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THE SPANISH ARMY IN NORTH AMERICA 1700–1793

INTRODUCTION

By 1700, more than 200 years after the story of the vast Spanish overseas empire began with Columbus making landfall in what is now the Bahamas archipelago, a string of lost wars in Europe had brought Spain to its knees, both economically and diplomatically. This situation was then aggravated by a dynastic crisis, as two contenders claimed the throne: Prince Charles of Austria, and Philippe, Duke of Anjou and grandson of France’s King Louis XIV. The War of the Spanish Succession that ensued in 1702 did not end until 1713–14, by which time the rivals were exhausted. France had lost some of its prestige as a world power to Britain, but it had secured the confirmation of Philippe as Felipe V, King of Spain and “the Indies.”

However, Spain was not to become a French puppet state, as was quickly demonstrated by the rather ludicrous and half-hearted war that it waged in 1718–20 against France, Britain and several other countries. Thereafter, Spain’s government had to confront the most pressing issue: the need to halt the nation’s decline, and to restore its prestige as a viable power. In the years that followed the armed forces were thoroughly modernized, soon coming to employ standardized French-style tactics, maneuvers, weapons and uniforms. As the years passed, much of Spain’s infrastructure, its cultural institutions and its government organization adopted French models, and these reforms proved very beneficial. The reign of Carlos III (1759–88) was the period of “La Illustracion” – the Enlightenment – during which time Spain was again a major power.
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Bernardo de Galvez (1746–86), Governor of Louisiana. This outstanding young general swept the British from the Gulf coast between 1779 and 1781, but died prematurely in Mexico City aged only 40. He is shown here wearing a general’s uniform: blue coat, scarlet cuffs and waistcoat, with gold embroidery edging the coat and waistcoat. The cuffs have two rows of embroidery, indicating the rank of lieutenant-general to which he was promoted in 1783, as well as being appointed Viceroy of New Spain. (Museo Naval, Madrid)

From 1702, all of Spain’s overseas territories rallied to Felipe V as king, and they would expand greatly in North America during the 18th century. New outposts appeared in Texas and Arizona, and a massive addition of territory occurred after 1763 with the transfer of Louisiana from France to Spain. Simultaneously, “Upper” California was planted with missions and forts to counter any Russian adventures; by 1790, Spanish coastal explorations had reached as far north as Alaska, and the fort of Nootka had been built on present-day Vancouver Island in British Columbia, Canada. In defense terms, the result of this expansion was a gradual shift of new responsibilities from the Caribbean Sea basin north of the Equator to the North American mainland. Up to the 1760s, the Spanish fought their European enemies largely in the Caribbean, but during the American War of Independence (1779–83) battles were fought mostly in Louisiana and Florida. By then, the Spanish metropolitan army numbered some 89,000 men and the regular colonial troops overseas about 15,000 men. Disciplined militiamen in North America may have amounted to about another 25,000, most of them in New Spain (Mexico). The strategic aims decided by King Carlos III had been to drive the British out of Florida, the Gulf of Mexico and the east bank of the Mississippi in North America, and, in Europe, to retake Gibraltar and Minorca. Except for stubborn Gibraltar, all these objectives were successfully achieved by 1783.


CHRONOLOGY

(Spanish units known to have participated in the various actions are indicated in brackets; artillery and staff were also present in most engagements.)

1702 War of the Spanish Succession. British repulsed at St Augustine, Florida. (Florida companies)

1713 End of War of the Spanish Succession

1718–20 War with France. Pensacola taken by French, retaken by Spanish, taken again by French in 1719, and finally returned to Spain by treaty. (Florida companies)

1739 War of Jenkins’ Ear against Britain. British capture Portobello. (Detachment Panama Battalion)

1740, June British again repulsed at St Augustine. (Florida companies)

1741, March–May British repulsed at Cartagena de Indias. (Regts Cartagena, Espana, Aragon, Toledo, Lisboa, Navarra, det. marines, city militia)

1742

July Spanish repulsed at Frederica, Georgia. (Florida companies)

September British once again repulsed at St Augustine. (Florida companies)

1743, April British repulsed at St Augustine yet again. (Florida companies)

1759 War declared between Spain and Great Britain – Seven Years’ War

1762, 23 August Havana falls to British. (Regts Havana, Aragon, Espana, Toledo, Edimburgo Dragoons, det. marines, city militia)

1763

19 February Treaty of Paris ends the war; Spain loses Florida, but gains Louisiana west of Mississippi.

1769, July–August Spanish take formal possession of Louisiana. (Regts Havana, Lisboa, dets. Aragon and Guadalajara, dets. America Dragoons, Havana Militia)

Foundation of San Diego, California; other presidios and missions established in California during the years that follow.

