
Nelson versus Bronte: Land, Litigation and
Local Politics in Sicily, 1799–1860

I

In 1881, the writer Frances Elliot published an account of her
recent trip to Sicily. The book, The Diary of an Idle Woman in
Sicily, was one of a series including Spain and Constantinople,
and features her characteristic style which, whether writing about
Empedocles, the Norman kings or Garibaldi, is childishly
excitable and enthusiastic.1 The highlight of Elliot’s visit — and
the experience for which she reserves her greatest enthusiasm —
was a stay at the summer home of an English family in the castle
of Maniace near the town of Bronte, on the western slopes of
Mount Etna. Her hosts were the Duke and Duchess of Bronte,
the descendants of Admiral Horatio Nelson, the first Duke of
Bronte. In her description of this charming family, Elliot juxta-
poses the familiar and domestic with the strange and exotic: ‘all
so strangely English, yet so foreign — a comfortable mansion,
evolved out of a medieval monastery, with that mountain desola-
tion outside’.2 Picnics in the countryside are dominated by the
looming shadow of Etna, ‘like destiny, dominating the storm-
clouds’, and by encounters with the dark-eyed and ‘swarthy’ local
peasantry. Dinner-time conversations are interrupted by the
news that a murderer has rented the nearby farm.3 So greatly was
Elliot stimulated by this visit to the Duke and Duchess of
Bronte’s home that she dedicated her book to her ‘friends at
Maniace’.

Elliot was neither the first nor the last writer to be fascinated
by Bronte. In an island already overburdened with exotic myths
and romantic legends, there are few places to rival Bronte. Part
of this fascination is due to its location near Mount Etna, whose
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appearance perfectly combines the sinister and the sublime: ‘that
venerable and respectable father of mountains’, in Patrick
Brydone’s words, which reunites ‘every beauty and every horror 
. . . an immense gulph of fire for ever existing in the midst of
snows which it has not the power to melt’.4 The name of Bronte,
moreover, evokes Sicily’s classical past; according to Greek
mythology, Brontes was one of the Cyclopes who forged 
thunderbolts and lightning for Zeus.5 But, for the nineteenth-
century English traveller, at least, the attraction of Bronte was
probably more simple: in an era of ‘Great Men’ it was associated
with the greatest of all English heroes, Admiral Lord Horatio
Nelson.

Although Horatio Nelson never visted Bronte, for his admirers
it was the Graceland of its day. Nelson received the estate, the
title of Duke, and a diamond-hilted sword from King Ferdinand
IV of Naples as a a reward for rescuing the royal family from the
French army in 1798, and for assisting in their restoration in
Naples in 1799.6 In fact, the estate had been neglected by its 
previous owners, the ospedale grande e nuovo (Grand Hospital) of
Palermo, the castle at Maniace had been more or less uninhabit-
able since an earthquake in 1693, and the relationship between
the Grand Hospital and the community of Bronte was so trouble-
some that the Hospital was delighted to relinquish its responsi-
bilities (in return for an annual income of 5600 onze).7 Still, 
estimates of its annual income were confidently put at £3000 per
annum and Nelson was delighted both with the gift and by the
title.8 Thereafter, he signed all correspondence as ‘Nelson and
Bronte’, made plans for converting the castle at Maniace into a
home with an English gardener, John Graefer, as manager9 and,
whilst writing to his wife that he planned to make the estate ‘the 
happiest in Europe’, fantasized about retiring there with Lady
Hamilton.10 Nelson enthusiasts were equally excited: an 
ambitious Cambridge undergraduate, Patrick Brunty — the
future father of Emily, Charlotte and Anne — changed his family
name to Brontë as a tribute to Nelson. Further afield, Canadian 
settlers named a new port on Lake Ontario after the estate of the
famous admiral.11

For historians of modern Italy, Bronte has a number of 
different, but no less striking, associations. Nelson, the hero of
Trafalgar in England, is a counter-revolutionary villain in Italy.
Seen from the perspective of Italian liberalism rather than
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English patriotism, Nelson was the man who helped to repress
Republican Naples in 1799 and ordered its liberal leader
Caracciolo to be hanged from the flagship of the British fleet in
Naples. If Nelson’s activities in 1799 cast a long shadow over
Ferdinand IV’s generosity, a bloody rebellion in Bronte sixty
years later, and its equally bloody repression, also put Nelson’s
estate in a more sombre light. In August 1860, shortly 
after Garibaldi’s successful invasion of Sicily, the peasants of
Bronte rebelled over the refusal of the town council to implement
the new democratic government’s land and tax reforms. The
long-term cause of the revolt was said to be a conflict between 
the Duchy of Bronte and the commune over land, and the result-
ing division of the town’s people into ‘ducal’ and ‘communist’
(pro-commune) factions. During the administrative upheaval
caused by Garibaldi’s arrival, the radical section of the ‘commu-
nist’ party, led by the lawyer Niccolò Lombardo, had been 
largely excluded from political office. In revenge, Lombardo
encouraged local peasants to hold a public demonstration over
the land issue. Rapidly, however, Lombardo and his supporters
lost control of events. The municipal buildings were looted and
burned. Around sixteen property owners were dragged from their
homes, tortured and brutally killed in what one historian has
called an ‘orgy of terror’.12

The massacre in Bronte was halted by the arrival of Garibaldi’s
general, Nino Bixio. Yet, far from supporting the peasants’
demands for land reform, both Bixio and the democratic leader-
ship in Palermo were merely alarmed by the threat to law and
order. Fearful of alienating Sicily’s landowners and perhaps also
concerned that an attack on an Englishman’s property might
alienate their British supporters,13 the democrats decided to make
an example of the Bronte rebels (and of those in neighbouring 
villages). In a fateful decision, Bixio ordered the immediate 
execution of five ringleaders; ‘the murderers and thieves of
Bronte’ as he called them in a later proclamation.14 Hundreds
more were rounded up and sent to trial in Catania.

