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Preface

At first sight a new history of the Peninsular War – the great struggle that convulsed the Iberian Peninsula between 1808 and 1814 following its invasion by Napoleon Bonaparte – may appear superfluous. After all, in Britain, France, Portugal and Spain alike, a series of imposing histories of the war have been published that appear to leave little room for anything other than derivative pot-boilers. In fact a fresh work is sorely needed. Part of the problem is that this great weight of historiography now shows its age very badly. As ‘old’ history written very much in terms of battles, campaigns and great men, it is blind to the fresh currents of historical work that for at least the last fifty years have been revolutionising our understanding of the past. At the same time, it is disfigured by a combination of national myth, cultural prejudice and political partisanry. In Britain, for example, the Duke of Wellington so dominates the scene that many English-language histories of the Peninsular War turn out to be mere recitations of his victories. In France we find a deep desire to explain the conflict in terms of the Napoleonic legend. And in Spain and Portugal a succession of liberals, neo-absolutists, authoritarian nationalists and Marxists have all sought to hijack the war for their own purposes.

Viewed as a subject in its own right, then, the Peninsular War deserves fresh consideration. But the conflict cannot just be viewed in this fashion. A vital episode in the history of modern Spain and Portugal, it was also a part of the wider Napoleonic Wars. If this aspect of the question is considered, a fresh history of the struggle can be seen to be still more justified. With the publication of a succession of new works that have redefined our understanding of Napoleon and his wars, there is clearly room for a re-evaluation of the part played by the Peninsular War. Why, for example, did the emperor intervene in Spain and Portugal? Why was he defeated there? And, above all, to what extent did the Iberian struggle contribute to the formation of the great coalition that overthrew Napoleon in 1814? As for Spain and Portugal, meanwhile, a serious gap remains in their historiography. Whilst a massive growth of interest in local history has greatly enriched our understanding of such subjects as conscription, la guerrilla, the nature of political authority and the impact of French reform, little of this material has been synthesised even for the benefit of Iberian audiences, let alone made available to readers lacking the benefits of Spanish and Portuguese. Still worse, perhaps, the few general works that exist on the subject are now increasingly dated, being dominated by a fascination with concepts whose validity is at the very least open to serious question. If the idea of 1789 as a bourgeois revolution has been comprehensively demolished, for example, is it really possible to go on making use of the same language when it comes to 1808?

Last but not least, a review of the historiography of the Peninsular War suggests that there is a strong need to pull military and political treatments of the subject together. If historians such as Oman were woefully ignorant of the political context of battle, so historians such as Artola have been just as ignorant of the military context of reform. War and politics go hand in hand. Britain’s predominance, for example, cannot be understood without a discussion of the nature of the uprising of 1808, the response of the Iberian peoples to the war against Napoleon, and the social and economic background against which the struggle took place. Yet, by the same token, neither the triumph of the Spanish liberals, nor the restoration of Spanish absolutism, nor the place of the Peninsular War in the history of Iberia as a whole, can be understood without a grasp of the conflict’s battles and campaigns, or, more broadly, the military experience which they afforded. Self-evident as all this is, the failure of generations of historians to blend the military with the civil may seem somewhat surprising. In fact, it was all but inevitable. Deeply hostile to, and, indeed, prejudiced against, military history, the academic community has on the whole surrendered its study to writers who lack the sources, languages, institutional support and intellectual formation necessary to see beyond the smoke and dust of battle. In recent years things have begun to change – a succession of academics have, for example, transformed our knowledge of ‘people’s war’ in France – but with regard to Spain and Portugal the process has as yet hardly begun. Hence the need for a new general history. Whether this will be any more successful than its predecessors is, however, another matter.

A book that has been some twenty years in the making incurs far more debts of gratitude than any author can ever repay, not least to the various sources of research funding – in this case, the British Academy, the Leverhulme Trust, the University of Southampton and the University of Liverpool – that have made it possible. At the head of the list of people, perhaps, comes Simon Winder and Ellah Allfrey at Penguin, without whom it would not have seen the light of day, and Martin Blinkhorn at the University of Lancaster, who first pointed me in the direction of the Peninsular War. Great encouragement, too, came from Christopher Allmand, whose years as my Head of Department at the University of Liverpool were marked by much patience and sympathy. The staff of all the libraries and archives at which I have worked have without exception been kindness and helpfulness themselves, but in this context I should particularly like to thank Christopher Woolgar, Karen Robson, Sue Donnelly and Mary Cockerill at the University of Southampton; Ian Jackson at the University of Liverpool; Nieves Sánchez Hidalgo, Estrella Valentín-Fernández Fernández, Inmaculada Martín Muñoz, Amalia Jiménez Morales, Ana Sanz Robles, Jesus Rodríguez Izquierdo, Maribel Baenas Pérez, Paqui Mateo Macías, and Yolanda Ruiz Estebán at the Biblioteca Nacional; and, above all, the gracious Pilar Bravo Lledó of the Archivo Histórico Nacional, whose matchless generosity at a moment of total technological failure not only far surpassed the call of duty, but stands as the very acme of the warmth that I have experienced at the hands of so many people in Spain. Others whom I should like to remember in this context include Leopoldo Stampa of the Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores, Marta Requena, Concha Bocos, Rafael Anasagasti, William and Sonia Chislett, Emilio de Castro, Dolores Schilling, Jo Klepka, Enrique Mardones, Fernando Fanjul, Antonia Rodríguez, Jesus Maroto, José Maria Espínosa de los Monteros, Santiago Nistal and Maribel Piqueras. Also worthy of note here are my fellow researchers, Azucena Pédraz Marcos, Nuria Carmena Jiménez, Leonor Hernandez Enviz, Grahame Harrison, Susan Lord, Mari-Cruz de Carlos (to whom I am indebted not just for much friendship and hospitality, but for her assistance with the illustrations) and Satoko Nakajima, whose company has provided me with insight and relaxation alike. And, in the publishing world, I owe many thanks to Lionel Leventhal of Greenhill Books, not just for his great personal generosity, but also for his sterling efforts to bring the memoir literature of the Napoleonic Age to the attention of a wider public.

