pontifical police
knew how to handle this people, to persuade
them, to get close to them without doing too
much damage; on the other hand the French
“carriers of civilization” proceeded in a very
different way, and the people of Lazio knew
it: a summary process, a firing squad, and it
was all over.

Many years ago from the times of the
popes, which in the hills of high Ciociaria or
in the Maremma there was never lacking a
certain contingent of solitary men, converted
into “bandits” due to a certain “lack of
honor”; they were in general fugitives who, to
sustain themselves because of a pontifical
condemnation, condemned themselves to a
hard clandestine life, sustained by family
accomplices or by shepherds in the hills; their
new situation induced them, whether because



of hunger or at times for vengeance, or by
commission of others, to assault or murder.
Each  “brigand” avoided a  penal
condemnation, binding himself to a certain
chain of criminals. Their activity, in a way of
speaking, was timid; but now, having cut
themselves off from the smooth pontifical
punishments and with its substitution by the
French constabulary, that practically made
them incapable to maintain tranquil the
citizenry of the former papal states, it
happened that the inhabitants of the
“Marittima” and of the “hills” considered
themselves completely free.

The “Marittima” was a strip of land
along the Tyrrhenian Sea which was filled
with small cities sick with marshes and in
which “brigands” could make themselves as
inaccessible as in the mountains.

There was a way open to becoming a
savage, recovering a total independence to
the outside. The number of participants in the
strange and unreal society increased rapidly.

The brigandage increased in a notable
form from 1809 forward and grew even
greater when they saw that the French police
had very little desire to run into the mountains
in search of thieves. The penal action against
this type of delinquency was postponed until
when the French could organize their power
in Rome and when it could be perfected and
affirmed in the other cities. Meanwhile the
rebels could enjoy this space of freedom.

And there were many who enjoyed it.
They formed a vast organization in which
families were fed by “those of the blood”
which had been given over to crime. Fathers,
mothers, spouses, brothers and at time young
men had the duty to carry abundant food-
stuffs to those who had left the ranks of those
living in society.

These provisions would have been
sufficient for themselves only, but the
protagonists of this history rounded it out with
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rapine, in which they were making themselves
more astute and destitute. To assault, to rob,
to plunder, to kill was turned into a monstrous
custom for these despots in the mountains, so
that they would not consider giving the right
to anyone over their territory.

Meanwhile the brigands, in strict and
at times open collaboration with the villagers,
lacking food and protection and situated a
notable distance from one another, sent
requests for food which were rather feudal
requests which demanded by such and such an
hour so many sheep, so much beef, so many
vegetables and so much fruit. And all of this
was governed very rigorously. If Bonaparte
had personally issued those decrees they
would never have been obeyed so promptly.

It resulted obviously that impunity
and life meant nothing to these outside the law
and it would end up being a magnet for an
increasing number of persons.

But it is convenient that we see a
second element which fomented banditry
greatly until it became a great phenomenon
very upsetting and highly sorrowful; this is of
interest because Gaspar and his companions
dedicated all their activity, their eloquence
and sacrifices to heal this gangrenous wound.
This second fountain of influence toward
brigandage was also a transforming element:
it carried with it the risk and new values
capable of increasing the general confusion
and of misguiding popular opinion.

Within and without the walls of Rome
there were plastered posters calling men to the
military services. In 1810 the conscription has
an aspect more or less pacific; Europe was
tranquil, as a lion muffled at the feet of the
invincible; nevertheless the call to arms
constituted by itself alone an element of grave
disturbance for the population of the Papal
States which were absolutely not in conditions
to submit themselves to it.



But, as if this were something small,
from the year 1811 rumors were spreading of
new wars, which gradually transformed
themselves into omens. To help this admirably
there was a network of information which
informed Europe and the City. The priests
were the first to foresee an enormous conflict
- the greatest and most dangerous that up to
this time had faced the empire - against
Russia.

A strange word - Russia - for the ears
of the Romans of those times. It brought to
mind the memory of immensity, ice, the
uncivilized practices and customs of the
Tartars, of a city that existed more in the
imagination than in reality: three hundred
copulas of gold in the middle of an ocean of
frozen earth.

