
Exhibition of historical diplomatic documents on the occasion of 
the 160th anniversary of diplomatic relations between Italy and the 
United States

April 13, 2021
Embassy of Italy in Washington, D.C.

April 13, 1861.

A Great Story

Embassy of Italy
Washington





April 13, 1861
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On the 160th anniversary of diplomatic relations between Italy and the United States, 
the Embassy of Italy in Washington, D.C., in collaboration with the Historical Diplomatic 
Archive and the Library of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International 
Cooperation, presents a unique exhibition of historical documents on the beginning of 
diplomatic relations between Italy and the United States curated by Federica Onelli.

This exhibition traces a particularly meaningful phase of the extraordinary path that led 
Italy and the United States to become, at first, fast friends and, today, strong allies. A 
history made of political, diplomatic, economic, and cultural relations, of shared values 
and principles, as well as of continuous migratory flows between our countries.

“April 13, 1861. A Great Story” creates a space for visitors to delve into this fascinating 
page of our common history, by exploring letters, dispatches, reports, books, and 
agreements, spanning from the Kingdom of Sardinia’s  first expression of interest in 
strengthening political ties with the United States in 1838, to the U.S. recognition of the 
Kingdom of Italy on April 13, 1861, a day after the outbreak of the American Civil War.

The collection of the Historical Diplomatic Archive and Library of the Italian Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation spans thirty kilometers of books and 
documents, thirty kilometers of diplomatic history.

Two historical documents of this exhibition were restored as a courtesy of the Istituto 
Centrale per la Patologia degli Archivi e del Libro (ICPAL), an Italian center of 
excellence in the restoration, conservation and research of documents and books.



The United States and the
Kingdom of Sardinia (1838 – 1861)

Prior to the 1861 unification of Italy, the Italian peninsula was divided in five different States. 
The Kingdom of Sardinia, ruled by the House of Savoy, was destined to play a leading role 
in the unification process.

In 1838, the United States sent a diplomatic mission to Vienna for trade negotiations. On 
that occasion, the Head of the delegation, Niles, informed the Minister Plenipotentiary of 
Sardinia that the United States wished to establish political and diplomatic relations, in 
addition to existing consular and trade relations. 

The diplomat from Piedmont nurtured some doubts about the benefits of strengthening 
relations with such a distant state. The House of Savoy, on the other hand, responded 
positively and decided to send a Chargé d’Affaires to Washington, D.C. 

The dispatch of instructions to the first Sardinian diplomatic representative to the United 
States, Count Avogadro di Collobiano, explains the reasons for the Kingdom of Sardinia’s 
interest in establishing diplomatic relations with the United States. 

“At first glance, our relations with North America may appear to be purely commercial, given 
the great distance that separates us, but nowadays distances between the Old World and 
the New World are decreasing due to the growing number of communication routes, and 
any political stir—whether latent or manifest—in one of the two continents is destined to 
have significant repercussions in the other.”

The opening of Legations—diplomatic missions—in the United States and the Kingdom of 
Sardinia might have appeared unjustified to some, but attentive and discerning observers 
could already see important political and diplomatic developments on the horizon.



Dispatch from the Secretary of State of the Kingdom of Sardinia, Solaro della 
Margherita, to the Italian Minister Plenipotentiary in Vienna, Bertone di Sambury. 
Turin, February 3, 1838. – Page 1

The King of Sardinia, Carlo Alberto, welcomes the U.S. proposal to establish 
diplomatic relations.

MAECI Diplomatic Historical Archive, series: “Legation of Sardinia in Vienna”, b. 59, f.



Dispatch from the Secretary of State of the Kingdom of Sardinia, Solaro della 
Margherita, to the Italian Minister Plenipotentiary in Vienna, Bertone di Sambury. 
Turin, February 3, 1838. – Page 2



Letter script record of outgoing correspondence “Légation de Sa Majesté aux 
Etats-Unis d’Amerique, 29 September 1838 - 11 December 1854”. - Frontespiece

MAECI Diplomatic Historical Archive, series: “The writings of the Secretariat of State of the Kingdom of Sardinia”, b. 292.



Dispatch of the Secretary of State of the Kingdom of Sardinia, Solaro della 
Margherita, to the Sardinian diplomatic representative to the U.S., Count 
Avogadro di Collobiano. Turin, September 29, 1838. – Page 1

The reason for a far-sighted decision: the realization that relations between the Old 
World and the New World will become increasingly relevant.

MAECI Diplomatic Historical Archive, series: “The writings of the Secretariat of State of the Kingdom of Sardinia”, b. 292.
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The Ideological Links between the  
Italian Risorgimento and the American 
War of Independence

First signs of the deepening ties between the Old World and the New World were initially 
more apparent in fields other than that of diplomatic relations. 