Turning now to my fellow labourers in the Napoleonic vineyard, as so often before, I must first pay tribute to my dear friend and esteemed colleague, Rory Muir, who, despite years of exposure to my manuscripts, has once again lavished every possible care and attention upon the current work, whilst at the same time enlightening me on many aspects of the subject with which I am less familiar than I should be. Amongst those who have also at various times been kind enough to provide me with encouragement and good counsel have been Neville Thompson, Alan Forrest, Jeremy Black and Michael Broers, whilst from Don Horward of Florida State University I have received, in addition, much hospitality in the course of numerous visits to the Consortium on Revolutionary Europe and the Strozier Library at Tallahassee. Two young historians in Spain who have proved of great assistance to me are Arsenio García Fuertes and Jorge Sánchez Fernández, but much kindness has also been shown me by Vittorio Scotti-Douglas, Paddy Griffith, John Tone, Alicia Laspra Rodríguez, Esteban Canales, Lluís Roura, Antonio Moliner Prada, Franciso Carantoña Álvarez, Antonio Carrasco Álvarez and Herminio Lafoz Rabaza. From them all I have learned a great deal, whilst it is a source of considerable regret to me that considerations of space have made it impossible to pay adequate tribute not only to their work, but also to that of the many other scholars whose writings have enriched this study. Needless to say, however, such errors as may have crept into its pages are the fault of no one but the author (at all events they most certainly are not the fault of the copy-editor, Sue Dickinson, who has been the very model of efficiency, patience and dedication).

Good to me though all my friends in the Napoleonic field have been, it is to my family that my debts are greatest. To my mother and my father, though he is now dead, I still owe more than I can say (including, not least, the copy of Oman presented me as a graduation gift!). But, above all, my beloved wife, Alison, remains the great woman behind this not very great man, and Andrew, Helen, Maria-Isabel, and Bernadette, whose arrival enlivened the last chapters of this work, are the dearest, best and most loving of children. To you all, un abrazo.

Liverpool, 23 March 2001.

NOTE ON THE TEXT

All translations of Spanish and French sources quoted in the text are the author’s own.
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1

Lisbon

THE ORIGINS OF THE PENINSULAR WAR

Weary, ragged and dishevelled, the French troops crested the rise. Gleaming in the distance, they could see the broad waters of the River Tagus, with, beside them, the towers of Lisbon. To reach this spot near the town of Sacavem, they had endured weeks of forced marching in torrential rain across some of the roughest country in the Iberian Peninsula. Indeed, thousands of their comrades had fallen by the wayside, all that was left being a handful of picked grenadiers. Still worse, it was all for nothing. Another European capital was on the point of falling to Napoleon, true, but the chief prize was vanishing before the invaders’ very eyes, the Tagus being filled with the sails of a large convoy of shipping heading for the open sea. Going with them were the Portuguese royal family, the Portuguese navy, the contents of the treasury, and thousands of the country’s leading citizens. Napoleon, in short, had been foiled.

But why had the emperor intervened in Iberia? Admirers of the emperor have on the whole sought to explain his actions in the context of either political idealism (the desire to extend the benefits of the French Revolution), family loyalty (the need to find thrones for Napoleon’s numerous brothers and sisters) or strategic necessity (the strategic demands of a war that was none of his own making). For their opponents, meanwhile, the answer lies rather in dreams of conquest, hatred of the Bourbons, dissatisfaction with Spain as an ally, and the character of the emperor himself. Whichever view is taken, there is general agreement that in the summer of 1807 he was at the zenith of his power. Master of Holland, Switzerland, northern Italy and a much expanded France, in the autumn of 1805 he had been confronted by Britain, Russia, Austria, Sweden and Naples. In a matter of months, however, crushing victories at Ulm and Austerlitz (Slavkov) had produced the surrender of Austria; the cession of Venetia to the French-controlled Kingdom of Italy, of the Tyrol and Vorarlberg to Bavaria, and of the Dalmatian littoral to France; the occupation of Naples; the evacuation of all British and Russian forces from the central European theatre; and the conversion of Prussia into a de facto French ally. Russia and Britain, indeed, had themselves considered peace, only for their overtures to founder on Napoleon’s ambition, the emperor’s conduct in fact becoming so immoderate that within a year Prussia had been forced to go to war to defend her interests. Heavily defeated at Jena and Auerstädt on 14 October 1806, the Prussian armies had then for the most part surrendered without a fight. Having in the meantime occupied Berlin and inaugurated the Continental Blockade – his great master-plan for forcing the British out of the war by economic means – the emperor went on to invade Poland and East Prussia. Repulsed in a bloody draw at Eylau (Bagrationovsk) in early February 1807, on 14 June he secured his revenge, shattering the main Russian army at Friedland (Pravdinsk) and forcing Alexander I to sue for peace.

