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​The Praetorian Duke: Leopoldo O'Donnell and the Synthesis of Liberty and Order in Isabelline Spain 

He commanded cavalry through the streets of Madrid three times in one lifetime, and served as Prime Minister of Spain three times as well. Leopoldo O'Donnell, Duke of Tetuán, descended from the exiled kings of Tyrconnell, rose from a wounded captain in the Carlist Wars to become the most powerful centrist statesman nineteenth-century Spain ever produced. His Unión Liberal held moderates and progressives together through nearly five years of unprecedented stability, built Spain's first national railway network, and carried Spanish arms to triumph in Morocco. But the same hand that signed railway concessions had, a decade earlier, signed off on one of the most brutal slave-trade fortunes in the Atlantic world, and presided over Cuba's Year of the Lash, a campaign of torture and mass execution that destroyed a generation of free Black leadership. The Praetorian Duke follows O'Donnell from the ruin of Gaelic Ulster to the barracks of San Gil, asking the question Spanish history has never fully answered: what does it mean that the man who nearly gave Spain a lasting liberal center financed it with the currency of human bondage? Drawing on British consular records, Spanish military archives, and the full arc of a career built entirely on the sword, this is the definitive reckoning with a man conservative historians call a savior and progressive historians call an executioner, because, this book argues, he was unmistakably both. 
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​Chapter 1: The Espadón

[image: ]


There is a particular kind of man that nineteenth-century Spain produced in greater number and to greater effect than any other European nation of the age, and until his name is understood, nothing else about this book's subject can be understood at all. The Spanish call him the espadón, the great sword, though the word carries none of the reverence that a literal translation might suggest and a great deal of the exhaustion that a century of experience with such men eventually produced. He was the general who did not remain a general. He was the officer who discovered, somewhere between one battlefield and the next, that the discipline he commanded in the field could be redirected, with remarkably little alteration, toward the palace, the ministry, and the throne itself. He wore the same uniform in both settings. He used many of the same instruments, cavalry, artillery, the loyalty of men who had bled beside him, to secure both a hilltop and a government. And he did this not as an aberration of Spanish public life in this period but as its operating principle, the mechanism by which power actually changed hands in a nation whose constitutional forms promised one thing and whose political reality delivered, with grim regularity, another.

To understand Leopoldo O'Donnell, Duke of Tetuán, three times Prime Minister of Spain, architect of the Unión Liberal, conqueror of Tétouan, and one of the largest individual profiteers of the illegal transatlantic slave trade in the middle of the nineteenth century, it is necessary first to understand the world that made men like him not only possible but, in a very real sense, necessary. This is not a book that will excuse him by appeal to his context. It is a book that insists his context be understood precisely because understanding it makes the man more difficult to dismiss, not less. O'Donnell was not a rogue actor who corrupted an otherwise healthy constitutional system. He was one of the ablest practitioners of a political method that Spain's actual constitutional system, weak, contested, and perpetually undermined by the very factions that claimed to defend it, had already normalized before he ever drew a sword in anger. If the reader finishes this book disturbed by what O'Donnell did, that disturbance should extend beyond the man to the system that rewarded him for doing it, promoted him for doing it again, and elevated him to a dukedom for doing it a third time with even greater violence than before.

The espadón phenomenon did not begin with O'Donnell and would not end with him. It began, in its recognizably modern form, in the chaotic constitutional experiments that followed the Napoleonic occupation of Spain and the long, bitter argument over what kind of nation would emerge from the wreckage of the old absolutist order. It found its clearest early expression in men like Rafael del Riego, who led the 1820 uprising that forced Ferdinand VII to accept the liberal Constitution of 1812, only to be captured, tried, and executed by that same crown three years later when the tide of European reaction, backed by a French invasion force sanctioned by the Congress of Verona, swept the constitutional experiment away. Riego's fate mattered enormously to the generation of officers who came after him, O'Donnell's own generation, because it taught a lesson that no textbook of constitutional theory could have supplied with equal force: that a pronunciamiento which failed to secure itself thoroughly, which trusted too readily in the righteousness of its cause or the loyalty of a fickle monarch, ended not in reform but in the garrote. The men who rose to prominence in the decades after Riego's death had absorbed this lesson completely. They pronounced when they judged the odds favorable, retreated or fled into exile when they did not, and treated the whole business with a professional coldness that later critics, unfamiliar with the visceral stakes involved, sometimes mistook for cynicism when it was, more accurately, a hard-won survival instinct.

The phenomenon continued, in various forms and under various banners, through Baldomero Espartero, the hero of the Carlist War's final campaigns who converted his battlefield prestige into a brief and turbulent regency before overreaching and being driven into his own exile; through Ramón María Narváez, whose repeated premierships across three decades established him as the most consistently authoritarian of the great espadones, a man reputed on his own deathbed to have answered a priest's question about whether he forgave his enemies with the observation that he had none left, since he had shot them all; through Francisco Serrano, O'Donnell's own comrade and eventual successor, who would go on to preside over the interregnum following Isabella II's fall; and onward through Juan Prim, the general who spent much of his career as O'Donnell's subordinate and rival before emerging as the decisive military architect of the 1868 revolution that finally swept the entire Isabelline system away. Only in the closing decades of the century, under the exhausted stewardship of Antonio Cánovas del Castillo, the same young intellectual who had drafted the Manifesto of Manzanares on O'Donnell's behalf in 1854, did Spain's civilian political class finally construct a system, the turno pacífico, capable of managing the transfer of power between rival factions without recourse to the sword as the ultimate arbiter. That this system was itself built on electoral fraud so systematic as to render Spanish parliamentary democracy a controlled fiction for a further half century is a separate irony this book will return to only briefly, since it lies beyond O'Donnell's own lifetime, but it is worth noting here that even Spain's eventual escape from the age of the espadones proved to be an escape into a different, quieter, and in some ways more durable form of political dishonesty rather than into anything a modern reader would recognize as genuine democratic government.