In the first half of the 19th century, revolutionary uprisings spread across Europe, with 
the aim of undermining the conservative system imposed after the downfall of Napoleon. 
After the failure of liberal movements in Italy, many political activists were forced into 
exile. Several of them—such as Federico Confalonieri, Piero Maroncelli and Giuseppe 
Garibaldi—landed on American soil, and helped create and strengthen the ideological 
bond between Italy and the United States.

These ideological and diplomatic ties converged in the person of Giuseppe Bertinatti, 
appointed Chargé d’Affaires of the Kingdom of Sardinia in the United States in 1854. 
Bertinatti was a close friend of Carlo Botta—an Italian doctor, scholar, fervent supporter 
of the concept of Republic, as well as the author of one of the first histories of the 
American Revolution, in which the new independent nation was glorified as the place of 
choice for freedom. Bertinatti also had a close relationship with Vincenzo Gioberti—an 
Italian philosopher,  politician, and strong upholder of a political unification process for 
Italy, inspired by the Federalist model.



Vincenzo Gioberti, The Moral and Civil Primacy 
of the Italians, 3 vols.,  
Lausanne, 1845
Top Three Upright Books

Vincenzo Gioberti (1801-1852) was an Italian 
philosopher, politician, and premier of Sardinia-
Piedmont (1848–49), whose writings helped bring 
about Italian unification. Despite his republican 
views, Gioberti never joined the revolutionary 
organization of Giuseppe Mazzini. In the work 
displayed, Gioberti presents the value of the unique 
contribution that federated Italians might make to 
world civilization, recommending the creation of an 
Italian federation headed by the pope.

MAECI Library.

Carlo Botta, History of the War of Independence of the United States of America, 
Livorno, 1836 (first edition) - Frontispiece
Bottom Open Book

MAECI Library.

Carlo Botta, George Alexander Otis, 
History of the War of Independence 
of the United States of America, 
Philadelphia, 1820

Special Collections Research Center, The George 
Washington University Libraries.



Carlo Botta, History of the War of Independence of the United States of America, 
Livorno, 1836 (first edition) - Figure I, Boston uprising

MAECI Library



Carlo Botta, History of the War of Independence of the United States of America, 
Livorno, 1836 (first edition) - Figure XIV , Washington resigns as Commander  
in Chief

MAECI Library



The Recognition of the Kingdom of Italy by 
the United States (1861)

After years of complex diplomatic efforts and wars, the King of Sardinia, Vittorio 
Emanuele II, and Prime Minister, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, succeeded in 
bringing together a large part of the Italian peninsula under Sardinian rule. On March 
17, 1861, the Italian Parliament approved Law n. 4671, which read: “King Vittorio 
Emanuele II assumes the title of King of Italy for himself and for his successors.”

In order to consolidate this success on the international level, it was necessary to 
obtain the recognition of this change in title by foreign nations. The United States were 
amongst the first governments to officially recognize the Kingdom of Italy. 
 
Let’s recall the chronology of events leading up to the recognition of Italy by the United 
States: On March 19, 1861, Prime Minister Cavour wrote to Minister Plenipotentiary, 
Giuseppe Bertinatti, instructing him to contact the U.S. Department of State. The 
dispatch took 22 days to arrive to Washington, D.C. Upon its arrival, Bertinatti sent 
a letter to U.S. Secretary of State, William H. Seward, informing him of the change 
in title of King Vittorio Emanuele II, which was promptly acknowledged by the U.S. 
Department of State, on April 13, with a diplomatic note. The process was finalized with 
the presentation of new credentials by U.S. Chargé d’Affaires, George P. Marsh, who 
in turn saw his own title change from Minister to the Kingdom of Sardinia to Minister to 
the Kingdom of Italy.



Dispatch from the President of the Council of Ministers and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, to the Italian 
Minister Plenipotentiary in Washington, D.C., Giuseppe Bertinatti. Turin,  
March 19, 1861. – Page 1

Cavour’s words on the Kingdom of Italy’s request for recognition: “The United States 
will recognize, I hope, the glorious results of an enterprise whose promoters have often 
found examples and encouragement in the history of the American Union.”

MAECI Historical Diplomatic Archive, series: “The archival collections of the Sardinian Legation and of the Italian 
diplomatic representations in the USA 1848-1901”, b. 28, f. 1.
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Dispatch from the President of the Council of Ministers and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, to the Italian 
Minister Plenipotentiary in Washington, D.C., Giuseppe Bertinatti. Turin,  
March 19, 1861. – Page 3



Letter from the President of the United States, Abraham Lincoln, to the King of 
Italy, Vittorio Emanuele II. Washington, D.C., April 16, 1861. 

Letter of credence of the U.S. Special Envoy and Minister Plenipotentiary to Italy, 
George Perkins Marsh

MAECI Diplomatic Historical Archive, series: “The writings of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, 1861-
1887”, b. 1590, f. “Letters addressed to the King by foreign sovereigns and personalities, 1861”.