By virtue of its tragic role in the events of 1860, Bronte has
acquired a special status as an emblem of the popular struggle
against successive generations of oppressive rulers in Sicily.
Giovanni Verga’s famous novella Libertà is an account of the
episode, apparently remembered from stories of his childhood.15

The first historical account of the events of Bronte in 1860, ‘Nino

Riall, Land and Politics in Sicily, 1799–1860 41

Articles 29/1  16/7/99 11:45 am  Page 41



Bixio a Bronte’ by Benedetto Radice, was published in 1910.16

However, it was not until after World War II that the events
acquired the significance which they still have today. During 
the peasant struggles of the late 1940s and early 1950s, and 
especially after Sicily’s abandonment by the Communist Party
and the consolidation of the Christian Democrats’ grip on power,
the blood-curdling events of 1860 made Bronte into a historical
symbol of the contemporary Sicilian tragedy, a poignant example
of the betrayal of popular aspirations by an uncaring national
leadership. For Leonardo Sciascia, the episode at Bronte was the
‘skeleton in the cupboard’ of Italian liberalism. He republished
Radice’s 1910 article on Bixio at Bronte and, accusing historians
of a ‘silent complicity’ in the myth which ‘shrouded’ Garibaldi,17

encouraged a series of debates and publications relating to the
repression.18 Sciascia was also a scriptwriter on the film: Bronte.
La cronaca d’un massacro che i libri di storia non hanno raccontato
[Bronte. The story of a massacre ignored by the history books], in
which the story of Bronte is retold as a morality tale, complete
with stoical peasants, sadistic landowners, cynical politicians and
with Niccolò Lombardo, the lawyer who incited the peasants to
revolt in 1860, as the martyred hero.19

Historical interest in Bronte has generally built on Radice’s
early interpretation which saw the events as a betrayal of the
Risorgimento. For postwar historians, the revolt at Bronte was
proof of the failure of democratic leadership in the Risorgimento,
proof that the democrats in 1860 were incapable of controlling
the countryside or of winning the support of the peasantry.20

Bronte, for Denis Mack Smith, was an indication of how ‘for all
their trust in Garibaldi’, Sicilian peasants were to find that the
democrats of 1860 ‘were in no sense levellers’.21 Others depicted
the revolt as an episode in the class struggle, and found evidence
of a revolutionary consciousness in the efforts of Lombardo and
other radical agitators in Bronte (Luigi Saitta, Carmelo and
Silvestro Minissale) to defend peasant rights during 1860.22

Mario Isnenghi gives the events of Bronte a greater significance
still; it is at Bronte, according to Isnenghi, that the underlying,
and terrifying, story of political repression can be glimpsed
behind the ‘harmonious fable’ of the Risorgimento.23

In turn, the size of Nelson’s Duchy, its history, and its 
apparent domination of the landscape and people of Bronte,
came to symbolize the unchanging feudal past which weighed 
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so heavily on present society. Modern Sicily’s catalogue of
problems — political corruption, social and economic instability
— have long been attributed to an inability to shed the burdens of
feudalism and embrace the economic, social and political free-
doms of the modern age. The system of land tenure and the 
prevailing distribution of land are generally blamed for this 
economic ‘prostration’.24 According to this analysis, agriculture
was dominated by great estates (latifondi) owned by a mere hand-
ful of absentee landlords living lives of privileged ostentation 
in the grand palazzi of Palermo and Naples. Meanwhile, an
impoverished peasantry eked out a meagre existence on tiny lots
and as labourers on the great estates. And it was this system
which prevented the emergence of an independent middle class
who would have acted as the standard-bearers of both liberalism
and capitalism in Sicily.25 As one of the largest estates in Sicily,
covering in 1860 almost half (47.8 per cent)26 of the whole terri-
tory of Bronte, and owned by the descendants of an infamous 
foreign warlord, the Duchy of Bronte appeared to typify the
power of Sicilian latifondo and the bitter conflicts it gave rise to.
Carlo Levi visited Bronte in the early 1950s and wrote movingly
of the the violence and poverty which the Duchy had visited on
the inhabitants; of the ‘spectacle of the most extreme peasant
misery’ and of ‘the children, [who] with faces as beautiful as
angels, have stomaches swollen by malaria’. The Duchy was, as
he famously remarked, the ‘most absurd historical anachro-
nism’.27 Historians echoed this judgement. Francesco Renda
described the Duchy in 1950 as an example of ‘feudal prepotenza’
and corruption;28 for Nino Recupero, the Duchy was simply ‘the
last of the great feudal estates’.29

Caught between the myths and counter-myths of Nelson, the
Risorgimento, and the class struggles of the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, it is perhaps not surprising that — beyond its
propensity for ‘social unrest at any moment of political dis-
turbance’30 — so little is known about Bronte itself. The only
recent study, Comunità rurali della Sicilia moderna, a 1969 mono-
graph by Gaetano lo Giudice, is a useful source of statistical
information but concentrates primarily on the early modern 
period and on Bronte’s economy. We know very little about 
the nature and sources of the conflict which gave rise to social
unrest in Bronte; we also know next to nothing about Nelson’s
‘feudal estate’, its relationship with Bronte’s inhabitants and the
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structure of power within Bronte itself. For all its celebrity, in
other words, we know very little about either the Duchy or the
community of Bronte. We know still less about what happened
there in the years between King Ferdinand’s gift in 1799 and the
notorious events of 1860.

This article explores some of the background to the famous
revolt in 1860. It makes use of newly released documents from
the so-called Archivio Nelson, the collection of family and estate
papers relating to the Duchy which were sold to the Archivio di
Stato in Palermo in the 1980s.31 The Archivio Nelson, together
with government papers in the archives in Palermo and Catania,32

offers crucial insights into the activities of the (usually, British)
men and women who ran the Duchy of Bronte and into their rela-
tionships with the community of Bronte. These papers make it
possible to examine the causes, emergence and nature of a series
of disputes between the Duchy and local landowning families,
and to assess the impact which these disputes had both on the
community as a whole and on the prevailing distribution of land.
In so doing, we can trace the local reaction to central government
initiatives and, in particular, to the political, legal and economic
reforms of the early Restoration period (1815–1848) in Sicily.

What this study reveals about the experiences of Bronte in the
years before Italian unification is perhaps particularly relevant in
the light of recent historical research, which offers a different per-
spective on Italy’s ‘Southern Question’. This ‘new history of the
Italian South’ challenges perceptions of the South’s economic
backwardness and stresses instead the varieties of modernization
experienced in the lower half of the Italian peninsula and in
Sicily.33 One result has been a shift in emphasis away from
images of the South as a single, monolithic entity and towards
local studies, towards studies of individual regions, cities and
communities. In an attempt to grasp the roots of Southern 
‘difference’ in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, particular
emphasis has been placed on the analysis of conflict within rural
communities.34 Arguing against the previous orthodoxy which
depicted a society peripheral to, and ignored by, the economic
and political transformations of the early nineteenth century,
historians have suggested that modernization had a profound
impact on Southern rural communities. Indeed, in many com-
munities, the impact of political reform and shifts in the rural
economy caused profound tensions, altering the links between
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family loyalty, economic ambition and political identity and
causing both an upward and a downward mobility which destabi-
lized the power structure in different ways. It was, moreover, in
these communities that the reforming efforts of the central
government often met their most profound defeat.35 As I will
argue in the following pages, it is in this context of community
conflict that the events of Bronte in the first half of the nineteenth
century can properly be understood.