Sending their sons to Russia? No
Roman mother or father would think of such a
thing. To refuse was a necessity, the supreme
means of salvation, and even a obligation. It
would not be licit to immolate one’s own life
for the oppressors of the pope.

These were sufficient reasons to create
a veritable hemorrhage of the ranks of the
conscripts of the City and of the provinces.
The weeping of the mothers and the
preoccupation of the fathers completed a
sequence of negative arguments; cries and
preoccupation which would translate itself
into shouts every time a twenty-year-old
youth was pulled out of a family.

At the time of the recruiting, Rome,
and even more the rural area and the small
villages, were filled with upsetting scenes. But
in this sense, those living in the mountains
and the “Marittima” had an advantage; if in
Rome it was difficult for a young man to flee,
it was much less difficult in the style of semi-
savage living in the rural areas. It is true that
there were French garrisons in the bigger
cities, but they were too far away to have any
control over the rest of the territory.
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The conscriptions of 1811 and even
more those of 1812 were paradoxically
copious fountains for recruitment for the
“mountain troops”’; when it was time to sign
up, the candidates fled to the mountains.

In this way it happened that the
twenty-year-olds found themselves inserted
into a circle of criminals and they learned to
hate and to kill. For the rest, the companies of
brigands had a rigid structure: the head,
generally a thief, was a famous and absolute
dictator surrounded by his followers. The
discipline was really drastic, even cruel. An
act of rebellion, a disobedience, a too sharp a
criticism could bring on the dissident a shot
from a pistol done with excellent aim. In some
groups the leaders gave a small pay, just like
in the adventurous medieval companies; one
famous leader of bandits gave 12 sueldos a
day (60 cents), which was a salary much
greater than that which the civilian guards of
public security received.

The brigands did not want intruders or
inept members. It could happen that a recent
recruit, innocent looking like a little boy
between his mother and father, would be
interrogated in this way:

“Have you killed someone?”

“No.”

“Then do it.”

They gave him a musket and the
young lad would have to try his aim on a
citizen who was passing by at a certain
distance.

Once the man was dead, the candidate
would hear:

“Good, now you are one of us.”

All this seemed monstrous to the
youth: he had formed a different idea of the
“knights of the mountain” and - his waking up
was full of nightmares; but it would have been
worse to turn back. At times a shot from these
sure-shots would have gotten you after a few
steps.



An element that would impress the
youths and draw them to the brigands was a
kind of “gentleman chivalry” which the
leaders exercised in favor of the weak against
the ones overly-powerful. If one felt
threatened by personal enemies and did not
have the audacity or the will to defend
himself, he could put himself under the
protection of the “leader” who would then let
it be known that his protection should not be
tampered with; this would establish a great
security for that weak one.

In this way the ranks of those “outside
the law” increased more and more. There was
another factor influencing it: that the urban or
rural guards serving the police, who received
eight sueldos (40 cents), would have to risk
their lives on many occasions and as a
consequence of a punishment or of an
injustice, they ended up with those against
whom they were supposed to fight.

These were the most dangerous
deserters, since they already knew the police
methods and even some of their secrets. And
it could get even more dangerous, when the
brigands had to take the return fire - which at
times did occur; we see proof of this in the
famous time when the bandits and police
fought each other; the bandits got caught in
the cross-fire when they tried to rejoin the
later. Being discovered meant capital
punishment.

Since the young men of the years
1811-1812 were caught between two very
unfavorable choices, one of which was
desertion, which could change the youth into a
monster; and the other - to go to Russia - was
to expose them to unexpected suffering. One
must understand, nonetheless, in spite of
everything, the great majority chose the last
alternative and that the contribution of
brigandage was limited to less than 200
members; thus there is little to say on the
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topic of bending with the wind. The French
writer himself, whom we have quoted several
times, gives us a pathetic, picturesque, but at
the same time true, description of what it
would have been for a Roman young man of
that time to participate in the Russian
campaign. It is worthwhile to quote this
passage to show the exceptional psychological
penetration that the author had and keen
understanding of the Italian temperament of
that time:

“The young Roman conscript, who
was made a hero in spite of himself, walked
slowly at that time (18 November 1812)
surrounded by snow, that the Roman hated,
under a gray sky, frozen, among swirls of ice
which tortured the face, split the fingers,
threatened by Cossacks, feeling miserable
among the rest of the ragged ones who wore
the “glorious uniform”, that is, that of
Toumon, wrapped in an implacable torment
within which was lost the army, the empire,
the world; our hero, whether he be Giuseppe
or Giovanni, thinks of Rome, of Perugia, of
Anzio, of Citta di Castello, of Viterbo, of the
beautiful cities with their familiar monuments
or of the picturesque mountain villages, at this
same season of November, where the sky
would still be pleasant, the flowers had not yet
disappeared from the fields, the Tiber flowing
through the hills of Umbria and the Roman
field with its waters bordered with green on
the shore, and the sun warming their native
town. Giuseppe finds the snow more
aggressive, more biting, the sky lower, the
earth colder; for this son of the sun it is like
being in a hell of ice.

“At these times, his friends that were
more alert than he, run under the autumn sun
through the Roman fields: they became
brigands rather than soldiers. They feel the
pleasure of dominating; they enjoy much
more what it is to be under the banners of the



new Caesar. Because the grand Napoleon is
possibly ruler of the plains, but the 200 little
Fra-Diavolos are the lords to the mountains in
1811.7

The very Chief of Police, Norvins,
admitted in his letter of the 10 May 1811: “To
tell the truth, the brigands own the
mountains.” And Madelin, agreeing with this
gives further details: “The mountains - you
must remember this - that go from Subiaco to
Tivoli, from Frosinone to La Folfa, makes up
three fourths of the country, among the
Appenines, and the Albano, Sabinos and
Lepinos Hills, territories separated from the
city, in which the vice-prefects trembled,
being separated only by a few hours journey
that went through the deserted lowlands which
bordered on the sea, which was controlled by
the English.”*

We will insert only some other sources
of increase of the companies of brigands: 40
“enslaved” escapees from Tarquinia and to
these were added some contrabandists who
had found work on the Italian beaches due to
the traffic of English ships that dominated the
Tyrrhenian Sea; all these were men who had
incurred penalties, even death penalties, and
so sought refuge in the mountains.

In August 1811 just on the south side
of the mountains, there were five organized
bands, some of which were made up of about
40 men, and their rule was impenetrable.
From 4 February to the 18" there were nine
assaults; on 8 March five travelers were
robbed and assassinated; on the 21% in the
assault of the mail coach from Naples near
Cisterna, the coachman was killed and the
travelers robbed; on June 30" the same thing
happened in Terracina; on September 27 the
mail coach from Rome to Florence was
assaulted three miles from the Aurelean

> Op. cit.
3 Ibid. p. 458.
* Ibid.

101

Walls, and during 1812 the dramas were
repeated: 16 January, 4 April, 11 May, 26
November. ... Alfonso de Lamartine, who was
traveling from Rome to Naples found a
carriage in flames in the middle of the road
and next to it two corpses, bloody and half-
burned.

These, of course, were outstanding
cases; but there were other hidden crimes,
whose fame did not leave the mountains in
which they were committed: many private
grudges, revenges, ambushes, and so forth.
The bandits of 1811-1812 acted with a system
that today we unfortunately know only too
well. Landowners were robbed even of their
houses, or even worse, they were captured and
held for ransom. We must say, in truth, this
technique brought about good results, so
much so that the amounts kept increasing very
rapidly: the “delegate” of Rocca Massima was
captured on 19 April; he had to pay 50
piastras; two well-known persons of Alatri,
on 13 April, had to pay 130 piastras; the
mayor of Sonnino had to pay 1,070 escudos.
... Evidently the game brought about results
and the abductors reevaluated every day: on 8
May the count of Armis had to pay 500
piastras; on 2 July and on 3 September it was
the turn of the landowners of Ceccano, who
were evaluated at 1,070 escudos; on the same
3" of September, Mr. Galluzzi of Veroli had
to pay 6,430 franks; on 20 September two
businessmen of Prossedi had to pay 5,000
lira; on 2 October the Mayor of Gavignano
had to pay 400 piastras and on the 5" of
November, a rich land owner of Valletri, Mr.
Graciosi, 8,000 piastras ... As you can see, it
was a “Rossini crescendo”: the tariffs rose
apparently from 50 piastras in April to 8,000
in November; and if we change these numbers
into prices of today, we could say without
doubt that they were ransoms worthy of a Paul
Getty, or even more.