Negotiated during the famous meeting between Napoleon and Alexander at Tilsit (Sovetsk), the treaties that followed brought with them both a major reorganisation of Eastern Europe and a great increase in Napoleon’s power. Already master of Germany, whose constituent states he had reorganised and united in the Confederation of the Rhine, the emperor turned his attention to Poland, whilst at the same time settling scores with Prussia. Thus, the latter was stripped of all her Polish territories, the bulk of these lands being formed into a new vassal state known as the Grand Duchy of Warsaw. As for her western lands, these became the basis of the Grand Duchy of Berg and the Kingdom of Westphalia, of which the former was given to Joachim Murat, who was married to Napoleon’s younger sister, Caroline, and the latter to his younger brother, Jerome. In the later Treaty of Berlin, meanwhile, the Prussians were also compelled to pay a heavy indemnity and restrict their army to 42,000 men.

With Prussia humbled and Germans and Poles alike firmly incorporated in the Napoleonic system, there yet remained Russia. Unusually for him, Napoleon had in fact treated her with great magnanimity at Tilsit, not only employing his considerable personal charm to captivate the somewhat naive Alexander I, but sparing him the indignity of an indemnity and tossing him a slice of Prussian Poland. Beneath the surface, however, Russia was simply being snared as an instrument of the emperor’s purposes. Thus, easily persuaded to join the Continental Blockade – in Russia as elsewhere, resentment of Britain was rife – Alexander also agreed to put pressure on Sweden, Denmark and Austria to do the same, to go to war against Britain, recognise the Napoleonic settlement in the rest of Europe, allow the French to resume control of the much-disputed Ionian Islands, and generally give the emperor carte blanche.

Napoleon, then, was in a commanding position. Russia was friendly, Prussia shattered, and Austria temporarily neutralised. Thrones or other suitable positions had been found for most of the emperor’s brothers and sisters as well as a variety of other figures connected with the régime – Joseph was King of Naples, Louis, King of Holland; Jerome, King of Westphalia; Murat and Caroline, Duke and Duchess of Berg; Elise, Duchess of Parma; Eugene de Beauharnais, Viceroy of Italy; and Marshal Berthier, Prince of Neufchâtel – so that familial duty could be said to have been well satisfied. By the same means, meanwhile, Napoleon had established a network of ‘family courts’ that could legitimise the Bonaparte dynasty, attract the loyalty of the aristocracy, and promote French culture. Ruling at his whim as they did, Napoleon’s satellite rulers could also be expected to remain loyal to his rule, as could those princes who had survived the emperor’s earlier reorganisation of Germany.

Setting aside Spain – notionally a close ally, but one that in practice had increasingly to be kept under observation – the one disappointing feature of the situation was the continuing failure to defeat Britain. However, supreme at sea though she was, the latter’s position was far from unassailable. Indeed, her strategic difficulties were enormous. In the first place, her only allies were Sweden and Sicily (whither the King and Queen of Naples had fled following the occupation of their mainland domains in 1806), neither of whom possessed the capacity to defend itself unaided, let alone conduct the large-scale military campaigns that Britain needed from coalition partners. On the contrary, both needed defending, when troops were exactly what the British were short of. Whilst the number of men they had under arms had soared, far too many of them were serving in forces that could not be required to serve abroad. Still worse, neither Britain nor her colonies could be entirely stripped of regular troops. Though the British strove to employ local auxiliaries and foreign manpower, the result was that they did not have sufficient men to do very much themselves. Nor was raising a respectable field army the only problem: setting aside the dangers of storm and shipwreck, transporting even the most modest expeditionary force required large numbers of specialised ships, whilst simply getting the forces involved on and off ship was a most complex undertaking.

These difficulties were doubly unfortunate for they forced Britain back on methods of war – above all, blockade and colonial aggrandisement – that could not but antagonise potential partners on the Continent whilst at the same time confirming suspicions that the British were determined to avoid the sort of commitment they required of their allies. Nor were the methods of warfare on which they relied particularly cost-effective: colonial offensives were notoriously wasteful in terms of lives, whilst blockading Europe’s coasts inflicted immense wear and tear on the Royal Navy. Some amelioration in the demands on Britain’s resources was at hand – by the end of July 1807 expeditionary forces that she had sent to South America and Egypt had capitulated in exchange for their evacuation – but even so the sinews of war were clearly at a premium.