What distinguished O'Donnell within this long and crowded lineage was not that he seized power by force. That was almost a professional qualification among his peers, the entry requirement for serious political life in an age when Spain's actual constitution mattered rather less than the loyalty of specific garrisons in Madrid, Barcelona, and the Basque provinces. What distinguished him was the particular ideological project he attempted to build once he had power in hand. Where Espartero governed narrowly as the champion of a single faction, the progressive party that had elevated him, and where Narváez ruled as an increasingly undisguised authoritarian who made little pretense of governing for anyone beyond the propertied and the reactionary, O'Donnell alone among the great espadones of his generation attempted something more ambitious and, in the end, more revealing of Spanish liberalism's fundamental contradictions. He tried to use the sword to build a center. He tried to make the pronunciamiento, that most factional and coercive of political instruments, into the founding act of a party that claimed to stand above faction altogether, drawing moderates who feared radical democracy and progressives who feared absolutist reaction into a single governing coalition organized not around personal loyalty to O'Donnell alone, though that loyalty mattered enormously, but around a genuine, if narrow, political philosophy of ordered liberty. No other Spanish general of his century attempted quite this synthesis with quite this degree of sustained institutional seriousness, and none came as close to succeeding, which is precisely what makes the manner and speed of his ultimate failure so significant for understanding the deeper structural weaknesses of nineteenth-century Spanish liberalism as a whole.

This is the paradox around which this entire book is constructed, and it deserves to be stated plainly at the outset rather than allowed to emerge only gradually across four hundred pages of narrative. Leopoldo O'Donnell spent the whole of his adult public life insisting that he was the defender of constitutional order, the moderate alternative to both reactionary absolutism and radical democracy, the statesman who understood that Spain's fragile monarchy could only survive if it were governed with a combination of liberal principle and firm hierarchical discipline. And he was, by any honest accounting, sincere in this self-conception. The evidence does not support a portrait of O'Donnell as a cynical opportunist who dressed naked ambition in the language of constitutionalism, though such portraits have their appeal and are not entirely without foundation. The more difficult and more interesting truth is that O'Donnell appears to have genuinely believed in the political philosophy he articulated, that a stable, prosperous, internationally respected Spain required exactly the synthesis of liberty and order that his Unión Liberal promised, and that he pursued this vision with real conviction across three decades of public life. The paradox is not that he was a hypocrite. The paradox is that a man who believed sincerely in constitutional government spent his entire career achieving and defending that government through the systematic application of military force against civilian institutions, and appears never to have registered the contradiction as a contradiction at all.

He launched his political career by joining an armed uprising against his own extended family's professed loyalties. He returned from his first exile by bombarding a Spanish town into submission. He seized his first premiership by leading cavalry against loyalist government forces in the streets of Madrid. He held his longest and most celebrated government together in part through the careful management of a leased newspaper, in part through a foreign war fought substantially for the purpose of domestic distraction, and in part through the standing implicit threat that the same military instrument that had brought him to power could be turned against any faction, progressive or reactionary, that threatened to unseat him. And when his own final government came under threat from a barracks mutiny in 1866, he did not hesitate for a moment before personally leading troops to storm the position and ordering the mass execution of the rebel sergeants who had been captured, an act of exactly the kind of exemplary military violence that he would, in another decade or another uprising, have found himself on the receiving end of, had fortune broken differently.

A word is owed here on the sources from which this portrait is assembled, since a book that intends to hold two such starkly opposed readings of its subject in view simultaneously owes its reader some account of where its evidence comes from and how it has been weighed. The Spanish-language biographical and archival tradition on O'Donnell, running from nineteenth-century memorial literature through twentieth-century military and political history to the more recent wave of scholarship on Cuban slavery and colonial administration, provides the backbone of the military and political narrative that occupies most of this book's chapters. British consular and Foreign Office correspondence, preserved in London and drawn upon extensively by historians of the illegal transatlantic slave trade, provides much of the documentary basis for the Cuban chapters, since the British government's treaty-bound interest in suppressing that trade generated a paper trail of observation and complaint that Spanish colonial records, produced by the very administration implicated in the trade's continuation, understandably do not supply in comparable detail. Where sources conflict, as they frequently do on matters ranging from the precise scale of the Escalera executions to the sincerity of O'Donnell's stated constitutional principles, this book will say so plainly rather than silently adopting one account over another, and where the historical record simply falls short of certainty, as it does on the still-unresolved question of whether a genuine slave conspiracy existed in Cuba in 1843, the book will present the competing positions and the evidence bearing on each rather than manufacture a false confidence the sources do not support.

None of this makes O'Donnell unusual among his contemporaries. What makes him significant, what justifies four hundred pages of close attention to a figure who has faded from popular historical memory outside Spain to a degree that would have astonished his own generation, is that he came closer than any other nineteenth-century Spanish leader to demonstrating that the pronunciamiento could be domesticated into something resembling a functioning party system. The Unión Liberal, for the better part of a decade, actually governed. It built railways. It managed a currency. It fought and won a foreign war that briefly made Spain feel, for the first time since the loss of its American empire, like a power that mattered on the European stage. It absorbed moderates who feared radical democracy and progressives who feared absolutist reaction into something that functioned, for a time, very much like a genuine political center. This achievement was real, and this book will not pretend otherwise. But the achievement's foundation was never anything other than the sword that had built it, and when that sword was finally sheathed by O'Donnell's death, the entire structure came down with a speed that should trouble anyone tempted to read his career as evidence that Spanish liberalism was maturing, in this period, into something more durable than a personal military following organized around a particularly gifted commander.

This is the thesis the following chapters will develop and test against the full record of O'Donnell's life: that his Unión Liberal represents the most sustained and, on its own terms, the most successful nineteenth-century Spanish attempt to construct a genuine political center capable of governing without collapsing into either reactionary absolutism or revolutionary chaos, and that the manner of its collapse, disintegrating within months of the one man who had held it together dying of a wasting adrenal disease in a French seaside town, illuminates something essential about why Spanish liberalism could not, in this period, escape the cycle of pronunciamiento and reaction that had defined the nation's politics since the Napoleonic wars. If O'Donnell could not build a center that survived him, despite possessing greater military prestige, greater political skill, and greater sustained power than any rival of his generation, then the failure was not merely personal. It was structural. It reveals a Spanish constitutional order in this period that lacked the civilian institutions, the settled electoral practices, and the depoliticized military tradition that a genuine liberal center would have required to outlast any single man's life, however commanding that life might have been.

The book that follows this argument through O'Donnell's full biography will not proceed in a straight line of uncomplicated admiration, nor will it proceed in a straight line of uncomplicated condemnation, though the material assembled across these chapters offers ample basis for the latter. It is worth pausing, before the narrative properly begins, to sketch the arc the reader is about to travel, because the arc itself tells a story that the individual chapters, absorbed in their own particular episodes, might otherwise obscure.

