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Sources for a battle: Tornavento (22 June 1636) 

 

Battle history is perhaps the oldest of all historiographical genres, given that it concentrated thousands 

of men and decided the fate of empires, often in a single day. Victors boasted their success in stone 

iconography and clay tablets in order to bolster the legitimacy and their status. Some of the first works 

of literature, especially those destined to endure centuries of memorization and recitation, glorified the 

carnage on the battlefield. Only the most unwary historians would take such representations at face 

value, however. The defects in writing battlefield narratives are practically as old as history too, 

especially in the suspicious clarity of accounts of what exactly happened. In a battle of any scale, any 

single participant could have not seen very much, and was reduced to piecing together multiple 

narratives from a small number of fellow survivors, usually from the winning side. Has this changed very 

much in three thousand years? 

The current defects in writing battlefield narratives identified by Malcolm Wanklyn in a recent book 

have a long pedigree. The only way to overcome the fanciful depictions by historians and other 

apologists of the victors who were not present is to find eyewitness accounts. But the eyewitnesses 

would have been too busy to observe very much, or else concerned for their personal safety. Such 

crucial primary sources are not necessarily accurate, and in any case they would oversimplify accounts in 

order to stress the stages leading to the outcome. They would have also left much important 

information out of their account since the audience they wished to impress would have assumed this 

shared knowledge, or else both would have considered such information to be trivial.1 Wanklyn lays out 

with clarity and elegance the duties of the military historian seeking objective knowledge of the event. 

The first would be to collect all the materials we have relating to the battle, and then to sort it out by its 

reliability, placing at the top of the list those eyewitness sources of certain attribution, followed by 

anonymous material that seems to derive from participants, judging by the amount of confirmed detail 

it evokes. Only after can we consult historians or contemporary writers who, even though they might 

have had access to confidential materials or oral accounts by the participants themselves, established 

their synthesis in another place, at a later date. The resulting vetting of the sources will leave fewer 

narratives. It is not uncommon that even eyewitness accounts should vary in ways which cannot be 

reconciled. It is extremely rare that we can establish a sequence of events as they unfolded hour by 

hour, and we are already blessed if we can establish the proper sequence of the principal stages of the 

combat. More typically we see the initial phases before the metaphorical smoke of action masked the 

details, and we capture the final result as the same smoke dissipates after the fighting. 

 

At best the historian can only convey to the public a hesitant narrative composed mainly of hypotheses 

and other educated guesses. They would be most credible when they derived from several accounts 
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established by both sides. They could also be buttressed by something Wanklyn calls “inherent military 

probability”, which itself derives from the mechanics of tactics and operations, the possibilities and the 

limitations of the weapons available to the combatants.2 It is exceedingly rare for battlefield accounts to 

discuss tactics, and most often these must simply be inferred from the description, from technical 

handbooks or from iconographical depictions by artists who were not themselves witnesses, or who 

were constrained by the patron to fit all the units into the canvas in ways that did violence to the spatial 

requirements of deployment. 

Wanklyn’s cautionary introduction has a broad applicability across space and time. Here we would like 

to apply those principles to a singular battle in Italy almost contemporary to those in the British Isles. 

There is a vast secondary literature on the British wars, directed towards a mass audience eager for 

evocative narratives. Even at the time, a robust pamphlet industry in England supplied multiple accounts 

of battles major and minor soon after the event. To this day there is a vibrant academic community in 

Britain and the United States revisiting these problems, sometimes bringing fresh insights. Compare this 

with Italy, where despite the place of the Thirty Years’ War as the most salient event of the Italian 

seventeenth century, and one with enormous ramifications for the country’s economy and political 

destiny, not a single synthesis has ever been attempted! For a battle that took place almost within 

earshot of the city of Milan, no Italian pamphlet gave an account of it. Only one emerged in France, at 

Lyon, and another in Madrid, both bearing the marks of official dispatches. If the battle generated a 

pamphlet out of Turin from the Savoyard perspective, not a single copy appears to have survived, nor 

has one ever been cited in the literature.  Tornavento was, by the number of soldiers engaged and the 

bitterness of the fighting, the most important battle in Italy from the fight at Pavia in 1525, over a 

century before, and it would not be surpassed until the action at La Marsaglia in 1693. It was, in its way, 

a decisive action, although this was not apparent until some weeks after the event.  