The political foundations of the British war effort were no more solid. In office since March 1807, the Portland administration may have been more committed to the struggle than its predecessor, the so-called Talents, but it was also very vulnerable. Amongst Whigs like Richard Sheridan, Earl Grey and Lord Holland, it was felt that Napoleon personified the cause of progress. In the course of the 1790s, a number of Whigs – most famously Edmund Burke, but also the current Prime Minister, Lord Portland – had become supporters of the war, but this gain had been offset by the defection of a number of disillusioned Tories to the peace party. Meanwhile, if the failure of the talks of 1806 had temporarily silenced the peace party, the Portland administration was also hampered by other factors. The Foreign Secretary, George Canning, was a man of questionable judgement whose determination to defeat the French blinded him to political realities, and made him impatient with more circumspect colleagues. To make matters worse, Portland himself was aged and unwell, whilst the Cabinet also had to run the risk of losing the support of the throne. In ordinary circumstances, the latter would not have been an issue, King George III loathing Napoleon and sharing his ministers’ antipathy to the Catholic emancipation that was the foremost domestic issue of the day, but the king was prone to bouts of porphyria that periodically left him completely incapacitated and threatened to replace him with the pro-Whig Prince of Wales.

However, Britain’s stability cannot just be measured in terms of Westminster. Just as important was the Continental Blockade. Over the course of time and by dint of changing circumstances, Britain was able to circumvent the effects of the Blockade by developing new markets and building up undercover links with the Continent, but in 1807 it was by no means clear that matters would work out so well, and all the more so as that year had seen the United States move in the direction of a total embargo on all trade with Britain. Hit by both a squeeze on exports and a general increase in the price of raw materials, indeed, many industries were in the grip of a severe slump. Matters being worsened still further by the actions of French commerce raiders and a poor harvest, the handloom weavers of Lancashire mounted an impressive campaign to petition Parliament for a minimum wage, whilst many northern merchants and manufacturers began to organise petitions for peace. Hand in hand with these demands, meanwhile, went others for political change: in the general elections of 1807, for example, Westminster, then the most representative seat in the country, returned the popular demagogues, Sir Francis Burdett and Lord Cochrane, on a platform of electoral reform.

For victory to come, then, Napoleon probably had only to wait. Waiting, however, was not in his nature, and he was in any case obsessed by the constant need to secure fresh triumphs and thereby, as he put it, ensure that he continued to be feared. In consequence, no sooner were the discussions at Tilsit over than he was looking around for a new target. The obvious choice was Portugal. Pretexts for an attack were plentiful: she was not part of the Continental Blockade, had been defaulting on the indemnity she had been paying France since the ‘War of the Oranges’ of 1801, and had frequently allowed British warships to revictual from her shores. There was much to gain: Portugal possessed wealthy colonies and a substantial fleet. And finally she ought to present few problems: her army was minimal and her ruler, the Prince-Regent, João, notoriously dull-witted.

The result was not long in coming. On 19 July 1807 the emperor sent orders to his Foreign Minister, Talleyrand, to the effect that Portugal was to be instructed to close its ports to Britain’s shipping, arrest all British subjects, confiscate all British merchandise, and declare war. Within a few days, meanwhile, word had also gone out to concentrate a large force at Bayonne preparatory to a march on Lisbon. Such a march, of course, could only be made across Spain, but this presented few difficulties. For years the Spanish royal favourite, Manuel de Godoy, had been trying to get Napoleon to intervene in Portugal, and he was delighted with the news. Unsettled by rumours that Fernando IV of Naples was to be persuaded to surrender Sicily to Joseph Bonaparte in exchange for the Balearic Islands, he may also have seen co-operation as a means of propitiating Napoleon. Occupation forces were therefore soon being mobilised in Galicia, León and Extremadura, the Spanish ambassador in Lisbon also being ordered at all times to take his cue from his French counterpart.

Threatened by France and Spain alike, Portugal now found herself in a situation that was perilous in the extreme. Often wrongly stigmatised as a decayed despotism in which obscurantism vied with inefficiency, under the leadership of the Marques de Pombal, the chief minister of José I (1750–1777), she had in fact become the very model of enlightened absolutism. Key reforms included the complete reorganisation of the government of empire and metropolis alike, a great reduction in the power of the Church and the nobility, the establishment of a modern army, and the creation of a modern system of education. The arts and sciences had been encouraged, and everything possible done to stimulate economic development, whether it was through the abolition of religious discrimination, the implementation of measures designed to prevent any erosion of the slave labour-force that worked the estates of Brazil, the introduction of new crops in the empire, the extension of Portugal’s role in the slave trade, or the stimulation of Portuguese exports. Pombal had long since vanished from the scene – indeed, he had ended his life in disgrace – but his influence had survived and allowed textiles and the wine trade to thrive. Nor had the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars been much of a setback. There had been war with France from 1793 to 1797 and a brief Spanish invasion in 1801 (see below), but hostilities had been nominal and trade buoyant, whilst the definitive peace treaty had cost her no more than the cession of a small part of the Alentejo and the payment of indemnities to Madrid and Paris.

Napoleon’s sudden ultimatum spelled disaster, however. As the eighteenth century had progressed the Brazilian gold, sugar and tobacco that had hitherto been the bedrock of Portugal’s well-being had begun either to run out or to fall in value. Some relief was obtained by the discovery of diamonds and an increase in the cultivation of cotton, but even so the emphasis had increasingly begun to shift to the metropolis’ own products and manufactures. As Britain took a large part of the wine that was Portugal’s chief export, joining the Continental Blockade was unthinkable, and yet fighting France and Spain was not much of an option either: whilst some attempt had been made to reorganise the army since the peace of 1801, no more than twenty thousand men were under arms out of a theoretical total of some forty-eight thousand.