II

Horatio Nelson’s estate at Bronte was certainly large: around
40,000 acres,36 of which 45 per cent was arable land and the rest
divided largely between woods and pasture for livestock.37

Incorporating the summit of Mount Etna, ‘crater, lava, snows
and all’,38 these barren lava-fields descended to a high plateau
which had not only fertile soil but, as it was drained by the
Simeto river, sufficient water for irrigation as well.39 In the 
northern part of the estate lay the Nebrodi mountain range
which, possessing the most extensive forests in Sicily, was a
potentially valuable source of timber. At the time of Ferdinand’s
gift to Nelson, the estate produced grain and livestock. Later in
the nineteenth century, it produced wine (marketed under the
name ‘Nelson and Bronte’), almonds and pistachio nuts. The 
traditional centre of the estate was the castle (or abbey) at
Maniace, reputedly built by the Byzantine General, George
Maniace, in the eleventh century to commemorate his defeat of
the Saracens. The castle stood in a picturesque spot on a large
rock overlooking the Saracena river, a tributary of the Simeto,
and with a view of Etna in the distance.40

Until the abolition of feudalism by the Sicilian parliament in
1812, the gift to Nelson also included baronial jurisdiction over
Bronte, a town of 9000 inhabitants some twelve kilometres from
the castle at Maniace.41 In common with many Sicilian com-
munities of its size in the early nineteenth century, the town of
Bronte was run-down and isolated: ‘a pile of rude houses 
surrounded by lava beds’, according to one disappointed British
traveller in the 1830s.42 ‘The privations and inconveniences of
Bronte’, the Duchy’s agent Bryant Barrett wrote in 1817, ‘are to
us even who have seen various foreign countries almost beyond
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sufferance.’43 The immediate road to Catania was ‘nothing but
lava and frightful precipices’.44 Bronte was badly hit by the crisis
in Sicilian agriculture and by the fall in agricultural prices after
1815. A series of natural disasters, a cholera outbreak in 1837,
regular earthquakes and major volcanic eruptions, notably one in
1832 which came perilously close to the town, also damaged
Bronte’s economy.45 Bronte was the scene of bloody skirmishes
between pro- and anti-government forces during the revolution
and civil war in 1820.46 The region was known to be unhealthy ‘at
the best of times’ with few or no medical facilities.47 Malaria,
‘pestilence’ caused by the rivers, a sparse diet and an extreme 
climate added to the daily discomfort.48

Although Bronte had grown significantly during the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries, by the early nineteenth century
the most visible sign of population growth was an increase in the
pressure on land and a corresponding growth in pauperism,
crime and popular unrest. Indeed, what Bryant Barrett found
most shocking about Bronte was the poverty of its inhabitants.
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‘The filth and misery of the people is beyond description,’ he
wrote in July 1817, ‘the peasants all crowd to the town which is a
good cause of their poverty and misery . . . and their squalid filth
and misery . . . is beyond conception.’49 The peasant diet con-
sisted of bad quality bread, a little cheese and a few vegetables;
they rarely ate meat or drank wine.50 While this poverty was 
partly the result of what Barrett called the ‘rapacity of corn-
dealers’ (i.e. those who controlled the terms of trade in Bronte)
and the lack of opportunities for trade, by far the most important
single cause was the distribution of land. Lo Giudice estimates
that 9.5 per cent of landowners in Bronte possessed over three-
quarters of its productive wealth; the remaining quarter was
shared by the rest of the population. Small landholdings made 
up just 26 per cent of the land, most of which was divided 
(‘pulverized’) into tiny landholdings of little or no commercial
value.51

Lo Giudice divides the well-off in early nineteenth-century
Bronte into a ‘provincial’ nobility, the clergy and a ‘Third Estate’
of estate officials, lawyers (of whom there were ‘upwards of 80’,
according to Barrett), notaries and doctors.52 The nobility and
clergy were sometimes substantial landowners in their own right,
and all had profited from the previous neglect of the estate by the
Grand Hospital.

According to the Duchy’s rent books, some were ‘quit rentiers’
(censuari), renting farms (masserie) cheaply on long leases. Two
men in particular — Don Niccolò Spitalieri and Baron Vincenzo
Meli (‘considered the principal person in Bronte’, according to
one observer and, by another, an ‘extorter’ who owed money to
the estate)53 — had acquired large numbers of lifetime leases
during the 1780s and 1790s.54 Niccolò Spitalieri and others had
also acted as gabellotti for the Grand Hospital, renting large areas
of the estate in order to let to others.55 The same families also
rented the larger and often more valuable feudi — located on the
fertile plateau and on the wooded side of the Saracena river — on
six-year leases. For example, at around the time of Ferdinando’s
gift to Nelson, another Baron Meli, Giuseppe, took the lease on
feudo Semantili, two members of the Minissale family (Don
Francesco and Don Giuseppe) rented the feudi of Petrosino and
Grappidà and Pezzo, while another Minissale, Don Gennaro,
had obtained (‘fraudulently’ according to John Graefer) part of
the lease on the Petrocelli feudo.56 Although by the early 1820s
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many of these leaseholders had fallen behind on their payments
and were carrying forward large and increasing debts to the
Duchy,57 these families had also used their control of the land to
build up a prominent position within the community and over the
peasantry who formed the bulk of the subtenants. Thus, while
Barrett’s wife, Martha, wrote that they were all originally ‘almost
without an exception, shepherds’,58 this may say more about the
attitude of Duchy employees to the Bronte élite than it does
about the élite itself.

The relationship between this ‘gentry’ class in Bronte and the
Duchy’s agents and managers provides the key to understanding
what happened in Bronte before 1860. For Nelson’s immediate
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heirs took little interest in the place. When Horatio Nelson died
in 1805, his elder brother, the Reverend William and First Earl
Nelson, inherited the estate at Bronte. Earl Nelson viewed the
estate more as an encumbrance than an opportunity and he 
seemingly investigated the possibility of selling it.59 He left the
management of the estate in the hands of his agents in Bronte60

who mostly corresponded with his lawyer, Mr Hutchinson, in
London. Earl Nelson’s interest in the estate was largely pecu-
niary: his letters repeatedly press for more remittances and
express his disappointment at the estate’s failure to show a
profit.61 He was also keen to secure the succession of his only 
surviving child, Charlotte, Lady Bridport, to the estate; her
inheritance was compromised by Horatio’s will endorsing the
rival claims of his sisters, Susannah Bolton and Catherine
Matcham, who both had sons.62 After his death in 1835,
Charlotte and her husband did inherit the estate and title at
Bronte, while Thomas Bolton became the Second Earl Nelson.
Nevertheless, litigation between the Nelson family and Lord and
Lady Bridport over Bronte lasted for another ten years and rela-
tions between the two families were permanently broken.63 Yet
Charlotte took scarcely more interest in the estate than her father.
She was the first member of the family to visit Bronte, shortly
after her father’s death; but she was not impressed, declaring that
she would ‘never come back to the island unless there was a revo-
lution in England, and even then would probably go elsewhere’.64

Due to the absence of the Nelson and Bridport families in
England, the series of governor generals, agents and secretaries
employed to manage the estate acquired not only considerable
practical autonomy but, often, delusions of grandeur as well.
One family in particular, the Thovez, came to see the Duchy as
their private concern. Philip Thovez, a warrant officer in the
British navy, was governor general of the Duchy between 1820
and his death in 1839. He was succeeded by his nephew,
William, who made the Duchy his ‘hobby’ and ‘eldest child’ until
his own death in 1873.65 Philip also employed his brother, Henry,
as a clerk, as a manager of the estate during Philip’s absences and
to represent the Duchy’s interests at court in Naples and in
Palermo.66 And although William’s brother, Frank, worked for
the Ingham family producing wine in Marsala, he seemed to find
time not only to look after the Duchy’s affairs in Palermo but
also to keep the Duchy’s rent books and to become involved in
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Bronte politics.67 At one time or another, most of the Thovez
family lived in the castle at Maniace, which Philip had converted
into a home.