Only two modern historians have ever attempted to narrate the events of 22 June 1636 from period 

sources. Gian Domenico Oltrona Visconti published an account in 1970 from Spanish and local sources 

exclusively. The Spanish general Leganés reduces the combat to a few lines dispatched to Madrid in 

cipher, and we have no other narrative from the Spanish perspective. That brief treatment is somewhat 

offset by the author’s local knowledge and use of ecclesiastical archives, which shed light on the events 

just before and just following the battle itself.3 Oltrona Visconti wrote a piece of local history as a non-

specialist writing for residents of the Ticino region. A very recent short (80 page) account of the battle 

and the campaign has appeared from the journalist Luca Cristini and commerce professor Giuseppe 

Pogliani, destined for a popular market of military buffs and, judging from the abundant modern 

illustrations, aimed specifically at middle-aged re-enactors who gather every year on the battlefield. The 

authors have examined no other sources save the earlier work by Oltrona Visconti and the French 

contemporary pamphlet which is available online, together with excerpts from the seventeenth century 
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historian Girolamo Brusoni. The actual discussion of the battle is reduced to a few paragraphs. It is 

doubtful the authors looked farther than the materials conveniently available in Milan.4 

It is possible, with a little effort, to obtain additional eyewitness narratives from other participants. It is 

quite possible that other accounts hide in private correspondence penned by the participants to their 

friends and relatives in France and Spain, Naples and Milan in the aftermath of the fight. With more 

numerous accounts we can address new problems in military history of early modern Europe with 

greater confidence, and pass from educated guesses to more plausible hypotheses. More and better 

sources always constitute a real progress in historical writing, even if some obscure points will always 

remain. 

Sources already known 

Leganés’ dispatches in cipher to the Council of State in Madrid reveal his uncertainty around Franco-

Savoyard intentions. He had laid out his forces south of the Po river along the Scrivia and in large 

garrisons in Alessandria and Valenza, in order to prevent a return of the Duke of Parma to Farnese 

territory to his rear. He thought the enemy march north past Novara to Oleggio was merely a feint 

designed to make him lower his guard.5 But the French crossing of the Ticino river at Tornavento, and 

their obstruction of the vital Naviglio Grande caught him by surprise. He shifted his centre of gravity to 

Abbiategrasso and built up a force there. Only when he learned that the Franco-Savoyard army had 

broken into two segments separated by the Ticino did he decide to fight, hoping to annihilate Créquy’s 

contingent on the east bank of the wide river. Leganés tells us that his troops were eager to fight, but 

that many were still on the march from distant places when the battle commenced. Only Leganés 

indicates the constitution of nine great squadrons of infantry committed to the assault, with dragoons 

on his right (north) flank and most of the cavalry to the rear. But after this good beginning, the Spanish 

general is content to evoke that his men carried the French trenches without being able to hold them. 

His attempt to reassure Madrid of his strategic success in spite of being repulsed figures in the 

fantastically high casualties he ascribes to the French, and to the implausibly low Spanish ones – 

remember that these were not for public consumption, but directed to the experienced soldiers on the 

Council of State. 

There are echoes of his dispatch of 25 June from Abbiategrasso in the undated pamphlet published in 

Madrid in the aftermath of the battle.6 It is enhanced by a few details concerning the opening advance 

of the Spanish squadrons, but deals with the trench fighting in only a few lines more than the initial 

cipher dispatch. This Relacione del Combate notes the continuous discharges of musketry until after 

dark, but states that the lack of water and forage was killing the horses and that the difficulty of the 
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terrain made it impossible to reach the vital French bridge. This published source is closely related to a 

manuscript account of Spanish arms compiled by an unknown author, the BNM 2367, put together in 

1637 at the earliest.7 It is one of a series of annual summaries of the exploits of Spanish arms in different 

theatres of Europe. It summarizes the battle in two sections, but not more than two pages total. At least 

there are a couple of lines on the infantry tactics involved in assaulting the French field fortifications. 