1779

8 May War declared between Spain and Great Britain

7 September Spanish capture Fort Bute at Manchac from British

22–23 September Spanish take Baton Rouge and Natchez from British. (dets. Regt Luisiana & Louisiana Militia, and New Orleans Distinguished Carabiniers)

28 November Fort Omoa, Honduras, taken by British, is recaptured. (Dets. Guatemala, Guatemala Dragoons, militias)

1780

9–14 March Spanish capture Mobile. (Regt Espana, dets. Luisiana, Havana, Principe, Louisiana Militia, and New Orleans Distinguished Carabiniers)

26 April British take Fort San Juan, Nicaragua. (Det. Regt Guatemala)

26 May Spanish repulse British and Indian attack on St Louis – now Missouri, but then in Louisiana. (Det. Regt Luisiana, St Louis Militia)

August Spanish retake Fort San Juan. (Dets. Regt Castilla de Campeche, Guatemala Dragoons, militias)

1781

2 January Spanish capture Fort St Joseph, Illinois, from British. (Det. Louisiana Militia)

7 January British attack on Las Aldeas near Mobile repulsed. (Dets. Regts Havana, Principe, Espana, Navarra, and Louisiana Militia)

10 March–9 May Spanish siege and capture of British Pensacola. (Regts Soria, Corona, Aragon, Rey, Guadalajara, Hibernia, Flandes, Napoles, 2nd Catalonian Volunteers, Espana, Navarra, Zamora, Extremadura, Leon, Principe; dets. Toledo, Mallorca, Luisiana, Havana; Luisiana Dragoons, America Dragoons, det. Louisiana Militia, Havana grenadiers of Mulatto and Morenos Militia)

28 June Spanish recapture Natchez, taken by British in May. (Dets. Regt Luisiana, Louisiana Militia)

1782

March Roatan Island, Honduras, and posts on the coast taken by Spanish. (Regts Navarra, Guatemala, det. Castilla de Campeche, Guatemala Dragoons, militias)

12 April Franco-Spanish fleet defeated by British in naval battle of The Saints. (Aragon as marines)

8 May Spanish capture Nassau, Bahamas. (Regts Guadalajara, Espana, New Spain’s Corona Regt, Havana Pardo and Moreno dets.)

30 August British retake Roatan Island. (Regts Navarra, Guatemala) Spanish expeditions against Indians of Darien Coast, on Pacific southeast of Panama (Regt Corona), and Mosquito Coast, on Carribean northeast of Fort San Juan (Regt Hibernia)

1783

18 April British retake Nassau, Bahamas.

3 September Peace treaty ends war; Spain regains East and West Florida from British.

1790

Spanish establish a post with regular garrison (Catalonian Volunteers to 1794, det. San Blas company thereafter) at Nootka on present-day Vancouver Island, Canada, and explore coast up to Alaska. After friction with Britain, Nootka evacuated in 1795.

1793

7 March Spain declares war on the French Republic.


THE OVERSEAS ARMY

Regular troops, 1700–63

In the early 16th century, Spanish soldiers overseas were adventurers, led by leaders who would seek out new domains to conquer and then to govern. Forts were built, and small numbers of soldiers were hired to guard the important port cities such as Havana in Cuba, Vera Cruz in New Spain (now Mexico), and San Juan, Puerto Rico.1 A defense system thus evolved for the colonies north of the Equator; this featured troops stationed in powerful forts, which were all linked to one another by the movements of the treasure fleets that, ultimately, assembled in Havana before sailing for Spain. This defensive strategic outlook remained essentially unchanged until the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763. On the American mainland, the northern frontier of New Spain was protected from hostile Indians by a string of fortified posts called presidios; often co-located with religious missions, these were established and garrisoned by mounted soldiers nicknamed the “Cuera dragoons.”

Until the early 18th century the regular troops guarding Spain’s empire in the West were few in number, and were organized in independent companies. The Viceroy of New Spain, residing in Mexico City, was the supreme authority and commander in North America. He had a ceremonial guard of halberdiers that dated back to 1568; his palace also had a company of guard infantry, and when he traveled his carriage was escorted by his company of horse guards. Amazingly, these units were the only regular troops in central New Spain until the middle of the 18th century. (The viceroy’s horse and foot guard companies were disbanded in 1765, but the halberdiers survived until 1821.)

The viceroy’s subordinate in the West Indies was the Captain-General of Cuba, who had subordinate governors of Puerto Rico, Santo Domingo and Florida. These areas each had a few regular independent companies. The Captain-General of Guatemala oversaw Central America and – in practice, if not always in name – the Yucatan Peninsula. Further south were the Spanish possessions on the Caribbean coast of New Grenada (present-day Venezuela and Colombia), and in Panama. Although nominally subject to the authority of the Viceroy of Peru, and later of New Grenada, the regular companies based at the fortress city of Cartagena de Indias and in Panama were an integral part of Spain’s North American defense system during the first half of the 18th century.

The first major step in the reorganization of the colonial garrisons north of the Equator occurred in 1717 at Havana, where its independent companies were grouped into a battalion, but reforms took time to reach other American garrisons. Some ten years passed before Vera Cruz raised a corps of regular dragoons, and it was another four before that port’s authorities organized in 1731 a Batallon de Marina de la Armada de Borlavento (“Battalion of Marines of the Windward Fleet”), providing detachments to serve as marines aboard the treasure fleets. In 1736, a battalion that included an artillery company was organized at Cartagena de Indias. In September 1738, a battalion of seven infantry companies, one
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Expansion of the overseas regular army, 1763–93
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The “Cuera soldiers”
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Colonial militias
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