At the same time, isolated as they were in a remote corner of a
remote region, the Duchy’s agents tended to become emotionally
entangled with the community of Bronte and inevitably affected
by the friendships, ‘prejudices’ and ‘jealousy’ of this small rural
town.68 Eliza Graefer, the widow of the first manager John
Graefer, wrote in 1806 that ‘the Brontese in general loves me
very much’ and their daughter married a Mr Spitalieri, member
of the prominent Bronte family.69 Those, like the agent Byrant
Barrett, who attempted to maintain their distance, were more or
less ostracized (as he told Nelson’s lawyer, ‘no friend to consult
with or advise me, all trying to deceive me, without the society of
a single soul’).70 Sometimes the Duchy’s employees fell out with
each other, as the experience of Byrant’s widow, Martha, shows.
Having taken over the estate after Byrant’s sudden death in
1818, she quarrelled with the Duchy’s secretary Joseph di
Martino, a liberal with ideas of his own about running the
estate.71 Martha’s passionate love-affair with her manservant,
Antonio (described by di Martino as an ‘indecent inclination’ for
a ‘runaway’), culminated in a public brawl between the two men,
where pistols were drawn.72 Thereafter, the whole community
took sides for and against Mrs Barrett. When Mrs Barrett was
dismissed in 1819, her notary, Biagio Gatto, and the local judge
frustrated di Martino’s attempts to sue Antonio for assault.73

During the violence in Bronte following the 1820 revolution,
Joseph di Martino was forced to flee the town in fear of his life.74

Earl Nelson’s absenteeism also had serious economic con-
sequences for the estate. According to John Goodwin, the British
consul in Palermo at this time, landlord absenteeism meant that
‘stewards’ could make an illicit fortune in renting land out to the
local bourgeoisie.75 After the death of John Graefer (in c.1804)
his widow, Eliza, employed as agents a Sicilian nobleman, the
Marchese Antonio Forcella, an English banker based in
Palermo, Abraham Gibbs, and a Palermo man, Don Gregorio
Biosa. All in their way were eminently corruptible and corrupt-
ing. A petition to Nelson written in 1812 describes Biosa as an
‘adventurer destitute of merit’ capable of ‘all manner of excesses
and debaucheria imaginable’.76 Gibbs used his position in the
Duchy to bolster up his rapidly deteriorating business interests
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and, when these failed, committed suicide leaving the Duchy
liable for his debts.77 More important in the long run, a mutually
profitable modus vivendi prevailed between these men and 
members of the Bronte gentry over the leasing of land: as Earl
Nelson’s lawyer put it succintly to Thovez, ‘Forcella did not
remit as much as he ought to have done.’78 They sold the grain
produced by the Duchy largely for their own profit, and at the
‘right’ price to those they favoured who were registered ‘under
false names’.79 With the assistance of the local notary, Gatto (‘a
rogue and a thief and . . . a fabricator of mischief’),80 Forcella also
renewed the leases on the Duchy’s farms on strictly personal
terms.81 The short-term leases on the most valuable feudi —
Semantili, Petrosino, Petrocelli, Pezzo and Grappidà, S. Andrea
— were all granted on terms more or less unfavourable to the
Duchy. Gibbs rented the Pirato farm to the Graefers’ son-in-law,
Spitalieri, who then rented it to a third party at a much higher
rent.82 Biosa left uncollected the quit rents owing from the land
let on long leases and tolerated the lucrative market in dividing
and sub-letting this land to other parties. The rights of Bronte’s
peasants to graze their animals and cut wood on Duchy land
were recognized by Forcella in a written statement.83

Bryant Barrett, sent by the Earl Nelson from the ‘Portuguese
islands’ (presumably Madeira or the Azores) to clear up the mess
created by Forcella et al., was convinced that altering the leases
held the key to the viability of the estate as a whole. The Duchy,
he wrote to Nelson in 1817, had hitherto been let ‘like an Irish
estate, the first tenant growing rich, the sub-tenant starving and
the Estate wasting’. His aim was to draw up new leases giving
more land to the sub-tenants and, as a result, more revenue to the
Duchy. In a plan partially carried out by his successors, he also
began to plant vines as a commercial crop, harvest the woods and
make improvements to the estate buildings and the local infra-
structure.84 However, although he claimed in 1817 to have 
broken ‘the combination formed against the Duke to prevent the
letting of the farms’ and was intending to lease Fondaco,
Porticelli, and Petrosino at a higher rent,85 Nelson’s lawyer was
still expressing dismay five years later that ‘the finest lands
belonging to the Estate are let out at mere quit rents’.86 The 
subsequent efforts of Philip Thovez to alter the leasing arrange-
ments in Bronte were scarcely more effective. Legal proceedings
to recover the sums embezzled by Forcella, Gibbs and Biosa 
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lasted some twenty years.87 Eviction orders issued against Meli,
Minissale and others for failure to pay their rent and for non-
compliance with the terms of their lease had a similarly equivocal
outcome. Counter-claims for costs, disputes about leases and
challenges to expert opinion dragged litigation on indefinitely. If
like Baron Meli, the defendant was a wealthy or powerful indi-
vidual, or if he was connected to those who were, he could raise
endless legal objections, thus delaying court proceedings for 
several decades and, often, involving the family and/or heirs of
the original defendant.88 Indeed, between the early 1820s and the
1860s, the Duchy’s lawyers defended the Duchy against as many
counter-claims as they served eviction orders and claims for
unpaid rent and other debts. Legal files relating to these cases fill
some fifty boxes of the Archivio Nelson.89

These apparently unending series of lawsuits also brought the
Duchy — and Thovez in particular — into direct conflict with
Bronte’s most important families. As early as 1800, Graefer had
described Gennaro Minissale as ‘one of the greatest villains
existing’;90 the later attempts of Philip and William Thovez to
evict Carmelo and Silvestro Minissale from a place known as
Carcere Bovi confirmed the family as dangerous enemies of the
Duchy.91 At the same time, the structure of the rental market
combined with kinship relations meant that this hostility spread
throughout the community. For instance, the Minissale family
was linked by marriage to the Sanfilippo family, also being sued
by the Duchy over a rental agreement made with Forcella in
1811, and, through them, to the powerful Spitalieri family.92