However it misidentifies one of the principal terrain features, designating a ditch running north-south 

(the fosso della Cerca) as the Panperduto (which in fact runs northwest to southeast).  The manuscript 

describes very briefly how Spanish troops forced the French out of their fortifications despite stubborn 

resistance, until the invaders’ repeated cavalry charges broke the momentum of the Habsburg 

formations. At least this account reduced the French losses by 4, from 6,000 to 1,500, but claimed a 

derisory loss of several hundred men in exchange. The source appears authoritative, but who could have 

believed such figures? 

French accounts of the battle have often been based on the correspondence of multiple participants 

with cardinal Richelieu in Paris, collected in the Archives des Affaires Etrangères now deposited at La 

Courneuve. Those concerning Tornavento are part of the papers concerning France’s dealings with the 

duke of Savoy.8 The first dispatch was dated June 24 when Cesar DuPlessis Praslin announced a 

complete victory over the Spaniards, except that the enemy escaped. A letter from Créquy the following 

day gave no details on the combat, but ventured that from the 700 Spanish bodies still on the field, he 

judged that their true losses must have been several times greater. Most letters in this corpus were 

penned by the French ambassador to the duke of Savoy, Michel Particelli d’Hémery, a former army 

intendant and expert administrator who had access to all the principal figures of the alliance. Only 

Hémery stressed how much the battle was a close-run encounter, and he emphasized how duke Victor-

Amedeus hesitated before sending reinforcements across the bridge to save Créquy’s contingent from 

complete disaster. Both Créquy and Hémery stressed how the combat continued without interruption 

for the space of 14 or 15 hours. The pessimistic ambassador admitted that he had never seen the 

Spaniards advance so confidently into action. A vital detail missed by modern historians is Hémery’s 

estimate of powder expenditure at 25 to 30,000 pounds. These dispatches constitute the essential of 

the French official accounts of the battle. The correspondence conserved in the archives of the French 

army at Vincennes contain nothing on the battle itself, and merely a congratulatory letter from Louis XIII 

to the duke of Savoy dated three weeks later. 

More and better information emerges in a little-used account of the battle penned by Hémery a few 

years later, as he summarized the results of his mission in some detail.9 This report is not often 

                                                           
7
 Biblioteca Nacional (Madrid), Ms 2367, Italia 1636, pp. 27-56. 

 
8
 Archives des Affaires Etrangères, La Courneuve, Cartes Politiques : Sardaigne vol.24. 
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consulted but it has been cited in the French literature on Tornavento.10 The ambassador was motivated 

by the suspicious caution and inaction of the duke of Savoy, an unwilling French ally, but he also 

complained that the king and the cardinal had underestimated the resilience of the Spaniards. Hémery 

notes that the bridge was finished at the point of day (perhaps around 6:00 A.M.), inducing confidence 

in both Créquy and Victor-Amedeus that the Spaniards would not attack them in their entrenchments. 

The result was that the French commander was surprised to see the Spanish troops formed up in battle, 

and Victor-Amedeus took so much time putting his troops into battle order such that Créquy had to fight 

for four hours without support. Once the duke of Savoy’s contingent started to cross the bridge, the 

Spaniards did their best to dig in and hold the position. Years after the event, Hémery admitted that the 

number of French killed and wounded was close to 1,500 men, and that others disappeared in the 

aftermath. He claimed that the fight cost them 2,000 men overall and the Spanish, also including 

deserters, about 4,000. These “ordres de grandeur” strike me as the most plausible ones we have. But 

even more, Hémery admits that the coalition commanders thought they had been beaten. Most of the 

senior officers in the command tent discussing the day’s event recommended retreat, and they spent 

the night after the battle digging in to renew the combat, passing their baggage to the other side of the 

river just in case they should be bested the following day. 

Only triumphalism appears in the published account of the battle in the Lyon pamphlet, although it 

admits that Créquy was almost surprised by Leganés deployment early in the morning of June 22.11 The 

pamphlet gives the best description of the battlefield, emphasizing that it was fought on two levels, the 

plateau east of Tornavento hamlet, where the French were dug in behind a ditch, and on the floor of the 

Ticino river valley. It notes two delaying tactics employed by Créquy to stall the momentum of the 

infantry assault on their entrenchments, by deploying several hundred cavalry supported by some 

musketeers holding redoubts forward of the trench line, and then by ordering the entire Lyonnais 

regiment to advance out of the trenches to disorganize the enemy assault. However, the Spanish 

artillery placed on the levee to the south were able to take them in enfilade and forced them to retire. 