The story begins not in Spain at all but in Ireland, in the ruin of Gaelic Ulster after the Battle of the Boyne, among a Catholic aristocracy that lost everything at home and rebuilt itself, over successive generations, in the military service of continental Catholic monarchies that had use for exiled swords and no interest in the political grievances that had exiled them. The O'Donnells of Tyrconnell became the O'Donnells of the Spanish army, and by the time Leopoldo was born in Santa Cruz de Tenerife in January 1809, into a household thick with generals and Peninsular War veterans, the family's Irish royal inheritance had become something closer to myth than lived experience, a source of pride and self-conception rather than a claim with any practical bearing on the world. This inheritance nonetheless mattered, and this book will take it seriously rather than treating it as decorative biographical color, because a family that had already once lost a kingdom to a foreign crown and rebuilt its fortunes entirely through military service to a different foreign crown produced in its descendants a particular relationship to legitimate authority: reverent toward it in the abstract, and entirely comfortable challenging it in practice whenever the concrete holder of that authority seemed to be failing in the duties that justified the reverence.

From Tenerife the story moves quickly into the First Carlist War, the brutal and protracted conflict over the Spanish succession that erupted on Ferdinand VII's death in 1833 and that provided O'Donnell, along with an entire generation of Spanish military leadership, with his formative political and martial education. He entered this war a young captain and left it a lieutenant general in his early thirties, decorated, respected, and already demonstrating the particular combination of tactical resilience and political flexibility that would carry him through three subsequent decades of public life. The Carlist War chapters that follow will not spare the reader the war's brutality or O'Donnell's own significant tactical failures within it, most notably the humiliating rout at Andoain in 1837 that very nearly ended his career and his life in the same afternoon. But they will also show how completely the war shaped the political vocabulary O'Donnell would use for the rest of his life, teaching him that legitimate command and armed rebellion existed on a continuum rather than as opposites, and that a defeated commander who survived to fight another engagement had, in the Spanish military culture of this period, lost nothing permanent at all.

The war also taught O'Donnell something less often remarked upon in the military histories of the period but no less important to the argument this book intends to sustain: that Spanish civil conflict in this era rarely divided cleanly along the ideological lines its participants professed. The Carlist cause drew its deepest support from precisely those regions, Navarre and the Basque provinces above all, where regional privilege and religious tradition mattered more to ordinary participants than any abstract commitment to absolutist theory, and the Christino cause that O'Donnell served drew its own support from an equally pragmatic combination of dynastic loyalty, urban commercial interest, and simple opposition to whatever the other side happened to represent. O'Donnell's own extended family's split between the two camps was, in this sense, less an aberration than a microcosm of the war as a whole, and the lesson he drew from watching cousins and uncles choose opposing sides of a conflict that claimed to be about fundamental constitutional principle was one he would carry into every subsequent alliance he built: that ideological consistency mattered a great deal less, in practice, than the ability to read which combination of interests could actually be assembled into a winning coalition at any given moment, and that a leader's task was to build that coalition first and supply its unifying philosophy afterward, however uncomfortable that sequence might have seemed to the philosophers.

The book's darkest chapters, and they are dark in a manner that the earlier military narrative, however violent, does not prepare the reader for, concern O'Donnell's tenure as Captain General of Cuba between 1843 and 1848. Here the narrative leaves the battlefield entirely and enters the machinery of a slave society at the height of its productive and repressive power, and here O'Donnell appears not as a soldier navigating the ordinary brutalities of nineteenth-century warfare but as the chief administrator of a colonial regime that tortured, imprisoned, and executed thousands of enslaved and free Black Cubans in response to a conspiracy whose actual existence remains, to this day, a matter of serious historical dispute. The Conspiración de la Escalera, the Year of the Lash, will occupy several chapters of close attention in this book, not because the author wishes to dwell on suffering for its own sake but because no honest account of O'Donnell's life can treat this episode as a regrettable footnote to an otherwise admirable statesman's career. It was, on the evidence available, the single most consequential exercise of state violence O'Donnell ever directed, and it was compounded rather than mitigated by the discovery, well documented in British consular records of the period, that O'Donnell used his position to personally profit from the illegal continuation of the transatlantic slave trade even as he prosecuted alleged slave conspirators with such ferocity. A man cannot simultaneously be the guardian of Cuba's racial order and one of its principal illegal beneficiaries without the two roles casting a very particular light on each other, and this book will insist that the reader see both roles clearly and together rather than permitting either to be quietly set aside while the other is discussed.

It is worth stating plainly here, before the narrative reaches Cuba in its proper chronological place some dozen chapters hence, that the historiography of the Escalera conspiracy has itself become a contested field, and that this book takes a position within that contest rather than pretending to stand above it. Cuban and Spanish historians have long disagreed, and continue to disagree, over whether the conspiracy that Esteban Santa Cruz de Oviedo claimed to have discovered in Matanzas in December 1843 represented a genuine, island-wide coordination among enslaved and free people of color toward insurrection, or whether it was substantially a fabrication, a panic manufactured and then deliberately amplified by a planter class and a colonial administration eager for a pretext to crush the free Black leadership class that the island's slave economy found increasingly intolerable to its own continued existence. This book will present the evidence for both positions where the sources allow it, but it will not pretend that the underlying question, however contested, changes the moral weight of what actually happened to the thousands of individuals who were arrested, tortured on the wooden ladders that gave the episode its name, and in many documented cases executed or worked to death in custody. Whether the conspiracy was real or invented, the response to it was O'Donnell's own, ordered and sustained under his personal authority as the island's supreme civil and military governor, and the book will treat it as such.

The narrative then returns to the Peninsula and follows O'Donnell through the political maneuvering of the 1850s that produced his first premiership, the founding of the Unión Liberal, and eventually the Gobierno Largo, the nearly five-year second administration that represents the high-water mark of his domestic achievement and the fullest test of whether his centrist project could actually govern a modernizing nation. These chapters will take seriously the genuine accomplishments of this period, the railway construction, the foreign investment, the relative political stability that allowed Spain to function, for a time, without the constant threat of pronunciamiento that had characterized the preceding decades. They will also examine, with equal seriousness, the mechanisms of control that made this stability possible, including the deliberate management of the press and the persistent recourse to military force as the ultimate guarantee of political order whenever civilian institutions proved insufficient.