Similarly, an attempt by Thovez during the 1820s to evict ‘Priest
Palermo’, as he disparagingly called him (Don Emanuele
Palermo, the rector of Bronte’s prestigious Collegio Capizzi)
from the Macchia Stivola farm for having giving it ‘in Quit Rent
without proper authority from his Grace’ earned him the enmity
of the clergy, the local judge, Don Mariano Mauro (who had
rented part of this farm from Palermo) and their extended 
families.93 Moreover, both the Duchy and the Brontesi correctly
perceived the suit with ‘Priest Palermo’ to be a test case, a means
of recovering and re-letting at market value all of the Duchy land
currently on quit rents (or as Thovez put it in a letter to
Hutchinson, ‘the recovery of the farm . . . will open an easy road
to regain very considerable tracts of land, with a very great
increase of income to His Grace’). As a result, the outcome of the
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case excited the whole community. The Brontesi, in Thovez’s
words, ‘used uncommon exertions’ to defend Palermo’s farm,
arguing that they all stood to lose land ‘which their ancestors had
held upwards of two centuries’. Some refused to pay any quit
rents at all, there were rumours of revolution and threats were
made on Thovez’s life.94 As Thovez wrote to Hutchinson, ‘all the
Gentry of Bronte . . . secretly united together . . . [and] made a
purse to defend this suit as their own’.95

From the mid-1820s, relations between Philip Thovez and the
community of Bronte deteriorated rapidly. In a single letter in
1824, Thovez referred to Bronte three times as a ‘wretched’ place
where he had ‘experienced nothing but disappointments, losses
and vexations of every kind’.96 All of his letters are littered with
disparaging references to the ‘Brontesi’ as the ‘most determined
scoundrels in Sicily’,97 ‘half-starved pettifoggers’,98 ‘savages’ and
‘ruffians’.99 ‘I firmly believe’ he wrote in August 1825, ‘[that] not
one in a thousand would live in so wretched a place and amongst
so many villains.’100 In the mid-1830s, the question of the quit
rents was still so bitterly contested that Thovez and many promi-
nent Brontesi were not on speaking terms.101 Unfortunately, these
tensions were not confined to personal hostility, economic rival-
ries or the process of litigation. What made these tensions
between Philip Thovez and Bronte’s gentry much more serious,
in fact, was the latter’s growing capacity for political power.

As early as the 1770s, leading Bronte citizens — Baron Meli,
Silvestro Politi and Vincenzo Margaglio — had attempted to
resist the land enclosures of the Grand Hospital by infiltrating
local government.102 These opportunities were enormously
increased by the reforms introduced by the Bourbon government
in 1816–17 following their restoration in Naples. Sicily’s admini-
strative reorganization, modelled on the Napoleonic provincial
and communal system, was meant to give the central government
in Naples far greater control than before.103 In reality, the effect
of this attempt at centralization was, as many studies of both
Sicily and the mainland provinces have shown, to place a great
deal of practical power in the hands of local élites. Thus,
although the provincial intendant in Catania nominally con-
trolled local government in Bronte through the appointment of
the mayor, the nominees were invariably local men. For the first
time, moreover, local councils were chosen from an albeit
restricted list of local propertied males and graduates. Local
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government officials enjoyed important responsibilities. They
allocated public works contracts and taxes and were responsible
for the drawing up of electoral lists, thereby controlling access 
to political power. They were also in charge of claiming and 
dividing up common land. In effect, for those members of the
rural middle class who, as we have seen in Bronte, were in the
process of acquiring land from their old feudal lords, a position in
local government offered an opportunity to consolidate and
extend their power within and over the community.104

The first mayor of Bronte in 1818 was Don Giaocchino
Spitalieri; the other two nominees for mayor were his younger
brother, Don Luigi, and his 74-year-old father, Don Niccolò.
The official in charge of drawing up the list of eligibili was Baron
Vincenzo Meli — by far the richest man on the list with an annual
income of 467 onze, almost twice that of the next richest man,
Baron Don Francesco Minissale (245 onze). Only a few families
dominated the list; prominent among them was Don Gennaro
Minissale, his uncle Dr Don Giuseppe Sanfilippo, Giuseppe’s
brother, Don Vincenzo, and their three nephews.105 In 1817,
there was a sprinkling of medical doctors, notaries (8) and law
graduates (13) and, although the list had increased in number
from 70 to around 180 names by the mid-1840s, and included
some merchants (commercianti), artisans and small farmers
(coloni), the same families maintained control of the council.
Don Gennaro Minissale was mayor in the 1820s, and, in 1841, at
the age of 71, was the ‘royal judge’ and a councillor. Also in
1841, one of his sons, Don Carmelo, was the ‘first elect’ on the
council, while another, Don Mariano, was a circuit judge. Baron
Meli was mayor on successive occasions in the 1830s and 1840s;
his brother Mariano was ‘first elect’ at the same time. Another
Meli, Bernardo, was mayor in the mid-1850s. Official correspon-
dence between Bronte and Catania referred continually to the
contravention of administrative regulations by this kind of nepo-
tism.106 Although, as we shall see in the next section, challenges
were made to this political establishment, all the available evi-
dence suggests that after 1815 the commune of Bronte came
under the political control of a few prominent landowning 
families. And it was these same families who developed such a
strong and, from one perspective at least, hostile interest in the
land nominally belonging to Earl Nelson and his heirs.
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III

While many aspects of the growing conflict between the Duchy
and the community of Bronte were specific to Bronte, the conflict
itself developed in the context of a dispute over land which
affected most of rural Sicily. During the mid-1820s, the various
personal, economic and political tensions within Bronte found a
crucial and a unifying focus in the issue of common land and 
customary rights (usi civici). Under the feudal system in Sicily,
common land was land which belonged to an independent (i.e.
non-feudal) commune or università; this form of property, which
was sometimes quite substantial, existed alongside the huge
estates belonging to the nobility and/or clergy.107 Customary
rights were rights which peasants exercised over feudal property.
Many had been established in the fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries and they varied from rights to collect firewood and
water (exercised freely), to privileges such as grazing, tillage,
gathering fruit and nuts and cutting wood for tools.108 Usually a
central part of the peasant subsistence economy in Sicily, by 
the eighteenth century such rights were increasingly seen as 
‘barbarous customs’, a source of confusion and conflict and a
brake on economic progress.109 By the same token, common land
had been in decline since the late-medieval period, partly through
encroachments by feudal landowners and partly because com-
munes had sold their land to pay taxes. Beginning in the late
eighteenth century, the government introduced reforms which 
re-allocated some of this land and attempted to regulate the
system of land tenure in Sicily. Touching as it did upon peasant
poverty, noble privilege, local autonomy and economic back-
wardness — all central issues in the increasingly unstable climate
of Restoration Sicily — it is not surprising that the question of
common land and customary rights became so controversial.
Nowhere was this more true than at Bronte.