The early Spanish success was then suddenly halted by repeated cavalry charges led by DuPlessis Praslin 

and the Comte de Palluau. After strong resistance on the plateau, Spanish squadrons launched an attack 

on the river plain in order to seize the bridge. The French battalions there crumbled and were saved by 

fresh cavalry charges while the infantry regrouped. Only the timely arrival of Victor-Amedeus saved the 

day. Then as the fresh battalions from the other shore deployed to the left against the Spaniards at the 

top of the crest, the battle continued to rage with heavy losses on both sides. Despite the emphasis on 

the stubborness of the fighting on both sides, the pamphlet claims that Spanish losses were four or five 

times the French ones. 

 

New sources never before exploited 
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 Gabriel de Mun, Richelieu et la maison de Savoie : l’ambassade de Particelli d’Hémery en Piémont, Paris, 1907 ; 
an additional brief account of the battle of Tornavento from the same sources is in Jacques Humbert, Le Maréchal 
de Créquy, gendre de Lesdiguières, 1573-1638, Paris, 1962. 
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One source which has always been available but has not until now been examined is the report of the 

battle published in the Gazette de France just short weeks after the fight.12  It diverges from the 

published pamphlet in important ways, probably because of further details provided by Comte Palluau 

who was delegated to deliver the news to the court. The phases of the battle are not clearly demarcated 

however, and it might have inversed the order of the Spanish attacks; the assault on the valley floor 

figures as the third phase instead of second. It does confirm that the Spaniards descended the slope 

without much resistance at first and their success in overwhelming the battalions of Pierregourde and 

Florinville. This report emphasizes how much of the battle was fought on the slope leading down from 

the plateau. The Gazette attributes the victory to the long-awaited contribution of Victor-Amedeus, and 

accords an active role to the Savoyard and Piedmontese cavalry.  

So far the bulk of the detailed testimonials favour the French army. I reviewed over 100 volumes of the 

Italian Library manuscript collections in search of materials on the battle, and was struck by their 

rarity.13 However there was one anonymous “Relatione” which contains so many specific details that if it 

is not the account of an actual eyewitness, it appears to have been penned on the basis of eyewitness 

reports collected (probably in Milan) in the immediate aftermath of the fight, before any further 

development of the campaign unfolded.14 The Bologna manuscript reports that after overwhelming the 

French trenches someone carried a victory message to Milan, which triggered some premature 

celebration. The document carries some very precise information on the time of Gambacorta’s infantry 

contingents arriving on the field. It details the emplacement of the Spanish squadrons and the phase of 

the battle in which they were most engaged. But then it collapses the lapse of time after the beginning 

of the battle, pausing only to relate some of the circumstances on the death of Gambacorta. It 

emphasizes the effectiveness of the French cavalry charges against the Spanish musketeers on the 

heights, and then the lethality of two small French cannon against the same infantry. An important 

detail concerning the attack along the edge of the river mentions the loss of impetus due to the thirst of 

the soldiers and horses drawn to water. Then, after exchanges of musketry interrupted by desperate 

hand-to-hand fighting, the battle developed into “semplici scaramuccie” after the French recovered 

some of their trenches. This report provides one of the most detailed – and plausible – casualty 

estimates at 1,500 dead and 1,000 wounded for the Spaniards, including many officers, and 1,200 

French dead. 