It is worth noting, as a measure of how genuinely unusual nearly five uninterrupted years of stable government were in this period of Spanish history, that no other administration in the four decades between the death of Ferdinand VII in 1833 and the Restoration settlement of the mid-1870s came close to matching the Gobierno Largo's duration. Governments across this period more typically measured their lifespans in months, sometimes in weeks, and the ordinary Spaniard of the 1840s and early 1850s had grown accustomed to a rhythm of politics in which cabinets rose and fell with a regularity that made any long-term economic or infrastructural planning almost impossible to sustain. That O'Donnell managed to hold power continuously from June 1858 to March 1863 was, whatever else may be said about the methods he used to do it, a genuine structural achievement, and the railway network that took recognizable shape during these years, along with the foreign capital that flowed into Spain on the strength of a political stability that had previously seemed unattainable, stands as concrete evidence that his centrist coalition could deliver outcomes that neither the Moderate nor the Progressive party, governing alone and briefly, had managed to deliver in the preceding quarter century. The question this book will keep returning to across these chapters is not whether these achievements were real, which they plainly were, but whether they were achievements of a genuine political system or achievements of a single exceptionally capable man operating a system that remained, underneath its surface stability, exactly as fragile and exactly as dependent on force as it had always been.

The Gobierno Largo's central foreign policy achievement, the war against Morocco that culminated in the capture of Tétouan and O'Donnell's elevation to the dukedom that would define his historical name, receives extensive treatment in this book's middle chapters, and here too the narrative resists the easy patriotic reading that Spanish popular memory long applied to this conflict. The war was launched substantially for reasons of domestic political distraction and national prestige rather than genuine strategic necessity, was fought with real tactical skill and real courage on the Spanish side, and produced territorial and financial gains that were, on close examination, considerably less substantial than the celebration surrounding them suggested. The chapters covering Spain's simultaneous and subsequent adventures in Cochin-China, Santo Domingo, and Mexico extend this pattern further, showing a Spanish state under O'Donnell's leadership that possessed just enough residual imperial ambition and military capacity to participate in the great-power scramble of the mid-nineteenth century, but not enough of either to translate that participation into durable strategic advantage. Empire, in these chapters, appears less as triumph than as a symptom, the outward projection of a domestic political system that required periodic foreign adventure to sustain the illusion of national vitality that its internal contradictions could not otherwise supply.

There is a pattern worth naming explicitly here, because it recurs across every one of O'Donnell's foreign interventions and because it says something important about the peculiar position Spain occupied among the European powers of the mid-nineteenth century. Britain and France, the great imperial rivals whose global contest shaped so much of this period's diplomacy, possessed by the 1850s and 1860s the naval reach, the industrial capacity, and the financial depth to convert military intervention into lasting colonial or commercial advantage almost as a matter of course. Spain, a generation removed from the loss of the bulk of its American empire and still governing Cuba and the Philippines as increasingly anomalous survivals of a much older imperial order, possessed enough residual military tradition and enough wounded national pride to want very badly to participate in this contest, and just barely enough actual capacity to do so, but rarely enough to convert participation into the kind of durable gain that Britain or France could expect almost by default. Morocco yielded prestige and a modest territorial adjustment around Ceuta rather than a genuine protectorate. Cochin-China yielded an indemnity and minor trading privileges while France walked away with three provinces. Santo Domingo yielded a costly and ultimately abandoned occupation. Mexico yielded, at best, the avoidance of a catastrophe that French ambition alone would go on to suffer in full. O'Donnell was, in each of these episodes, an unusually capable manager of a fundamentally overmatched hand, and the reader who follows these chapters will come away with a clearer sense of just how narrow the gap had become, by the middle of the nineteenth century, between a Spain that still imagined itself a great power and a Spain that the rest of Europe had already begun to treat as something considerably smaller.

The book's final chapters trace the unraveling of everything O'Donnell had built: the collapse of the Gobierno Largo over the seemingly narrow question of Maria Christina's return to Spain, the brief interim years of Moderate rule that followed, O'Donnell's recall to a third and final premiership in 1865, and the catastrophic San Gil mutiny of 1866 whose suppression, sixty-six rebel sergeants shot by firing squad, satisfied neither the liberal left that condemned its brutality nor the court reactionaries around Queen Isabella II and her confessor Father Claret who judged it insufficiently severe. O'Donnell's dismissal that July, his voluntary exile to Biarritz, and his death there in November 1867 close the biographical narrative, but the book does not end with his death. It ends, in its final chapter, with the swift disintegration of the Unión Liberal under his successors, its abandonment of the very crown O'Donnell had spent his life defending, and the Glorious Revolution of September 1868 that finally deposed Isabella II barely ten months after the death of the man who had, more than any other single figure, kept her on the throne.

The San Gil episode deserves a brief anticipatory word here because it condenses, more completely than any other single event in O'Donnell's career, the entire argument this book intends to make about him. Here was a mutiny that could plausibly be read as a delayed echo of O'Donnell's own youth, sergeants and junior officers rising against a chain of command they judged to have failed them, not unlike the young captain who had once chosen the Christino cause over his own family's Carlist sympathies, not unlike the general who had bombarded Pamplona into submission in 1841, not unlike the cabinet minister who had led cavalry through the streets of Madrid in 1854 and again in 1856. O'Donnell, faced with a mutiny that in its basic structure resembled the very instrument he had used to build his own career, chose without any recorded hesitation to crush it with the maximum exemplary force the moment allowed, sixty-six executions carried out within days of the mutiny's suppression, a scale of retribution he had never himself suffered even in his own most complete defeats. The reader is entitled to ask what this asymmetry reveals, and this book's answer, developed at length in the chapters that actually narrate the episode, is that it reveals the truth at the center of the espadón's peculiar relationship to legitimacy: that force directed upward, against an established government, could be reframed across a long enough career as principled resistance, while force directed downward, against a government's own soldiers, required no reframing at all, because it had never needed to justify itself as anything other than the ordinary prerogative of command.

This arc, sketched here in outline and developed across the chapters that follow in full narrative and analytical detail, sets up the interpretive tension that any serious account of O'Donnell's life must hold in view from beginning to end, because the historical record genuinely supports two starkly different readings of the man, and this book's task is not to resolve that tension prematurely but to present both readings with their full evidentiary weight and let the accumulated record speak with whatever clarity it actually possesses.