On 18 May 1811 a man of Alatri was
killed in the very center of the town and no
one knew why. On 30 May a Mr. Capranica
received the same treatment.

On 31 May 1811 three bandits killed
two inhabitants of Giuliano and amidst the
general terror that resulted all of the homes
were searched and any arms that were found,
were then taken.

If anyone refused to pay the ransom,
there was a summary execution; on the 25" of
June and landowner of San Esteban near
Frosinone did not want to pay the ransom and
he was killed immediately. At times, in order
to avoid these inconveniences, the robbers
sacked the house of a banker, taking 16,000
liras.

On the 5™ of December they forced
their way into the home of the mayor of
Carpineto, within sight and patience of the
3,000 inhabitants of the town, none of whom
dared to take a step against them.

On January 18, 1812 the robbers
eliminated two of the citizens of Bauco (today
known as Boville Erica) in the very town; this
crime started a series of homicides ever more
frequent.

On April 6, 1812 eight women of
Vallecorsa were violated and left half-dead;
on April 5, 1812 a mother and her daughter of
Ceprano experienced the same fate.

On May 27 the bandits captured four
young men of Ferentino and on the following
day four more of Anagui; and on October 8,
two women of Maenza; on the 15" of June all
the women of Rocca Massima were gathered
together, in the presence of their parents and
husbands; they chose five of them, who were
abducted, with no one denouncing them. Acts
similar to this were repeated dozen and
dozens of times.

A worse lot befell those who tried to
react against these acts and denounced them
to the authorities. A shepherd of Prossedi had
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his ears and four fingers cut off; a Zeppieri of
Veroli was obliged to beg forgiveness
kneeling down and then he was massacred; a
woman of the town near Frosinone who had to
testify against the bandits was later found
dead with many knife wounds; a little later, a
Ciocchi of Castro and a Paniccia of Veroli,
two youths of 15 and 16 years, shepherds of
Cecceno, were massacred for having acted as
“spies”’; a shepherd Belli and another of San
Lorenzo were horribly mutilated; another, of
Cerpineto, received no less than 22 bullets. ...
May other similar cases tell us of the terrible
thirst for vengeance that the brigands had
against anyone who revealed their actions to
the authorities.

In reality the terror froze the spirit;
nobody dared to speak within a radius of 150
kilometers.

There are objectives very similar for
the theft and homicide on the part of the
brigands, all those who carried money on
themselves, as with, for example, the revenue
collectors, who were robbed and beaten; or
also the gendarmes and guards hired by the
police. One other preferred category were the
mayors and public functionaries. On January
22, 1812 a famous brigand captured a citizen
in Alatri saying: “Go into Veroli and tell them
that we will be coming shortly to play bochas
with the heads of the mayor, the judge and
some others.” One time a whole group of
public employees was captured. While
walking imprudently on a hike in the country,
a young Roman functionary was detained and
taken before a group of brigands, who, to tell
the truth, treated him with courtesy; they
limited themselves to saying:

“Renounce Bonaparte and his
government”

He obeyed and the brigands insisted:

“Renounce them again.”

He again obeyed but again they said:

“Renounce them once more.”



He did for a third time what they
ordered; then they let him go free.

These monstrous crimes of the
brigands did not leave room for sorrow for
them. From pressuring and frightening the
whole town, they brought on themselves a
concentration of forces of order, and the
indignation of the civilian population was
changed into horror. The French police,
pledged to a cut-throat action, had the
collaboration of some regiments and were
stationed in the mountains. This operation was
not only political, but also military and of
grand show of power; this operation was
called the “squeeze”, as they would say in
local jargon. They tried to stop at all cost that
the besieged receive food; for this they had to
watch everyone in the town and in the space
between the towns and mountains there was a
constant searching for suspicious persons.