Even more precious than the Bologna manuscript, and completely unnoticed until now are the reports 

sent back to Florence by the colonel of the Tuscan tercio, Camillo del Monte, combined with those of 

the Tuscan ambassador Pandolfini, who interrogated several participants of the combat in order to 

convey the most accurate information possible to Grand Duke Ferdinando II. These reports were not 

designed for public consumption and so contain some critiques of the Habsburg army. Pandolfini’s first 
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 Gazette de France 1636, n.99. 
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 The published catalogues inaugurated by Giuseppe Mazzatinti, Inventari dei manoscritti delle biblioteche d’Italia, 
vol.1, Forli, L. Bernardini, 1890, continue to appear. 
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report was penned just as the battle was beginning, emphasizing the widespread panic in Milan, but also 

his confidence in the quality of the Spanish army.15 The report on 24 June states with surprise that the 

French had completed their bridge on the morning of the battle, and that they might have pretended 

have separate contingents in order to induce Leganés to attack them.16 The Spaniards considered the 

entrenchments to be no great obstacle, but they discovered to their surprise a second set of 

entrenchments on the slope, perhaps where the Panperduto canal curves around behind Tornavento 

hamlet. The French musketeers behind the parapet inflicted heavy damage on the Spanish infantry 

before the reinforcements from the other shore stiffened their resistance even more. It was here that 

the Tuscan contingent was committed to the fight, after marching all night, and without being permitted 

to refresh itself or eat before action. The two or three small French cannon firing grapeshot inflicted 

grievous losses on the attackers. Pandolfini concluded his report by claiming that in Milan the prevailing 

view was that Leganés had lost the battle. Another report a week later took a more detached view, by 

emphasizing the rapid recovery of Leganés army at Abbiategrasso, and noted with satisfaction on 7 July 

that the Spaniards were going back on the offensive.17  

Another letter of 24 June from Camillo del Monte in person described first the exhausting march 

northwards to the battlefield in the stifling heat.18 The French had to be dislodged by infantry assaults; 

del Monte describes the tactic of sending sleeves of musketeers forward, one group at a time, to disrupt 

the defenders, before the whole formation advanced with the pikes in front. These Tuscans were sent 

down the slope in direction of the river plain, but were soon pushed back. They tried to damage the 

French formations from their superior altitude but were not very effective in doing so and took many 

casualties in the exchange. The maestro di campo sketched the Spanish deployment for the Grand Duke, 

who responded with gratitude at the pleasure it gave him. Alas! The sketch was separated from the 

dispatch and has not yet been located in the Archivio di Stato, if it still exists. 

Still another eyewitness account addressed to the Granducal court in Florence from a Count Rinieri, 

composed the day after the battle, described the travails of the soldiers suffering without bread or 

water. The Tuscan cavalry were among the first in action. The French troops abandoned their first line to 

retreat towards the woods behind them on the slope. His report claims that the Spaniards then 

advanced all their artillery, a great battery of 18 guns, to the edge of the slope to fire at the French 

formations below, something not mentioned elsewhere.19  

                                                           
15

 Archivio di Stato Firenze (ASFi) Mediceo del Principato 3176, ff. 745-748, letter to the Bali Cioli, 22 June 1636. 
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 ASFi, Mediceo del Principato 3176, ff. 750-753. 
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 ASFi, Mediceo del Principato 3176, f. 781. 
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 ASFi, Mediceo del Principato 3180, ff. 1118-1121. 
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 ASFi, Mediceo del Principato 3180, f. 1125. 
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The Tuscans also intercepted a letter from the French colonel Monsieur de Maillanes written on 25 June 

and addressed to a friend in Provence.20 Maillanes claims that the French had two small field pieces 

facing forward, towards the five Spanish squadrons advancing across the heath. He confirms how the 

regiment of Halincourt (the Lyonnais) and some cavalry were posted forward to block the advance, but 

they withdrew without putting up much of a fight. The enemy advanced thereafter “almost to the last 

redoubt”. The French used small detachments of 150 musketeers interspersed between their squadrons 

of cavalry, then sending fifty of these forward to close with the enemy with their swords. These tactics 

were insufficient to hold the position, but Victor-Amedeus appeared just in time to attack on their left 

(around Tornavento hamlet, I think) to prevent a general collapse. News circulated that the Spanish 

wished to infiltrate on the left wing with small parties in order to burn the bridge, but this was impeded 

and the fight continued unabated almost until midnight.  He claims that his own soldiers fought for 14 

hours without a pause, and that he lost 76 men killed and 24 badly wounded, leaving him with 400 men. 

The enemy left 700 dead on the field, 300 wounded and 400 prisoners, “found half asleep”.  