The conservative reading, still current in certain strands of Spanish historiography and very much the dominant reading of O'Donnell's own lifetime among the propertied and professional classes who benefited most directly from his governance, presents him as the essential stabilizer of a monarchy and a nation that could not otherwise have survived the mid-nineteenth century intact. In this reading, O'Donnell is the general who understood, as purer ideologues on both the Carlist right and the democratic left did not, that Spain's fragile constitutional experiment required a firm hand willing to use force in its defense, and that the alternative to his particular brand of armed centrism was not some idealized peaceful liberal democracy but continued civil war, continued foreign humiliation, and continued economic stagnation. This reading credits him with real statesmanship: the capacity to build coalitions across the moderate-progressive divide, the vision to modernize Spain's infrastructure and reassert its international standing, and the personal courage, amply documented across every battlefield of his career, to lead from the front rather than direct events from safety. It notes, correctly, that his government's fall was followed not by improved governance but by a decade of even greater instability, culminating eventually in the First Spanish Republic's chaotic collapse and the restoration of a monarchy that would, in its own way, spend the rest of the century searching for a stability O'Donnell had briefly, imperfectly, provided.

This reading finds its fullest expression in the memorial literature that accumulated around O'Donnell in the years immediately following his death, in the eulogies delivered in the Senate he had so often bypassed by force, and in the Carrara marble of his own mausoleum, which chose, of every possible image from a life crowded with incident, to depict him not presiding over a cabinet meeting or signing a piece of modernizing legislation but on horseback, sword presumably somewhere close at hand, entering a conquered city. Even his admirers, in other words, understood instinctively that the military conquest was the achievement they wished to be remembered, more than any particular piece of civil governance, and this choice tells its own quiet story about which version of O'Donnell's legacy nineteenth-century Spain actually valued most. Later conservative historiography, particularly in the twentieth century under a dictatorship that had its own reasons to romanticize the figure of the disciplined general who saves a fractious nation from itself, extended this reading further, sometimes to the point of treating the Cuban and colonial record as scarcely worth mentioning at all, an omission this book regards as a serious and no longer defensible historiographical failure rather than a legitimate difference of interpretive emphasis.

The progressive reading, which has gained considerable ground in Spanish and Anglophone historiography over the past several decades as scholarship on Cuban slavery, colonial violence, and the human costs of nineteenth-century Spanish militarism has deepened, presents an unavoidably darker portrait. In this reading O'Donnell is not the reluctant defender of order against chaos but an active and willing agent of colonial atrocity, whose Cuban tenure alone, the mass torture and execution of the Escalera repression compounded by his personal financial stake in the illegal slave trade he was nominally suppressing, would be sufficient to condemn him regardless of whatever domestic political accomplishments followed. This reading sees the Unión Liberal not as a genuine centrist achievement but as an alliance of convenience among Spain's propertied classes, held together by military force and colonial revenue, that consistently prioritized order over liberty whenever the two came into genuine conflict, as they did with brutal clarity at San Gil in 1866. It reads his three premierships not as a story of statesmanship maturing over time but as a consistent pattern of a man who, whatever his stated principles, never hesitated to use lethal force against Spaniards and colonial subjects alike whenever his own position or Spain's colonial order required it, and who left behind, on his death, no institution capable of surviving him because the entire structure had been built on nothing more durable than his own personal authority and his own personal willingness to spill blood in its defense.

This reading draws considerable strength from a body of evidence that the conservative tradition long preferred to leave unexamined: the British consular correspondence documenting O'Donnell's slave-trade profits, the Cuban and Spanish archival records of the Escalera trials and executions that later historians have painstakingly reconstructed, and the simple arithmetic of the San Gil executions set against the comparatively lighter treatment reserved for civilian and aristocratic conspirators against the crown across the same decades. It also draws strength from a broader and more recent historiographical reckoning with the centrality of Caribbean slavery to nineteenth-century European state formation, a reckoning that has transformed how historians read figures who once appeared in national narratives exclusively as domestic statesmen, revealing instead how thoroughly their domestic achievements were financed, directly or indirectly, by colonial extraction and human bondage. Read in this light, the railways of the Gobierno Largo and the sugar of Matanzas cease to be separate stories occupying separate chapters of a biography and become instead two expressions of a single political economy, in which the capital, the confidence, and in some instances the literal personal fortune that built modern Spain's infrastructure had passed, at some point in its journey, through the hands of enslaved men and women who received nothing from the transaction beyond its violence.

Both readings are represented at length in Spanish historiography, and both readings, this book will argue across its full length, are simultaneously true. This is not an evasion but the central interpretive claim the book intends to sustain. O'Donnell was both things at once, the sincere constitutionalist and the colonial executioner, the coalition-builder and the man who ordered sixty-six sergeants shot in a single week, the modernizer who brought railways to Spain and the profiteer who grew personally wealthy on a trade in human beings that his own government had signed treaties to suppress. The temptation to resolve this tension by choosing one O'Donnell over the other, the stabilizer or the oppressor, should be resisted throughout, because the resolution the historical record actually offers is more disturbing than either reading alone: that these were not two different men occupying the same body at different moments, but a single coherent political philosophy applied with perfect consistency across every domain in which O'Donnell exercised power, a philosophy in which liberty was always, in the last analysis, subordinate to an order that was itself subordinate to the interests of the propertied, the white, and the already powerful, dressed in the vocabulary of constitutional principle because that vocabulary was, in the Spain of his century, the only vocabulary available for the exercise of legitimate authority.

Before this argument can be developed through the long chronological narrative that occupies the bulk of this book, it is worth pausing at its ending, at the actual physical circumstance of O'Donnell's death, because the manner of a man's dying often reveals something about the shape of his life that the events of the life itself, absorbed in their own momentum, can obscure.

In November 1867, in a rented house in Biarritz, the small French resort town on the Bay of Biscay that had become, by the middle of the century, a favored retreat for exiled and vacationing Spanish aristocracy, Leopoldo O'Donnell, Duke of Tetuán, lay dying at the age of fifty-eight. The disease consuming him was Addison's, a chronic failure of the adrenal glands first properly described by the English physician Thomas Addison only fifteen years earlier, a condition that produces a slow, grinding exhaustion, a darkening of the skin, a wasting of appetite and strength, and, in the medicine of the 1860s, no meaningful treatment at all. The man who had personally led a cavalry charge at Vicálvaro, who had commanded infantry assaults on Carlist strongholds in the Maestrazgo, who had ridden at the head of the Army of Africa into the captured city of Tétouan and had, only sixteen months earlier, personally directed the storming of the San Gil barracks, spent his final weeks unable to rise from a bed, his body slowly failing in a manner that no battlefield wound, however severe, had ever managed to inflict upon him.