Bronte’s problems should be seen in part as a consequence of
the abolition of feudalism, passed by the Sicilian parliament in
1812 and confirmed in additional reforms by the restored
Bourbon government between 1816 and 1824. This legislation
drastically altered the nature of landownership in Sicily. In little
more than a decade, feudal landholdings became the private
property of individuals and, as part of this process, customary
rights were abolished (in 1812) and, in 1816, the division of
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common land into private hands was ordered.110 The results of
this reform were as disastrous as they were far-reaching. One
immediate problem was the vague and imprecise nature of the
legislation itself:111 a provision for peasants to be compensated for
the loss of common land and customary rights by receiving a
quota of this land for their own private use was subject to parti-
cular confusion. In repeated attempts between 1817 and 1841,
the Bourbon government sought unsuccessfully to establish
norms for judging disputes over compensation. Only in 1841 was
it firmly established that peasants would receive between one-
fifth and two-thirds of the land, to be allocated in each commune
by the local administrative authorities. In an effort to settle out-
standing conflicts, provincial intendants were also given the
power to mediate disputes and order the allocation of lands.112

But in many communities, unscrupulous landowners took
advantage of the uncertainty caused by this legislative ambiguity
to ‘usurp’ (claim and illegally enclose) common land for their
own private use. This, in turn, increased the conflict about the
amount of land available to be redistributed, and to whom.

The notorious factionalism of Sicilian rural communities, such
a prominent feature of the revolutions in the countryside during
1820, 1848–9 and 1860, was increasingly the result of conflict
over land.113 There was a basic contradiction in the Bourbon
government’s land reforms between the desire to promote social
justice (and compensate the peasantry) and to secure economic
growth (favouring the middle ‘gentry’ class).114 Unable to recon-
cile these two opposites, and in a period of acute land hunger
caused by rising population and declining yields, the govern-
ment’s well-intended efforts intensified the competition for 
land, increased tensions between peasants and landowners and
generally left peasants worse off than before. At the same time,
the reforms produced a series of conflicts between, on one side,
the gentry, acting through local government as the guardians of
customary rights and common land, and, on the other, the ex-
feudal nobility, who feared that the claims of the community
threatened the viability of their estates. Last, but by no means
least, the scarcity of good land in Sicily also brought the gentry
into conflict with each other. This, in turn, intensified political
rivalries within communities as both sides sought administra-
tive control over the allocation of common land. Throughout 
the decades between 1817 and 1860, disputes over territorial
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boundaries, customary usage and the opinions of experts were
pursued endlessly through the courts and through the provincial
commissions on customary rights.115 The question of compensa-
tion — involving the proposed transfer of thousands of acres of
land — was responsible for administrative chaos, protracted 
judicial disputes and, frequently, huge injustices.

In Bronte, the commune made claims on the whole of the
Duchy estate. While the Duchy’s lawyers insisted that Bronte
was originally a ‘hamlet’ under the exclusive jurisdiction of the
Grand Hospital and, thus, had never possessed any common
land at all, the commune’s lawyers argued that the entire territory
of Bronte was common land which the Duchy (and previously
the Grand Hospital) had illegally ‘usurped’ from the università.116

In compensation, the commune asked for two areas, known as
the volcanic lands and the Nave domain, which were adjacent to
the town. On the issue of customary rights, the Duchy only
admitted a limited right to gather dead wood, while the commune
claimed unlimited grazing rights over the entire estate, including
the right to cut down fruit and oak trees for commercial 
purposes, and demanded half the Maniaci and Fragalà woods (in
the northern part of the estate, on the slopes of the Nebrodi
mountains) as compensation.117 Concurrently, the commune
attempted to block the Duchy from harvesting any timber in the
woods, and claimed that right for themselves.118

While the dispute over common lands and customary rights
caused conflict in many Sicilian rural communities, the tenacity
and ferocity displayed by the litigants in Bronte is still striking.119

Characteristically, Philip Thovez saw the issue as a personal one,
both as an ‘insult’ to his position in Bronte and as a chance to
‘reduce the Brontesi to proper submission’.120 Yet after only one
year of litigation, in 1826, he admitted that ‘there never was a
question ever brought before the magistrates [of Catania] . . . 
that made half so much noise’.121 The task alone of defining
boundaries and recording customary rights in the territory of
Bronte kept experts and surveyors busy for over three decades.122

Intimidation was commonplace; as early as 1817, Byrant Barrett
believed that the issue of the woods had provoked a conspiracy to
kill him and his family.123 For the same reason, Thovez was
advised ‘not to stray into the country alone when at Bronte nor to
be out of the House after dark’.124 Both sides also sought to take
de facto possession of the woods. Philip Thovez employed 
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‘foreigners’ (peasants from nearby communes) to make ‘a little
encroachment’ on the woods; i.e. by destroying the trees to make
way for arable or grazing land and then claiming it as the exclu-
sive property of the Duchy.125 During the 1840s, the commune
used its control of part of the woods physically to prevent the
Duchy from cutting trees in any part of it. In turn, William
Thovez attempted to sue the mayor, Luigi Saitta, for criminal
damages to the woods and persuaded the Intendant of Catania to
dismiss him.126

Litigation between the commune and the Duchy began in
1825, with each side claiming the right to employ guards (guarda-
boschi) to police the woods.127 From the very beginning, every
aspect of the case was contested, and every avenue of influence
and advantage explored. Both sides made exhaustive searches in
court archives and the archive of the Grand Hospital and pro-
duced hundreds of historical documents dating back to the 
fifteenth century to prove ownership.128 The commune made
emotive appeals to the courts, arguing that the case represented a
struggle for independence from four centuries of encroachment
by ‘tyrannical’ landlords.129 The Duchy lobbied furiously in
Naples for government ministers and even the king to influence
the outcome of the case.130 Although Thovez complained that the
judges were ‘a pack of hungry thieves who with very few excep-
tions publicly sell justice to the highest bidder’, he too was pre-
pared to bribe experts ‘with a douceur’ to secure a favourable
opinion and ‘more boldly than correctly’ represent the Duchy’s
position in court.131 Not surprisingly, both sides spent a fortune
on legal fees. In his correspondence with London, Philip Thovez
often pointed to legal costs as the reason why the estate failed to
make a profit.132 The cost to the commune was equally high. By
the 1840s, costs had apparently escalated to the extent that they
were unable to pay their lawyers, and the commune was obliged
to send begging letters to the intendant’s office in Catania.133