Dispatches were carried in both directions between Milan and Florence. The Grand Duke sent a dispatch 

to Francisco de Melo dated 1 July claiming that one of their spies reported that he informed Victor-

Amedeus of an impending Spanish attack on the evening of June 21, and that he should build a bridge.21 

The next day, the French reinforced the structure to bring the cannon to the threatened eastern shore, 

and remove the baggage near the Casa della Camera back across to the western side. The spy claimed 

that there were 3,500 dead on both sides, and that the French had been severely weakened. 

Is it not possible to have a better idea of the respective losses suffered during the battle? In fact one 

might return to the Estado 3344/117 to examine the muster tallies of Leganés’ troops, company by 

company, when they were drawn up in May. These can be compared to a second list established in 

August, in order to intuit the extent of the losses among captains and soldiers in some of the regiments. 

By that time, the Germans had been heavily reinforced, as had some of the Spanish. But other tercios, 

those of Martin d’Aragon, Arias Sotelo and Filippo Spinola in particular, revealed numbers depleted by a 

quarter or a third since the date of the battle.  

 

Reports from informed sources not eyewitnesses 

We have several sources from informed people in the vicinity who did not view the fighting first hand, 

but who knew a great deal about it. One important personality probably not an eyewitness was Prince 

Borso d’Este, who likely made a quick visit to his nephew’s court in Modena before returning to his 

regiment that was in the thick of the fighting. The lack of a letter from the prince to the duke of Modena 

describing the battle first struck me as an anomaly, but it seems likely that he was not with his regiment 

that day. He penned a letter to his nephew dated June 23 from Cremona, about half-way between the 

battlefield and Modena, ostensibly during his return to the army, to note that the French had not been 
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 ASFi, Mediceo del Principato 3180, f. 1147. 
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beaten.22 There were rumours about that Victor-Amedeus had been wounded and Créquy killed during 

the action, but he reported that these had not been confirmed. Back in the army, Prince Borso 

continued to inform the court of news from the field first-hand.  

The French comte de Souvigny has left a published account of the campaign in his memoirs; but several 

days previous to the battle he moved incautiously under the ramparts of Fontaneto and was badly 

wounded. He could hear the battle from the hospital in Oleggio but he could not see it. He claims that 

the bridge was only ready at noon for Victor-Amedeus’ troops to cross, after Créquy had been fighting 

for four hours without support. This may be an exagerration. His description of the deployment of the 

duke’s contingents from right to left is confirmed from the other reports.23 

The notary Giulini in Milan was on hand to watch the carts convey hundreds of wounded Spanish 

soldiers to the hospital in Milan. The first news on the afternoon of June 22 was that of a Spanish victory 

(confirming the Bologna manuscript), but then the next day people learned of the extent of the 

casualties and he reported a list of dead and wounded officers. His few lines report the Spanish surprise 

at the French cannon emplaced “at the woods”.24 

A final source worth mentioning would be an irrigation project map from the 18th century, which 

pinpoints the two adjoining works on the heath that allow us to fix the French positions with more 

accuracy. The remains of the Panperduto work are still visible today on Google Earth, passing south of 

Tornavento hamlet on a northwest-southeast axis, and then curving around just under the top of the 

plateau to run north/south to its source upstream, probably on the channel of the 19th-century Canale 

Villoresi. At a distance of 120 trabucchi  (312 m.) east from Tornavento ran another ditch directly 

north/south, until it intersected with the Panperduto 200 trabucchi from the hamlet (520 m.).25 This 

irrigation ditch, the Fosso della Cerca, deep 18 inches and 4 braccia across, had levees 4 braccia high, 

making them tall for a parapet, but not especially steep. 

Another Italian source, a picture this time, published at an unspecified date that appears to be from the 

period, represents the Spanish attack on the French position. It shows nine large squadrons arrayed on a 

northwest/southeast axis, with cavalry posted to the rear and to the right flank, between Venzaghello 

village and the Panperduto canal. The cannon are located toward the south along the Panperduto levee, 
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 Archivio di Stato di Modena, Casa e Stato, carteggi fra Principi Estensi, 209; lettere dal Principe Borso, 24 June 
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 Memoires du Comte de Souvigny, lieutenant-général des armées du roi, ed. le Baron Ludovic De Contenson, 
Paris, 1906, vol. 1, pp. 312-313. 
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466-482, especially 476-479. 
 