In the circumstances, then, the only hope was either to conciliate Napoleon whilst at the same time avoiding a total breach with London, or to enlist British support while staving off Napoleon. Needless to say, the chief minister – António de Araújo de Azevedo – attempted both courses of action. Thus, whilst Napoleon was told that Portugal was prepared to declare war on Britain and close her ports to her ships, Araújo jibbed at agreeing to arrest her subjects or seize her goods. As for the British, they were secretly informed that hostilities would be confined to form alone, the Portuguese simultaneously requesting their assistance.

Napoleon as yet being unready to go to war – the troops concerned had to be scraped together from a variety of depots all over France, whilst their Spanish counterparts faced enormous logistical difficulties – Lisbon was therefore told that it need only detain British subjects on a provisional basis and sequester rather than confiscate their goods, the original deadline of 2 September also being extended for a further month. Yet this meant nothing: thanks to Britain’s recent bombardment of Copenhagen and seizure of the Danish fleet, the emperor was more inclined to severity than ever.

In Portugal, the government’s resolve was stiffening. Although news had now been received that no aid would be forthcoming from the British, reports from Paris suggested that Napoleon’s entourage could be bribed into dissuading him from taking action. As a mark of good faith, the batteries that protected Lisbon from the sea were therefore placed in a state of defence and six thousand troops thrown into the coastal fortress of Peniche, but Napoleon was once again told that the government would not go beyond its original agreements, and large amounts of gold and jewels were placed at the disposal of certain confidential agents in Paris. Whether a more positive answer would have made any difference is unclear, but Napoleon now had all the pretext that he needed whilst his intervention force – the so-called First Corps of Observation of the Gironde – was ready for action. No sooner had he received the Portuguese answer, then, than he ordered its commander, General Junot, to cross the frontier.

Whilst all this had been going on, Madrid had been making little trouble (aside from anything else, on 29 August French troops had suddenly invaded the so-called Kingdom of Etruria*). Nevertheless, deeply mistrustful of Godoy, the emperor decided to bind the Spaniards to his plans even more closely. In consequence, 25 September saw the emperor make contact with Godoy’s personal representative in Paris – one Eugenio Izquierdo – and agree the Treaty of Fontainebleau. In brief, Portugal was split into three with the north handed over to the King and Queen of Etruria, the centre kept under military occupation until the end of the war and then disposed of according to circumstance, and the south given to Godoy, Napoleon in the meantime agreeing both to guarantee the existing domains of the Spanish Bourbons and to allow Carlos IV to style himself ‘Emperor of the Two Americas’.† Also settled was the question of how Portugal would actually be occupied, the basic plan being that 28,000 French and 13,000 Spanish troops would march on Lisbon from León, whilst another 16,000 Spaniards moved across the frontier from Galicia and Extremadura. Meanwhile, a further 40,000 French soldiers would be assembled at Bayonne to ward off British raids, although it was agreed that these troops would not enter Spain without the prior agreement of Madrid.

By the time that Fontainebleau was formally ratified on 29 October 1807, French troops were already deep inside Spain. Last-minute efforts at negotiation by the Portuguese had been quashed by threats that, unless they surrendered forthwith, the house of Bragança would be deposed, and on 18 October the first French forces started crossing the Spanish frontier. At their head marched the notoriously fiery and ambitious General Jean Andoche Junot, a close associate of Napoleon who had first met him at the siege of Toulon in 1793 and had since distinguished himself in Italy, Egypt and Palestine, as well as serving as French ambassador to Lisbon. Nicknamed ‘The Tempest’, Junot had his sights set on glory – he had never had an independent field command, had missed the dramatic campaigns of 1805–1807, and been denied the marshal’s baton that had fallen to so many of his colleagues – whilst, apart from a few battalions composed of Swiss mercenaries or the scrapings of the old Hanoverian and Piedmontese armies, the 25,000 men that he commanded were all veteran units of the French line.

Despite persistent heavy rains that tired Junot’s troops and slowed their advance, Fontainebleau therefore looked set to become a reality. Yet already a series of events in Spain were rendering it a dead letter. At the centre of this crisis stood the hated royal favourite, Manuel de Godoy, but to understand the tension that surrounded him we must first pay some attention to the context in which he had the misfortune to operate. The details of the situation will be addressed in due course, all that needs to be said for the moment being that the period from 1788 to 1807 had witnessed a transformation in the history of Spain. In 1788 – the year when the great enlightened absolutist, Carlos III, had been replaced on the throne by his son, Carlos IV, she had been a world power. Consisting of the Philippines, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Trinidad, Santo Domingo, the whole of southern and central America (with the exception of Brazil and the Guyanas), and large parts of the present-day United States, including Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, California and Florida, her colonial empire brought her income that in the period 1786–1790 averaged 540,000,000 reales. Fabulously rich in terms of their resources – silver, for example, was mined in vast quantities in Peru and Mexico – these territories for the past thirty years had been exploited ever more ruthlessly: in the period 1756–1760 revenue had only averaged 304,000,000 reales. Being in large part the product of private commerce and investment, only a fraction of this money – perhaps 100,000,000 reales per year – ever reached the treasury, but even so Spain still possessed that other hallmark of world power: a fleet that in 1788 numbered 76 men-of-war and 51 frigates, and included the 136-gun Santísima Trinidad, which was then the largest ship in the world. Permanent alliance with France in the form of the so-called Family Compact bought Spain security in Europe and support against Britain. And finally in the person of Carlos III, who had come to the throne in 1759, Spain had possessed a monarch of immense vigour and personal dynamism, who was determined to extract the utmost from his dominions both at home and abroad, and not afraid to take on the vested interests of the Church, the nobility and the commercial élite.