Biarritz in the 1860s was itself a curious stage for the final act of a Spanish general's life, a town remade within living memory from a modest whaling and fishing settlement into a fashionable resort largely through the patronage of Napoleon III's Spanish-born empress, Eugénie de Montijo, whose annual summer residence there had drawn much of European aristocratic society in her wake. Spanish exiles of every faction had passed through its streets across the middle decades of the century, Carlist pretenders and deposed liberal ministers alike finding in this stretch of French coastline a proximity to home that full continental exile could not offer, close enough to watch events across the Pyrenees unfold in the newspapers that arrived within a day or two of publication, far enough to remain beyond the reach of whichever government in Madrid currently wished them ill. O'Donnell had known this coastline before, had crossed these same border passes as a fugitive in 1841 after the failure at Pamplona, had negotiated these same French sympathies and French suspicions during his earlier exiles. That his final illness should overtake him in the same borderland he had crossed and recrossed at the sharpest crises of his career lends the closing weeks of his life an almost deliberate symmetry, though nothing in the surviving record suggests he chose Biarritz for anything beyond its convenience, its mild climate, and its established comfort for a Spanish grandee accustomed to a particular standard of exile.

The household around him in these final weeks would have included his wife, Manuela Barges, whom he had married decades earlier and with whom he had no surviving children, a fact that would shortly determine the peculiar afterlife of his title and fortune, and a small retinue of attendants and physicians who could offer little beyond the palliative comforts available to nineteenth-century medicine confronting a disease it did not yet understand well enough to treat. The correspondence and dispatches that reached him from Madrid in these weeks would have carried the ordinary business of a political faction adjusting to the diminished authority of its absent leader, senators and deputies of the Unión Liberal writing for guidance on the vacío en Palacio policy he had instructed them to maintain, allies and rivals alike beginning, whether consciously or not, the quiet calculations that attend the foreseeable death of any dominant political figure. O'Donnell had spent his entire adult life at the center of events, issuing orders that armies and cabinets obeyed, and he spent his final weeks instead as an increasingly passive recipient of news from a capital he could no longer shape by his own direct action, a reversal that the historical record does not allow us to enter emotionally with any confidence, but which any reader familiar with the rhythms of a life built entirely around command can imagine for themselves.

He had come to Biarritz voluntarily, in a posture of aggrieved political withdrawal rather than medical necessity alone, having been dismissed from his third premiership four months earlier by a Queen he believed he had served loyally and effectively, replaced by his old rival Narváez at the urging of a court confessor who had never forgiven him for recognizing the secular Kingdom of Italy. From this exile, the last of several the reader will encounter across this book, O'Donnell instructed the senators of his Unión Liberal to withdraw from the Cortes, a policy he termed the vacío en Palacio, the vacuum at the palace, intended to demonstrate through absence what he could no longer enforce through presence, that the government now taking shape in Madrid under Narváez lacked the legitimacy of genuine liberal consent. It was, in its way, a final political act entirely consistent with everything that had preceded it: even in withdrawal, even in illness, O'Donnell remained a political actor attempting to shape events through the deliberate exercise of an authority that increasingly existed only in the loyalty of men who still answered to his name rather than in any formal office he still held.

He would not live to see whether the vacuum at the palace produced the effect he intended. He died in Biarritz on 5 November 1867, and the news traveled back across the Pyrenees to a Madrid that had, in his absence, already begun the slow process of political realignment that would carry Spain, within ten months, to a revolution that neither O'Donnell nor his enemies had fully anticipated. His body was returned to Spain and eventually interred, with the full military and state honors his career had earned him, beneath an ornate mausoleum sculpted in Carrara marble by Jerónimo Suñol, installed in 1870 in the Church of Santa Bárbara in Madrid, its bas-relief depicting the general on horseback entering the conquered city of Tétouan, the single image his contemporaries judged most fitting to summarize an entire life of service, ambition, violence, and genuine, if deeply compromised, statesmanship.

The Unión Liberal did not long survive him. Within months, under his successor Francisco Serrano, the party that O'Donnell had built specifically to defend the Isabelline monarchy against both reactionary absolutism and radical democracy abandoned the crown altogether, joining Prim's Progressives and the Democratic Party in signing the Pact of Ostend, the agreement that would provide the political foundation for the revolution that followed. Ten months after O'Donnell's death, in September 1868, the Glorious Revolution deposed Queen Isabella II and sent her into the same French exile that had claimed O'Donnell himself twice during his lifetime and had finally received his body a third and final time. The center O'Donnell had spent his life building did not outlast him by even a single year in any form he would have recognized as his own achievement.

This is where the book properly begins, not with the deathbed in Biarritz but with the question the deathbed leaves hanging over everything that came before it: how does a man build something that collapses so completely and so quickly the moment he is no longer alive to hold it together, and what does the speed of that collapse tell us about the nature of what he had actually built. It is tempting, and this book will resist the temptation throughout, to answer this question with a single tidy explanation, to say that the Unión Liberal was merely a personal following masquerading as a party, or alternatively that it was a genuine political achievement undone only by the accident of its founder's early death from a disease that, in a later century, medicine might easily have managed. The truth that emerges across the following chapters is more unsettling than either alternative, because it suggests that both explanations were true at once, that O'Donnell had indeed built something with real institutional substance, a coalition with genuine ideological content and genuine administrative achievement to its name, and that this substance had nonetheless never been separated from his own person clearly enough to survive his absence, because the entire apparatus of Spanish constitutional life in this period offered no reliable mechanism by which political authority could be transferred, contested, or renewed except through the loyalty of specific men to specific commanders, a condition that no single party, however well organized, could fully overcome so long as it remained true of the system as a whole.