These things were easier to plan on
paper than to carry it out in the field. There
was only limited success, but it was sufficient
to constitute a tragedy in various and
contradictory aspects.

Because, naturally, those who were
left to trap were not the smartest and daring;
those that fell into the trap were the starters or
the undecided. Some big wheels were caught,
as the great Spadolini, a super brigand dictator
of the Valle del Sacco. But many of the
captured continued to deny their active
participation, or even that they belonged to the
bands of brigands.

The procedures were carried out, in
which there was no lack of juridical sense or
of humanness; the strictness, nevertheless,
served as a general tonic. At first it was
thought that all those captured were
responsible, and this seemed unobjectionable;
nevertheless, from the testimonies, the
interrogations and from the very faces of the
accused, there was discrimination which little
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by little prevailed in the juries and in public
opinion. Some of them were in reality victims
of fearful suspicions and were proved false
and were released. Other remained encased in
mystery.  Guilty? Betrayed by the
circumstances? In a world extremely subtle,
an act may be made more by shadows than by
monstrous actions and in brigandage, the
accusations and the defenses came to be
legend or an impenetrable mystery. Perhaps in
the capital executions that took place in 1811
and 1812 there were paradoxes: such as that
of a certain woman Palombi, mother of four
brigands active in the mountains, who also
had a fifth child - a girl. What happened to her
with time? Nor was there a lack of women
brigands. ...

Another case very famous was that of
Spadolini, already mentioned. He “worked”
since he was 18 and had been captured once
by the pontifical police and condemned to life
in prison.

And here is what he endured, probably
not as a strategy, but as a way of serious
living. In prison there was also held a Turkish
woman, and in spite of the rigorous separation
of men and women, he was able to speak with
her; he spoke to her of religion. He taught her
the marvels of Catholicism, and she, captured
by the beauty of this revelation, was enamored
of divine mercy and was converted.

The two detainees were given
permission to marry.

This extraordinary act had an echo on
the higher levels, in the heart of the highest
authorities; they began to study the case; they
applied a rigorous magnifying glass on what
had happened. It was impossible to
penetrate the profundity of their hearts, but
actually the appearances were in favor of the
two converts.

They freed both of them.

After some time their life became



more complicated; in Spadolini there was a
kind of fatality of command and of
proselytism. He invited others to “freedom”
and many followed him; but the curious thing
is that around this couple of leaders was a
group of women; the spouses, the daughters,
and including the mothers of the brigands, all
of whom constituted by itself a fearful
autonomous band under the orders of
Spadolini.

That the last named, with his wife and
comrades, had returned to the mountain
probably under an influence of a powerful
anti-French spirit: he needed freedom, and
freedom for himself and for his protected ones
from the hated chain of Bonaparte. When they
capture him a second time, the proceedings
are more severe and give people a lot to talk
about. They want to give luster to the capture
and they condemn the grand “leader”, as was
Spadolini was condemned. It was not possible
to get pontifical clemency, because the pope
no longer existed; it was useless to call upon
the past which was positive past and of this
“moralizer”: the strange Roman-Turk couple;
the people who knew by memory all their
exploits followed with passion the stages of
the trial and in the public opinion there is a
surprising turn: Spadolini is a violent man, a
fascinating man, a man outside the law, with
all the attributes of a perfidious brigand, but
he is also a champion of an exasperated
freedom, a desperate freedom, capable of
risking everything.

And finally one can see him in front of
a firing squad, together with his converted
Turkish wife, he smiling and he himself
giving the order:

“Fire.”

He had gone to confession and he dies
as a great man; maybe he was a hero of liberty
for those who are ignorant and do not
sufficiently know the crimes he had
committed.
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In total close to 80 brigands (or
accused to be so) were shot in 1811 and
another 78 in 1812; some hundreds were
imprisoned with different penalties or in
common prisons, and others were absolved.

In the year 1813 there were the same
results. In summary, the “cleaning” operation
had good results, but unfortunately it did not
eradicate all the bad weeds in the mountains:
there remained enough to multiply themselves
in the coming years and to take again
harrowing aspects. We shall see Gaspar del
Bufalo and the Missionaries of the Precious
Blood working with untiring activity to save
these people.