25
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a point which is made elsewhere. However, there is no trace of the Fosso della Cerca and the bridge 

crossing the Ticino is located too far north. The real action, judging from the image available on the 

internet, is reduced to a couple of square centimetres and does not enable us to understand very 

much.26 

 

 

Contemporary historians 

Much of the writing about Tornavento has been based on the paragraphs penned by famous historians 

writing not long after the event itself. These were not eyewitnesses, but they might have been informed 

by participants or observers who they did not identify, which was common at the time. The most 

famous of these writers  was Girolamo Brusoni, a libertine monk operating from the neutral Venetian 

Republic. He might have inflated the size of each army a little, evaluating Leganés force at Tornavento at 

15,000 foot and 5,000 cavalry, but if one includes militia contingents this might in fact be accurate. The 
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French army he depicted as a disciplined force, not a collection of inexperienced recruits.27 This was only 

partly true. Brusoni misrepresents the axis of the battle as being on the line of the Panperduto ditch. 

When he mentions Habsburg commanders at a level inferior to colonel or general, they tend to be 

Italians. He was scrupulous enough to present the tale of Spanish forces breaking up to seek water as an 

unconfirmed rumour, but it did indeed appear in eyewitness accounts. 

The Vicenza native Count Galeazzo Gualdo Priorato was a military expert of uncommon breadth of 

experience, following both the Dutch and Swedish standards for a few years in Germany and the Low 

Countries, and serving briefly too in the Imperial and the French armies. An objective and dispassionate 

stance pervades all his writings, making him one of the most remarkable historians of his generation. For 

the pages narrating the battle of Tornavento, Gualdo Priorato specifies that Leganés 15,000 foot 

included a large body of militia, and that he had about 4,000 horse he could not use very well, packed 

with illustrious volunteers.28 He situates the Spanish battery of cannon on the levee of the Panperduto 

(to the south of the French blocking forces). Having passed the first line of trenches, the Spaniards 

encountered “alcune barricate” at the edge of the heights, and a force of 600 infantry hidden in the 

woods there. He implies that Gambacorta died at the foot of the second set of trenches, before he could 

chase the French away with his cavalry. He evaluates at 3,000 the number of dead on both sides, 

without specifying the relative portions.  

The Milanese historian Giovanni  Fossati was well placed to write a better description of the fight, but he 

did not attempt it. He only reports that the French were on the verge of collapsing when they were 

saved by the “Savoiardi”.29 But nothing in any of the documents allows us to say that the subjects of 

Victor-Amedeus played an important role in the battle. Only two regiments of foot, out of circa 25 or 30, 

were on the duke’s payroll. One hailed from Lorraine, and there is no reason to believe it comprised of 

Piedmontese or Savoyard natives. There were some squadrons or Piedmontese and Savoyard horse 

involved in the fighting specifically mentioned in dispatches, but we do not have recruitment records 

allowing us to determine the identity of the troopers. Tornavento would not be a good example of 

Piedmontese military valour. 

Perhaps Cardinal Richelieu provides the best progression of the battle, from a fairly accurate description 

of the French position, to an ample assessment of the combat’s several phases. The prelate had been 

destined for war before his family steered him into the church, and he followed the campaigns daily 

from dispatches.30 He places the most detail on the valley floor down by the river, where Pierregourd 
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and Florinville were overwhelmed, but quickly replaced by Senantes and Cevennes after the cavalry 

broke the enemy impetus. In this he may have relied on the eyewitness reports of Count Palluau or 

DuPlessis Praslin who led the horse in repeated charges. Richelieu describes Leganés’ ruse of leaving 

embedded pike along the trenches and muskets with their wit licks glowing in the dark to deceive the 

Franco-Savoyards that the emplacements were strongly held through the night.  

 

Inherent military plausibility 

The additional sources described above allow us to dispel much of the fog of war surrounding the battle, 

but there are still some details that cry out for explanation. The French entrenchments are never 

described, and even now that we know exactly where they were, we do not know what they looked like. 