The duration of the dispute can in part be explained by the
vagaries and ambiguities of government legislation on the land
issue, which both sides sought to take advantage of. During the
1820s and 1830s, the dispute was referred back and forth in 
separate cases to various conflicting authorities: the Board of
Woods, the provincial commission for customary rights, the ordi-
nary tribunal in Catania and, finally, the Gran Corte dei Conti
(Supreme Court) in Palermo all gave judgments on the case.134
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The judicial authorities, and particularly the higher court in
Palermo, tended to uphold the Duchy’s claims but, after the legis-
lation of 1838 and 1841 giving the Intendant (i.e. the adminis-
trative authority) the power to mediate and resolve disputes over
land, the Duchy lost a significant portion of the estate (a large
part of the Nave domain and volcanic land, all the outstanding
rents and tributes and half of the income from the woods) to the
commune.135 Although the Duchy subsequently persuaded the
supreme court partly to reverse the order on the woods,136 it 
took another ten years for both sides to agree grudgingly to a
‘definitive and unappealable’ arbitration in Palermo. Preliminary
hearings began in 1856 but, even then, the commune employed
delaying tactics137 so that it was not until 1859 that all the evidence
was authenticated and new surveys ordered. Finally, fate inter-
vened when the judge’s substantive judgments, apparently due to
be made in May 1860, were interrupted by the April revolution
and the subsequent arrival of Garibaldi in Palermo.138

For both sides, the outcome of this litigation represented an
opportunity either for huge economic gain or, alternatively, huge
losses. The land in question was immensely valuable; as we have
seen, land was a source of contention between the Duchy and the
prominent families of Bronte even before the legislation abolish-
ing customary rights. The Nave domain and volcanic lands were
a vast area and important for pasturage. The Maniace and
Fragalà woods were part of the most densely forested area in
Sicily and were drained by a series of much-needed rivers 
(torrenti). Wood in this period was still a central raw material for
domestic and industrial purposes (an ‘indispensable necessity for
manufacture, for trade, for agriculture, for the house, for fires,
for life’),139 but was becoming a scarce and expensive commodity
everywhere as the result of deforestation.140 Not surprisingly,
these lands were highly sought after both as a source of timber
and as fertile, arable land. In 1817, the normally distant Earl
Nelson told his managers to stop what was referred to as the
‘plundering’, ‘devastation’ and ‘destruction’ of the woods by 
‘carpenters, hoop and corn measure makers’ in search of raw
materials.141 In turn, the Duchy’s agents advertised the woods to
Nelson as a source of substantial income which could save the
finances of the estate. Byrant Barrett wrote in 1817 that the estate
had ‘beech and oak enough to build a city’142 and, in 1825,
Thovez confidently predicted the woods would be ‘a source of
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great wealth’ and revenue ‘hitherto unknown, or at least shame-
fully neglected’. Plans were made to sell the timber to the British
navy in Malta and to the Bourbon government for road-
building.143

In many respects, the aims of Bronte’s local government with
regard to the land in dispute were no different from those of the
Duchy. That the mayor and his council saw the process of litiga-
tion over compensation as an opportunity to acquire land for
themselves, their families and friends, rather than a means of
granting land to the peasants, is quite clear. In fact, almost all the
land claimed as ‘common’ in Bronte during the preceding
decades was, after the commune gained control of it during the
1840s, rapidly enclosed and rented to a few prominent families,
who then increased their income by sub-letting it to others. For
example, the ex-feudo Pezzo was leased to D. Antonio Spitalieri,
the ex-feudo Grappidà was leased to D. Niccolò Spitalieri144 and
the ex-feudo Petrosino was leased to Antonio Minissale.145

According to a petition sent to the intendant of Catania in 1850
and signed by some eighty Brontesi, the ex-feudo Roccaro had
been divided in such a way that they (‘the poor farmers’) received
the worst land and at the highest rent.146 Moreover, the records
sent to Catania by the mayor of Bronte, Bernardo Meli, show
that the commune quickly abolished all the free grazing and
wood rights which peasants had enjoyed on the Nave and 
volcanic lands. Meli had apparently sold these rights to shepherds
from Randazzo and Maletto; presumably by bringing in out-
siders to Bronte he hoped to bolster his political popularity and
influence. When the new tenants complained that the now dis-
possessed peasants still ‘invaded’ this land with their animals,
Meli suggested that they sue the offenders for damages.147

However, as the experience of other Sicilian communities
shows, the actions of local councils with regard to common land
caused enormous friction and popular resentment. Initially,
during the 1820s, the issue had united the whole community. In
1825, Thovez wrote ‘the unanimity displayed by the Brontesi is
incredible’; he was infuriated in equal turns by the rabble-rousing
of the mayor, Gennaro Minissale, who told the people that the
Duchy ‘wished to prevent the cutting of wood that they might
perish with cold during the winter’, by the police, who ‘did not
think proper to arrest any of them’ and by the refusal of witnesses
to come forward.148 In 1827, a favourable decision by the Board
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of Woods prompted prayers of thanksgiving ‘in all the Churches
[with] . . . no inconsiderable quantity of wax candles consumed
before the images of the Virgin and Saints’.149 Yet by the 1840s,
there was evidence of a political split within the Bronte élite
between the older ‘establishment’ of Meli, Spitalieri, Margaglio
and their supporters, and another group of self-proclaimed 
radicals (Luigi Saitta, Niccolò Lombardo), who generally were
excluded from power.

In this new struggle between rival factions in Bronte, everyone
used the issue of common land to get ahead. Well before the
events of 1860, those in power were using their control of
common land as an instrument of patronage, while those 
excluded tried to stir up popular resentment over the way the
land was partitioned. During the 1848 revolutions, Carmelo and
Silvestro Minissale encouraged peasants to seize land and 
property belonging to the Duchy (forcing William Thovez and
family to flee to Catania), fell out with the provisional committee
— whose members included Vincenzo Meli, Giuseppe and Luigi
Spitalieri and Vincenzo Catania — on this issue and tried to seize
control of the Carcere Bovi from which their family had been
evicted.150 It is, unfortunately, impossible to gauge the sincerity
of the Minissale brothers’ sympathy for the peasants’ plight.151

However, there is some evidence that Luigi Saitta, a leader with
Lombardo and the Minissale brothers of the 1860 revolt, was
attempting a more equitable distribution of land when he was dis-
missed as mayor in 1841, partly at William Thovez’s instiga-
tion.152