The answer, this book will argue, lies not in the final chapters of O'Donnell's life but in its earliest ones, in a story that begins not in Spain at all but in Ireland, in the wreckage of a Gaelic kingdom destroyed two centuries before Leopoldo O'Donnell was born, among an exiled Catholic aristocracy that had already learned, well before any of its descendants set foot on Spanish soil, that legitimate authority and armed rebellion were never as distant from one another as constitutional theory liked to pretend, and that a family which had once lost everything to the sword could, given sufficient patience and sufficient skill, use the sword to build almost anything again. The O'Donnells did not invent this lesson in Spain. They carried it there, already fully formed, from a much older catastrophe on the other side of Europe, and it is to that earlier catastrophe, the Flight of the Wild Geese and the slow, deliberate making of a Spanish military dynasty out of the ruin of Gaelic Ulster, that the narrative now turns.
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​Chapter 2: The Flight of the Wild Geese
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To stand today on the low hills above the Erne and Eske estuaries near Donegal town, looking out over the tidal flats where the ruins of a fifteenth-century Franciscan friary still catch the western light, is to stand in the geographical heart of a kingdom that no longer exists and that had, by the time Leopoldo O'Donnell was born, not existed for well over a century. Tyrconnell, the ancient lordship of the Cenél Conaill, the territory that would become, in its English administrative reduction, County Donegal, was never a kingdom in the settled, bureaucratic sense that a nineteenth-century European reader might assume. It was something older and looser and in its own way more absolute: a Gaelic lordship whose authority rested on kinship, military following, and inauguration ritual rather than on written charter or standing institution, ruled across four centuries by the O'Donnell dynasty with a persistence that few noble houses anywhere in early modern Europe could claim to match. When Leopoldo O'Donnell's family told the story of its own origins, and there is ample evidence across three generations of O'Donnells in Spanish service that they told this story often and with evident pride, they told it as the story of kings, not of minor gentry, and the distinction mattered to how they understood their own place in the world long after the kingdom itself had become a matter of memory rather than governance.

This chapter is not primarily a chapter about Ireland. It is a chapter about the inheritance that arrived in Spain wrapped around a family whose actual lived experience of Irish kingship had ended two centuries before Leopoldo drew his first breath in Santa Cruz de Tenerife, and about the peculiar, durable psychological and political architecture that this inheritance built into the generations of O'Donnells who followed it into continental exile. To understand why Leopoldo O'Donnell moved through the political violence of nineteenth-century Spain with the particular combination of confidence and flexibility that defined his career, it is necessary to understand what it meant to be born into a family that had already, once before, lost a kingdom entirely and had already, once before, rebuilt an entire relationship to legitimate authority from nothing but military service to a foreign crown. This was not a story Leopoldo needed to learn from a book. It was, by the time of his birth, simply the water his family swam in, the assumed backdrop against which every subsequent choice about loyalty, rebellion, and service was made.

​The Kingdom of the Cenél Conaill

The O'Donnells traced their descent, with a genealogical confidence that modern historical scholarship treats with considerably more caution than the family itself ever did, back through the Cenél Conaill to Conall Gulban, a son of the semi-legendary fourth-century high king Niall of the Nine Hostages, and forward through an unbroken line of inaugurated lords at the ancient site of Kilmacrenan, where successive O'Donnells were installed as Rí Thír Chonaill, King of Tyrconnell, in a ceremony that combined Christian ritual with practices whose roots reached back into a pre-Christian Gaelic political tradition considerably older than the kingdom of Tyrconnell itself. This was not kingship as a Spanish or French reader of the nineteenth century would have understood the term, a matter of primogeniture and centralized administration radiating outward from a fixed capital. It was kingship rooted in the derbfine, the four-generation kin group within which the succession was, in principle, elective among eligible male relatives, a system that produced, across the centuries of O'Donnell rule, both remarkable dynastic continuity and remarkably frequent internal violence, as rival branches of the same extended family contested the succession with a regularity that any honest telling of the family's history cannot simply pass over in silence.

The sixteenth century brought the O'Donnell lordship to what would prove to be both its greatest height and the beginning of its final unraveling. Calvagh O'Donnell, who held the lordship through the turbulent middle decades of the century, exemplifies both halves of this story with unusual clarity. He ruled at a moment when the expanding reach of Tudor administration in Ireland had begun, for the first time in the kingdom's long history, to press seriously against the autonomy that Tyrconnell's remoteness and military strength had previously guaranteed it, and his lordship was marked by exactly the combination of external pressure and internal betrayal that would characterize the O'Donnell dynasty's final century of independent rule. Calvagh's own captivity, engineered through the treachery of his rival and former ally Shane O'Neill of Tyrone, who seized Calvagh's wife and held Calvagh himself in humiliating captivity for years before releasing him a broken and diminished lord, offers an early and instructive illustration of a pattern that would recur across Gaelic Ulster's final generations of independence: that the greatest threat to any individual lordship rarely came exclusively, or even primarily, from the English crown, but from the relentless internal rivalry between the great Gaelic houses themselves, rivalries that the English administration in Dublin learned, with increasing sophistication across the sixteenth century, to identify, cultivate, and exploit.

The specific mechanics of Calvagh's downfall repay a moment's closer attention, because they illustrate the texture of Gaelic Ulster's internal politics in a way that abstract description cannot fully convey. Shane O'Neill, having lured Calvagh into what Calvagh believed was a friendly visit, seized both the O'Donnell lord and his wife, the Countess of Argyll, in a single stroke, holding Calvagh in chains for some years while, according to the scandalized and not entirely disinterested accounts left by English observers eager to portray Gaelic Ireland as a realm of barbaric disorder ripe for civilizing conquest, conducting an open relationship with the captive countess. Calvagh's eventual release came only through a combination of ransom, English diplomatic pressure applied for its own strategic reasons rather than out of sympathy for Calvagh's plight, and the shifting calculations of a Shane O'Neill who had his own reasons to prefer a weakened rather than a permanently eliminated O'Donnell as his neighbor to the west. Calvagh returned to a Tyrconnell that had suffered years without effective leadership, its authority over its own sub-lordships eroded, its capacity to resist further English encroachment measurably diminished by the very episode that Gaelic custom, with its emphasis on personal lordship and immediate military capacity, made almost impossible for the kingdom to absorb without lasting damage.

It is worth pausing on this point because it complicates a version of the family's own later self-mythology that later generations, Leopoldo's own included, sometimes preferred to simplify. The fall of Gaelic Ulster was not simply a story of noble Irish kings overwhelmed by an alien conquering power, however much truth that framing eventually came to contain in its final act. It was, for most of the sixteenth century, a story of Gaelic lordships, the O'Donnells among the most prominent, maneuvering against one another with the same ruthless pragmatism that any reader of this book will recognize from Leopoldo's own nineteenth-century Spanish career, forming and breaking alliances with the Dublin administration and with rival Gaelic houses alike according to calculations of immediate advantage rather than any fixed commitment to a pan-Gaelic cause that existed, in this period, more as a later romantic retrospective construction than as a lived political reality. Calvagh O'Donnell himself allied with English forces against his own rival kinsmen when it suited his interests to do so. The family that Leopoldo O'Donnell descended from had been practicing the art of flexible, interest-driven alliance-building for three centuries before any of its members ever set foot on Spanish soil, and this inheritance deserves to be named clearly rather than obscured beneath the more flattering myth of unbroken heroic resistance that later exile literature preferred to tell.