The count Dorliac emphasizes how crucial forts or modest redoubts were in stiffening troops to defend a 

line. Montecuccoli does as much in his famous manual. There is a single mention of Tornavento hamlet 

having trenches around it, but nothing more. I suspect that the lines were studded with occasional 

redoubts in the prescribed manner, and the occasional mention in the Madrid library manuscript of 

“puestos fuertes” holding out against the Spanish assailants suggests this. 

Count Raimondo Montecuccoli describes the art of attacking and defending entrenchments. Créquy 

seems to have followed the period’s best practises, by posting cavalry forward of his positions, 

supported by musketeers, to slow up the Spanish advance. The Modenese general recommended 

attacking trenches by sending musketeers forward first, followed by men carrying fascines to lay at their 

foot. The pike follow, supported by musketeers on their flank, and finally pioneers advance behind them 

with picks and shovels to create breaches enabling reinforcements and even horses and cannon to pass 

through more easily. Were the militia used to groom the captured trench lines? No source tells us so, 

but there are one or two references to breaches in the captured trenches.31 

Musketry exchanges are mysterious things, which could not last very long, for soldiers were only 

equipped with a dozen charges of powder in order not to constitute walking bombs, and their weapons 

would have fouled after half an hour. They must have been withdrawn regularly to resupply themselves 

with munitions and, periodically, to clean their weapons. How deep were the formations? Did they fire 

in salvo? Were their tactics standardized? None of the eyewitness reports addresses these problems. A 

manuscript in the Biblioteca d’Este describes infantry tactics employed by Prince Borso d’Este in Italy in 

the years immediately following the battle: he arrayed his men in seven to nine ranks, and had them fire 

at 50 paces from the enemy, two or three ranks at a time. The fact that this colonel  of auxiliary German 

foot had his own tactics implies that they were not uniform across the Spanish army.32 Period paintings 
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by Flemish artists celebrating Spanish victories suggest that Spanish formations were deeper than 

German or French ones, but that the great squadrons were still rectangular rather than square. 

Modern historians have become suspicious of military manuals on the grounds that their evolutions 

were too complex to be carried out in the heat of battle. One  little-used text by Gualdo Priorato, Il 

Maneggio delle armi, recognized the limitations of keeping formations intact during close combat with 

the enemy. We know that at Tornavento opposing formations fought each other with swords and pikes, 

but they separated before long to resume firing. The same author gives a good description of the 

“scaramuccia”, which seems to be a specific tactic of loose-order fire combat wherein soldiers reloaded 

at the rear before advancing individually to fire, and then withdrawing without turning their backs to 

enable someone else to take their place.33 Perhaps only this tactic permitted soldiers to maintain the 

contest for so many hours. Given the enormous expenditure of gunpowder on the French side, what 

strikes the modern reader is how few Spaniards were killed or injured relative to the number of shots 

fired. Behavioural historians alive to the writings of Charles Ardant du Picq and Dave Grossman will have 

plenty of ammunition to explore in these eyewitness reports the ethology of combat, that is, the 

universal instincts of the participants whose desire for victory was counterbalanced by an even stronger 

desire not to be killed or wounded. 

 

Conclusion 

Hopefully historians alive to the importance of Tornavento will unearth other eyewitness accounts in 

French, Piedmontese and Italian archives, in the private papers of noble families with friends and 

offspring on the field that day. With luck, a curious archivist in Florence will soon locate Camillo del 

Monte’s sketch of the Spanish deployment. The battlefield located just outside Malpensa airport and 

along the important industrial canal on the valley floor has been disfigured over the centuries, but it 

might still be possible to determine the location and patterns of musket balls or horseshoe iron with 

metal detectors, deployed on the open field around the hamlet on the plateau or on the wooded slope 

behind it. The battle broke French ambitions for conquest in the peninsula for the remainder of the 

seventeenth century, and their long wait behind their entrenchments in the following weeks made 

Lombardy the tomb for thousands of invaders. Could soil tests and sounding rods eventually reveal the 

emplacement of mass burial pits, or were soldiers buried near the place where they fell? If one could 

arm the re-enactors with the tools to examine the battlefield systematically we would soon be in a 

position to replace the remaining conjecture with firm knowledge, comparable to any site in Europe. 
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