Thus, the conflict over land ended by confusing the political
divisions in Bronte, producing new enmities and conflicts of
interest within the Bronte élite itself. The explosion of popular
violence in 1860 was encouraged by those radicals in Bronte who
were excluded by the establishment, and focused precisely on the
issue — the division of common land — which, pending the judg-
ment of the supreme court in Palermo, was still up for grabs.
More than anything else, in other words, the violence of 1860
revealed the internal divisions within Bronte’s middle class. The
same issue which had united them against the Duchy ended by
dividing them. In so doing, moreover, it came to threaten their
control of the community as a whole. As Philip Thovez had
noted in 1825, there was ‘nothing so dangerous’ for all concerned
than encouraging ‘the poor peasantry’ to revolt over land.153 But
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even he could not anticipate the bizarre consequences which
would arise in 1860. It is perhaps not entirely surprising that
Frank Thovez — known as a radical and supporter of Garibaldi
in 1860 — should have opposed the other radicals in Bronte,
Luigi Saitta, Carmelo Minissale et al., who had long been his
family’s personal enemies. Even his collusion with Bourbon 
supporters during 1860 in order to repress the revolt and so 
protect Duchy property is not unusual. But it is, nevertheless, 
startling to find a Thovez working as a captain of the national
guard and in the Bronte government during 1860, alongside a
member of the Meli family, the leader of those with whom the
Duchy had been in conflict for so long.154

IV

The importance of Bronte as a symbol of economic backward-
ness, political repression and peasant struggle against land-
owners has obscured crucial elements of its history. First, by
focusing on the actions of central government and on the
Duchy’s owners, it greatly overestimates the hold of both over
events in Bronte. Whether intent on reform or repression, the
central authorities rarely, if ever, enjoyed direct control over
Bronte. The Duchy’s owners were absent in London and drew
little practical benefit from King Ferdinand’s generosity. Indeed,
from their personal point of view, the estate was little more than
‘a back-handed gift’ which rarely showed a profit; it was a source
of pride but also of anxiety and much ill-feeling, and a ‘badly 
cultivated property’ which came to them ‘with a heavy burden of
litigation’.155 Reflecting these difficulties, the family agreed to
cede approximately half of the estate to the commune of Bronte
in 1861.156

On closer examination, the conflict between peasant and land-
owner in Bronte was also far from clear-cut. There were more
than two competing parties in Bronte; at various moments, the
Nelson–Bridport family in London, their agents, members of the
local élite and the peasantry all clashed with each other for 
control of the land. Furthermore, the family went to court over
inheritance of the estate, the Duchy’s agents quarelled amongst
themselves, the local élite found itself in bitter disagreement and
even some peasants did better than others when it came to rent-
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ing land. Between the 1820s and early 1840s, the personal 
hostility between the Duchy’s agents and the local élite was re-
inforced by their economic rivalry over land. By the 1850s, those
members of the gentry who had acquired land began slowly to
align themselves with the Duchy. Each one of these shifting and
complex rivalries had an impact on the protracted struggle for
control of the territory of Bronte.

There is, of course, nothing remarkable about the relentless
acquisitiveness of Bronte’s gentry during this period: in much of
Restoration Europe, land ownership provided the key to upward
mobility for the rural middle classes. Much more unusual was the
fact that competition for land in Bronte focused almost entirely
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on the commune and the courts. It is not difficult to see why this
occurred. The opportunities to acquire land were provided largely
by government reforms which, in effect, allowed the existing
landowner’s property rights to be challenged. As a result, the
acquisition of land was made possible not so much by economic
capacity as by legal acumen. Since, moreover, the immediate
beneficiary of this process was the commune, the commune
became the focus of intense economic rivalry. Not surprisingly
perhaps, since upward mobility in Bronte was primarily a func-
tion of political, not economic, gain, the whole political life of the
community was affected. In Bronte, as elsewhere in Sicily, ‘the
comune was . . . transformed into an instrument of power and gain
for ever broader social groups’.157 Especially after the administra-
tive reforms of 1817, a few Bronte families used their control of
local government to increase their personal hold over the commu-
nity. As a result, politics in Bronte became dominated by clientele
networks and, increasingly, disrupted by factional disagreements.

Clientelism has long been associated with traditional societies;
especially in the Mediterranean, clientelism and political faction-
alism are seen as a ‘symptom’ of backwardness and an ‘obstacle’
to political modernization.158 It is, thus, worth pointing out that
clientelism in Bronte confirms the suggestions of recent research
which explores the ways in which clientelism can adapt to politi-
cal modernization.159 In fact, both the domination of Bronte by a
few powerful families and the various conflicts which developed
in the community were the consequence of political and legal
innovation. No-one in Bronte seemed remotely trapped by their
feudal past. It was the Duchy’s attempts to introduce new 
management, to draw up new leases and to commercialize farm-
ing, rather than a desire to remain the same, which gave rise to
conflict with the community. It was also the opportunity which
Bronte’s gentry saw to get ahead — to establish themselves politi-
cally, to take advantage of the land reforms and acquire private
property — which led to friction with the Duchy, to factional
rivalries and, increasingly, to tension with the dispossessed 
peasantry as well. Unlike the peasants who stood to lose every-
thing from this process of modernization, both commune and
Duchy seemed only too eager to embrace, rather than resist, the
opportunities presented by the land, legal and political reforms of
the Restoration period.

One of the most striking aspects of the conflict in Bronte
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between 1815 and 1860 was the rejection of traditional practices
by the local élite. The terrible events of 1860 notwithstanding,
violence was used more as a threat than a reality. Even when 
pursuing pre-existing personal hostilities against the Duchy,
recourse to the courts (and to a friendly judge) was far more
common than violence. Arguably, for the Bronte gentry — many
of whom had trained as lawyers — litigation became an alterna-
tive, and non-violent, means of ‘taking revenge’ on the Duchy
and its agents.160 When seeking to acquire disputed land or to
defend their existing gains, the gentry relied happily on the 
slower weapons of arbitration and adjudication. Government
attempts at mediation were also used as new opportunities to
challenge and overturn the Duchy’s legal position. Even the
Duchy’s feudal past was largely a rhetorical device, a means of
evoking past oppression and injustices so as to reinforce the com-
mune’s claim to compensation. And the language of radicalism
was used primarily as a means of manipulating popular pressure
for the purposes of political gain. Only the peasants were (eco-
nomically, politically and intellectually) excluded from this
process, and it is this exclusion which explains the desperate, but
otherwise uncharacteristic, violence of 1848 and 1860.

What happened in Bronte, therefore, reflects not so much 
feudal ‘backwardness’ as the emergence of an independent and
assertive middle class which succeeded in dominating the com-
munity. Yet, crucially, this new middle class did not rely on 
liberalism, social stability or economic development for its liveli-
hood. Instead, the Bronte gentry sought power through the 
simple monopolization of political influence, subordinating ideo-
logy and identity in order to achieve this end. Between 1817 and
1860, the gentry resisted the commercialization of agriculture,
welcomed political upheaval, sought out legal uncertainty and
encouraged peasant unrest. But however successful in the short
term, these tatics had consequences which, in the longer term,
were highly destructive to all property owners. The domination
of local government by clientelism and factionalism severely
weakened the solidarity among Bronte’s powerful families. The
way in which they went about acquiring land then destroyed the
vertical ties of patronage. It was in this way that, having estab-
lished their position in the community by successfully challeng-
ing the Duchy’s right to private property, Bronte’s new élite also
undermined their own wealth, status and power.
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