One Date, Two Diplomatic Notes

Two distinct versions of the U.S. diplomatic note, dated April 13, 1861, appear in the 
Historical Diplomatic Archive of the Italian Ministry of Foreign Affairs: a brief, rather cold 
diplomatic note and an, open, warmer diplomatic note. Why might that be? This is a 
small “diplomatic mystery” in which the story being told, intersects with a larger one.

Invited to dinner by U.S. Secretary of State, William H. Seward, on April 12, 1861, 
Minister Plenipotentiary, Giuseppe Bertinatti, had planned on proposing a toast to the 
King of Italy, Vittorio Emanuele II. As he relayed to Prime Minister Cavour, this gesture 
was meant to remedy the “simple acknowledgment of receipt,” with which Secretary 
Seward had initially reacted to the notification of King Vittorio Emanuele’s change in 
title. It was a bureaucratic response, which failed to explicitly recognize the birth of the 
new Kingdom. However, Bertinatti’s idea of a toast never came to life. In fact, a telegram 
suddenly interrupted the joyful atmosphere of the evening: the South Carolina militia 
had attacked Fort Sumter. It was no longer appropriate to raise a toast: the American 
Civil War had just started. 

However, Minister Bertinatti’s hopes were soon fulfilled. A few days later, on April 24, 
1861, Secretary of State Seward accepted the request of the Italian diplomat and issued 
a new, warmer, diplomatic note, which was backdated and replaced the prior one.  

America’s steadfast support in recognizing the Kingdom of Italy was later reciprocated 
by Italy, during the Civil War, through the sympathies it expressed for the Unionist front. 
Vicinity—both political and in terms of shared ideals—, in the midst of events, in which 
at stake were “the greatest principles of human society,” as Prime Minister Cavour 
defined them in a dispatch to Minister Bertinatti, dated May 22, 1861.



Note from the U.S. Department of State to the Italian Minister Plenipotentiary 
Giuseppe Bertinatti. Washington, D.C., April 13, 1861.

The first version of the U.S. note concerning the recognition of the Kingdom of Italy: a 
simple acknowledgment of receipt.

MAECI Historical Diplomatic Archive, series: “The archival collections of the Sardinian Legation and of the Italian 
diplomatic representations in the USA 1848-1901”, b. 32, f. 22.



Note from the U.S. Department of State to the Italian Minister Plenipotentiary, 
Giuseppe Bertinatti. Washington, D.C., April 13, 1861. – Page 1

The revised version of the U.S. note concerning the recognition of the Kingdom of Italy: 
not a mere recognition of the change in title of Vittorio Emanuele II, but also a reminder 
of shared values.

MAECI Diplomatic Historical Archive, series: “The writings of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, 1861-
1887”, b. 852, f. “1861”.

Restored for the occasion as a courtesy of the Istituto Centrale per la Patologia degli Archivi e del Libro (ICPAL)



Note from the U.S. Department of State to the Italian Minister Plenipotentiary, 
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Report of the Italian Minister Plenipotentiary in Washington, D.C., Giuseppe 
Bertinatti, to the President of the Council of Ministers and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour. Washington, D.C., 
April 25, 1861. – Page 1

The Italian Representative to the U.S. Bertinatti tells Prime Minister Cavour how the 
note came to be changed and revised. 

MAECI Diplomatic Historical Archive, series: “The writings of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, 1861-
1887”, b. 852, f. “1861”.

Restored for the occasion as a courtesy of the Istituto Centrale per la Patologia degli Archivi e del Libro (ICPAL)
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Dispatch from the President of the Council of Ministers and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, to the Italian 
Minister Plenipotentiary in Washington, D.C., Giuseppe Bertinatti. Turin,  
May 22, 1861. – Page 1

Cavour’s words on Italy and the outbreak of the American Civil War: Italy’s neutrality 
“will not prevent us from expressing our sympathy for the victory of the Northern States 
because the cause they support is not only the cause of constitutional legality but that 
of humankind.” 

MAECI Historical Diplomatic Archive, series: “The archival collections of the Sardinian Legation and of the Italian 
diplomatic representations in the USA 1848-1901”, b. 28, f. 1.



Dispatch from the President of the Council of Ministers and Minister of Foreign 
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May 22, 1861. – Page 2



Dispatch from the President of the Council of Ministers and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs of the Kingdom of Italy, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, to the Italian 
Minister Plenipotentiary in Washington, D.C., Giuseppe Bertinatti. Turin,  
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Consular Convention between Italy and the United States. Washington, D.C., 
February 8, 1868.
U.S. instrument of ratification.

MAECI Historical Diplomatic Archive, series: “Original bilateral treaties no longer in force 1861-1915”, United States, pos. II.