​Red Hugh, Kinsale, and the Beginning of the End

The O'Donnell lordship's final and most celebrated flowering came under Red Hugh O'Donnell, Calvagh's grand-nephew, whose dramatic escape from years of imprisonment in Dublin Castle and subsequent alliance with Hugh O'Neill, Earl of Tyrone, produced the Nine Years' War of 1593 to 1603, the last great coordinated Gaelic resistance to the completion of the Tudor conquest of Ireland. This war deserves more than passing mention here, not only because it represents the O'Donnell dynasty's final and most consequential exercise of independent military and political power, but because its catastrophic conclusion at the Battle of Kinsale in December 1601 established the specific template of defeat, flight, and continental exile that the family's later Spanish branch would, consciously or not, treat as a model for how a proud lineage survives the loss of its home.

The strategic logic of Kinsale deserves brief explanation, because the battle's outcome shaped everything that followed for the O'Donnell family across the subsequent century and a half. A Spanish expeditionary force, sent by Philip III in support of the Irish Catholic cause against Protestant English rule, landed at Kinsale in the south of Ireland in September 1601, drawing English forces under Lord Deputy Mountjoy into a siege of the town. O'Donnell and O'Neill, marching their Ulster forces the length of Ireland in the depths of winter to relieve the besieged Spanish garrison, arrived to find Mountjoy's army positioned between the Irish relief force and the Spanish defenders, and the resulting battle on 24 December 1601 ended in a rout of the Gaelic forces that neither O'Donnell nor O'Neill had fully anticipated, undone as much by the difficulty of coordinating a night march and a set-piece battle between allied but culturally distinct forces as by any straightforward tactical superiority on the English side.

The defeat at Kinsale is worth dwelling on a moment longer than a purely military narrative might require, because it illustrates a recurring pattern in the relationship between Spain and Gaelic Ireland that the O'Donnell family's later history would echo in reverse. In 1601 Spain came to Ireland's aid, dispatching men, arms, and money across a dangerous winter Atlantic crossing in pursuit of a strategic objective, the weakening of Protestant England through the maintenance of a hostile Catholic Ireland at its back door, that had rather more to do with the wider European contest between Habsburg Spain and Elizabethan England than with any deep Spanish sentimental attachment to the specific fortunes of the O'Donnell or O'Neill dynasties. The alliance was genuine, and the Spanish crown's commitment to it was not trivial in cost or risk, but it was, at its foundation, an alliance of mutual strategic interest rather than of sentiment, and its failure at Kinsale left both the Spanish crown and the defeated Gaelic lords to draw their own separate lessons from the collapse. For O'Donnell and O'Neill, the lesson was that continental Catholic support, however genuinely offered, could not by itself guarantee the survival of an independent Gaelic Ireland against the accumulating military and administrative weight of the English state. For Spain, watching its Irish expedition end not in the establishment of a durable anti-English foothold but in a negotiated withdrawal under Mountjoy's terms, the lesson was rather different, and in some ways more consequential for the specific family history this chapter traces: that Irish Catholic military manpower, even when the immediate strategic objective of Irish liberation proved unattainable, remained a resource worth cultivating, a body of skilled, motivated, reliably anti-English soldiers whose value to the Spanish crown did not depend on Ireland itself ever being freed at all. This is, in miniature, the entire logic of the Wild Geese phenomenon that would follow a century later, already visible in outline in the aftermath of a single failed sixteenth-century campaign.

Red Hugh O'Donnell sailed for Spain within weeks of the defeat to seek further aid from Philip III in person, and died there, at Simancas, in September 1602, under circumstances that Irish tradition has long attributed to poisoning by an English agent, the double agent James Blake or Blake's associates according to the specific version of the tradition consulted, though the surviving evidence for this claim remains, as with much of this period's history, more suggestive than conclusive. He was buried, at Philip III's own direction, in the habit of a Franciscan friar within the grounds of the Convento de San Francisco in Valladolid, a burial of considerable royal honor for a foreign lord whose actual military campaign on Spain's behalf had, in strict terms, ended in defeat, and this posthumous honor is itself worth noting as an early instance of the pattern of generous Spanish royal recognition toward the exiled O'Donnell line that would recur across the following two and a half centuries.

What matters for this book's purposes is not the precise cause of Red Hugh's death but the fact of it: an O'Donnell king of Tyrconnell, the direct ancestor of the line from which Leopoldo would descend, died in Spain, seeking Spanish military support for the recovery of his Irish kingdom, more than two centuries before Leopoldo O'Donnell would be born a Spanish subject in the Canary Islands. The connection between the O'Donnell family and the Spanish crown did not begin with the eighteenth-century migration this chapter will shortly describe. It began at Kinsale and at Simancas, in an alliance forged from shared Catholic religious identity and shared opposition to English Protestant power, an alliance that failed in its immediate military objective but that established, a full century before the Flight of the Wild Geese proper, the basic pattern the family would follow when Gaelic Ireland's final collapse arrived: that Spain was the place an O'Donnell went when Ireland could no longer be held, and that Spanish royal service was the currency in which an exiled O'Donnell's residual claim to nobility and consideration could still be redeemed.

Red Hugh's brother, Rory O'Donnell, was created Earl of Tyrconnell by the English crown in 1603 under the terms of the general submission that followed Kinsale and the death of Elizabeth I, an arrangement that briefly preserved a diminished form of O'Donnell authority within an explicitly English legal and feudal framework rather than the older Gaelic lordship structure the family had exercised for centuries. This settlement proved short-lived. Rory O'Donnell, along with Hugh O'Neill and dozens of other Gaelic Ulster lords, departed Ireland permanently in September 1607 in the episode that Irish historical memory would come to know as the Flight of the Earls, sailing from Rathmullan on Lough Swilly, within sight of the family's own ancestral territory, for a continental exile from which none of the principal figures would ever return. The Flight of the Earls is not, strictly, the same episode as the Flight of the Wild Geese that gives this chapter its title, though the two are frequently and understandably conflated in popular memory. The Earls' departure in 1607 was an exile of the aristocratic leadership alone, a relatively small company of lords and their immediate retinues abandoning contested and increasingly untenable positions within a rapidly Anglicizing Ireland. The Wild Geese migration proper, which would carry the ancestors of Leopoldo's own direct line to Spain more than a century later, was a far larger and more sustained phenomenon, involving tens of thousands of Irish Catholic soldiers across multiple generations, and its causes lay not in 1607 but in a second
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