All, alas, was not what it seemed, the façade of power and dynamism masking many structural problems. Trade links with the empire were extraordinarily weak, whilst the colonies now cost so much to govern and defend that they were verging on becoming a drain on the treasury. The navy had endless problems finding the manpower it needed to sail its ships, whilst, with the burden of imperial defence increasingly transferred to colonial militias, the army was a mere skeleton. Indeed, recent military operations – the siege of Gibraltar of 1780–82 and a series of descents on the Moors – had not been encouraging. At present this was not too much of an issue, for the Spanish armed forces had just about managed to meet the demands placed on them, but the auguries for the future were not good: with frustration steadily increasing among the criollos of America, for example, what would occur if a revolt broke out there? What, too, would ensue were the Family Compact with France to be revoked? Still worse, colonial revenue was irreplaceable: as we shall see, Spain was not devoid of economic development, but growth was patchy, whilst domestic taxation was impeded by the immunities enjoyed by the Church and the nobility. With much of the country desperately poor, too, there was no way that the domestic market could absorb the products of Spanish industry, just as there was no way that Spanish industry could produce enough to keep the colonists from turning to the merchants and manufacturers of other countries.

If Spain cannot be said to have been in decline, her great-power status was at least precarious. Still worse, between 1788 and 1808 there occurred a series of events that shattered it beyond repair, plunging the élites into confusion and uncertainty and large sections of the populace into untold misery. Structuralists will contend that the loss of the colonies was inevitable, but, whilst that may well be the case, the fact remains that the catalyst was provided by the wars of 1793–5, 1796–1802 and 1804–8. At the same time, it may further be argued that without these same wars the circumstances would have been very different: Spain might still have lost her empire, albeit probably at a somewhat later date, but she would not have experienced the trauma and turmoil that actually became her lot. And, as it was, Godoy and Carlos IV found themselves coping both with a disintegrating situation for which they ultimately paid the price and a foreign predator who was blind to the limits of Spanish power: not the least of Napoleon’s delusions in the aftermath of Tilsit was that Spain was a veritable ‘sleeping giant’ that had only to be given an efficient administration for her collapsing fortunes to be transformed. No longer, however, would the government in Madrid preside over a world power in its own right: just as the wealth of the Spanish empire would henceforward pour into the French treasury, so the Spanish navy and colonial militias would become agents of French imperialism.

So much for the context. Who, though, was Manuel de Godoy? An obscure scion of the provincial nobility, Godoy had first come to Madrid in 1787 as a private soldier in the royal bodyguard, and had quickly attracted the attention of María Luisa, the wife of the future Carlos IV, on account of his ‘manly bearing’. No sooner had Carlos III died, then, than Godoy succeeded in gaining the favours of the royal couple to such an extent that by 1792 he held the rank of captain general (field marshal), was a grandee of the first class, and had been appointed chief minister. Astonishing as this last promotion may appear, however, it was not the result of mere caprice. With his court the focus of a bitter struggle between the rival factions known as the ‘wigs’ and the ‘cravats’, Carlos felt that the safest course was to award power to a man whose loyalty was owed to him alone. Yet power did not equate to security. Whether or not he was genuinely the queen’s lover (and it is probable that he never was), the belief that he owed his position only to his sexual prowess could hardly be avoided. At the same time, too, his advancement angered the grandees who dominated the court, and all the more so because his advent as chief minister had aborted what they had seen as an opportunity to reverse the Bourbons’ creeping erosion of their status.* Lacking a power base of his own, Godoy could only rely on continued royal favour and his own patronage. Neither could be depended on – the former could be withdrawn at any time, whilst the latter was likely to win him as many enemies as it did friends – but year in, year out, Godoy made sure that he wrote to the king and queen several times a day so as to keep them appraised of his every decision. As for his palace, it was constantly thronged with ‘almost all those distinguished by their birth, their position, their wealth, or their reputation… young gallants who had… gone there to show themselves off and seek conquests in matters of love, and persons of dubious reputation who wanted to mingle with their betters and… secure some advantage or other’.1

Thoroughly demonised as he later was, it is worth paying some attention to Godoy’s qualities and character. Whilst no one would pretend that the favourite was either a paragon of virtue or a genius, he was by no means lacking in talent. On the contrary, his letters show a man of considerable grasp, whilst he was not foolish enough to think that he could dispense with the advice of men such as the artillery expert, Tomás de Morla. Independent observers also frequently recognised that he had his good points. If Lady Holland was deeply critical, remarking that his ‘only ambition… is to amass immense wealth’, and further that ‘habitual and constitutional indolence impede the execution of any great enterprise’, her husband was more charitable, recognising that, ‘never in his heart a friend of the Church’, he showed a genuine desire ‘to reform abuses… to improve the condition of the people of Spain, and, above all, to reward, encourage and promote every kind of useful talent’.2 Similarly, in 1807 Blanco White wrote that his patronage was ‘not always… the reward of flattery or… servility’, that ‘he showed great respect for talents and for literature’, and that ‘he was not void of… vague wishes of doing good’.3 And, ‘instant statesman’ though he was, he was no country bumpkin:

His manner… was graceful and attractive. Though he had neither education nor reading… his whole deportment announced… that mixture of dignity, politeness, propriety and ease, which the habits of good company are supposed exclusively to confer. He seemed born for a high station. Without any effort he would have passed wherever he was for the first man in society.4

Godoy’s circumstances were not made any easier by the fact that in March 1793, Spain was dragged into war with revolutionary France. Though less damaging in its impact than its successors, the struggle was still disquieting enough. The Spanish troops went hungry, whilst the invasion of Roussillon that was their chief contribution to the fighting was marred by much hesitation and indecision and eventually became bogged down before the walls of Perpignan. The following year, indeed, the Spaniards were driven out. A counter-invasion of Catalonia was confined to its northern fringes, but by now the army was exhausted – it had, after all, never expected to have to fight a war with France. As for popular enthusiasm for the war, it had long since ebbed (if, indeed, it had ever existed). In consequence, the early summer of 1795 saw the French overrun the Basque provinces and reach the Ebro, hostilities then being brought to an end by a treaty signed at Basel on 22 July.

For a brief moment Godoy was genuinely popular, whilst a grateful Carlos IV rewarded him with the title of Prince of the Peace, France’s terms having proved remarkably generous. However, Britain was now certain to threaten the Spanish empire, whilst in April 1796 the then General Bonaparte invaded Italy and proceeded to sweep all before him, thereby threatening the important marriage interests that the Bourbons had established there. In short, a fresh alliance with France was essential in the form of the Treaty of San Ildefonso of 18 August 1796 and with it, less than two months later, came war with Britain.

If Godoy had actually been the idler of legend, it is possible that his position might have been much easier. However, the favourite was rather impelled by the conflict to turn to reform. In doing so, however, he immediately jeopardised the chief bastion of his rule. Already aged forty in 1788, Carlos IV was a man of limited intelligence whose chief passions were hunting, collecting clocks and watches and playing practical jokes on his courtiers. Though not inclined to surrender the very real advantages that the enlightened absolutism personified by Carlos III had brought to the Spanish monarchy, he was also deeply fearful of revolution. All too well aware that the fall of Louis XVI had begun with a ‘revolt of the aristocracy’, he was therefore bound to be antagonistic towards Godoy’s reforms, whilst at the same time being highly susceptible to the insinuations of the very groups whom Bourbon policy had always sought to muzzle. Last but not least, reform would also hit the monarchy itself. As the Danish ambassador wrote in January 1799:

Whilst the people groan in misery… the queen squanders money on her favourites. At present this position is occupied by a certain… Mallo,* a former garde du corps of neither talent nor reputation.5

Godoy, then, was riding for a fall. That said, his instincts were perfectly sound. At the heart of his policy was an insistence that he would ‘never trust the French’.6 As he later wrote, ‘In so far as France is concerned, the only thing that can be counted on is that the French will never be friends of anything other than their own interests.’7 In consequence, his first target was the army, which he was determined should be given an adequate system of recruitment, a modern system of tactics and a better-trained officer corps, and pruned of such costly encumbrances as the royal guard. From 1796 onwards, he therefore became engaged in a spasmodic campaign to secure these goals, only to find that his every effort was blocked by the protests of powerful vested interests within the military establishment, vetoed by the throne, or derailed by popular opposition. When the great crisis came, little had been achieved other than to tinker with a few details and pack the high command with his favourites. Also, with financial worries deepening, soldiers and even officers went hungry and unpaid: ‘The state of the troops blockading Gibraltar was such that on many days each company had to detach a number of soldiers to gather wild herbs and roots for their meals,’ wrote one observer, whilst the Danish ambassador complained, ‘The officers of the army and navy are not paid, and I have frequently had captains knocking on my door to ask me for a hand-out.’8 Far from building up a party in the army, then, Godoy earned the hatred of some officers, especially in the royal guard (whose strength he did at least succeed in halving), the contempt of many others, and the loyalty of virtually none.

Nor was the army the only institution to be alienated by the régime. Under great financial pressure, eager to win some credit with Caroline bureaucrats, determined to create a clientele amongst the hierarchy, and much influenced by the thinking of such liberal economic theorists as Gaspar Melchor de Jovellanos, the state also turned its attention to the Church. In consequence, the latter found that the regalist pressure of the past century was greatly intensified, with much use being made of the state’s control of ecclesiastical appointments. More dramatically, a start was also made on the expropriation of the Church’s wealth: by 1808 it had been stripped of something over fifteen per cent of its property (which was very considerable, some twenty per cent of arable land being in the hands of the clergy). To suggest that the process turned the whole ecclesiastical establishment against Godoy would be an exaggeration, for there were plenty of clerics – the so-called Jansenists – who favoured reform. For all that, however, much of the clergy did come to hate Godoy, reformists being angry at his failure to give them full support, traditionalists unable to diassociate him from this desamortizadón, and all shades of opinion united in their condemnation of his lifestyle, which was, beyond doubt, extremely scandalous. As if it was not bad enough that, despite having taken the hand of Carlos IV’s niece, he lived openly with his mistress, Pepita Tudó, there were constant rumours that he sold favours for sex. ‘His Excellency’, wrote the young officer, Pedro Agustín Girón, ‘was pretty much inclined to the fair sex. To please him and lend oneself to his desires was the surest way to favour, whilst it was always women who most had his ear. In consequence, there were many men so base that they brought their wives and daughters to the audience of that… voluptuous vizier.’9 As one diplomat wrote:

The number of women to be found in the Ministry of State was truly scandalous… Husbands… were never the ones who came to solicit favours, whilst even of the celibate… those who did so were few enough, their interests… rather being represented by wives, mothers or prostitutes. In this way the anteroom of the minister-favourite became a great seraglio.10

To return to revenue, it was not just the Church that was targeted. With the cost of the war with England mounting and the government bonds issued to finance the struggle perpetually depreciating, the need for fresh money was pressing. Yet the economic situation was extremely poor, and it therefore seemed unwise to pass the burden on to the mass of the population: indeed, there had already been fierce anti-taxation disorders in Galicia in 1791. If the era of Godoy was one of opportunity for men of property, it was also one of increased pressure. Thus, from 1798 onwards pudientes were subjected to a series of forced loans, whilst new taxes were imposed on servants, horses, mules and carriages, on all rental income, and on the establishment of new mayorazgos.

Driven by the desire to prepare Spain for a renewed conflict with France which he believed to be inevitable, Godoy was therefore pushing the frontiers of reform far beyond those attained by the governments of Carlos III. Meanwhile, the economic, cultural and educational issues that had been central to the Caroline enlightenment also continued to be pressed. Price regulation was lifted from all manufactures; a new weekly newspaper was sent to all parish priests in an attempt to spread knowledge of modern agricultural methods and popularise the works of such foreign writers as Young and Bentham; a variety of technical colleges were started; and Jovellanos assisted with the publication of his seminal Informe de Ley Agraria, a treatise that proposed wholesale desamortización. Faced by these reforms, the French diplomat, Bourgoing, waxed lyrical:

The present moment seems to be the most favourable of any that has for a long time occurred. A minister in the flower of his age, to whose will everything is subservient, and who appears seriously intent on the welfare of his country; a monarch to whom the purity of his manners and a robust constitution promise length of years; abundance of excellent plans [and] of men of genius to conceive new ones… a nation in which the government is so organised… that the discontented may with ease… be kept in awe… How many circumstances here conspire to facilitate the execution of projects of national improvement!11

This judgement, however, was a shade over-optimistic. It was not just that ilustrados such as Jovellanos who should have been natural allies of Godoy were alienated by his licentiousness and venality. Within the government the favourite faced a ‘Trojan horse’ in that a worried king and queen insisted on the inclusion in the reformist ministry of 1798 of the traditionalist Marqués de Caballero as Minister of Grace and Justice. A man of whom it was said that he was neither gracious nor just nor caballero (i.e. gentlemanly), Caballero spent the next few years harassing the cause of reform, and in fact succeeded in persuading Carlos to dismiss many of its leading supporters (Jovellanos was even imprisoned) and to clamp down on the Jansenists, many of whom were sent into internal exile. Outside the government, meanwhile, élite resentment of Godoy found a focus in the Prince of Asturias, or heir to the throne, Prince Fernando. Emotionally stunted and neglected by his parents, Fernando came to hate Godoy, believing that he had stolen the affection of los reyes. Such adolescent jealousy – in 1800 Fernando was sixteen – might have counted for nothing, had he not become surrounded by a number of figures with a grudge against Godoy, most notably the cleric, Juan de Escoiquiz, the Duque del Infantado, and the Conde de Montijo.* To make matters worse, in 1801 the favourite had been fully restored to favour. Thanks to French pressure, in 1801 Spain had been forced to go to war against Portugal in order to put pressure on Britain. Fearing, perhaps, that another general might perform the role of Lafayette in France, Carlos appointed Godoy to take command of the Spanish army. The resultant ‘War of the Oranges’† proved victorious, but so many problems were experienced that Godoy was then given the specially created post of generalissimo with the brief of resuming the military reforms curtailed in 1798 (a position which he combined with the role of eminence grise: though not a minister, he remained very much at the centre of affairs).

To return to Godoy’s enemies at court, the real heart of the growing conspiracy was not Fernando at all, but rather the magnates headed by Infantado and Montijo. For such men, one fact stood out above all else. Throughout the eighteenth century the old aristocracy had been increasingly under threat, whether it was from the growth of the bureaucracy, the creation of a new ‘nobility of service’, or the erosion of the link that had hitherto firmly linked the concept of nobility with that of martial prowess. ‘From that bitter period’, lamented an anonymous commentator, ‘dates the humiliation of the nobility of Spain’, whilst, as the Duke of Wellington later remarked:

The grandees! I give you my word… they are no more… than the valets… are in my house. Are you aware that they cannot leave Madrid without the king’s permission, and that such permissions are granted seldom, and only for a couple of months? And, still more: they are so abased as to consider leaving the court… the greatest misfortune.12

In 1794, indeed, Montijo had been sent into internal exile for protesting at the aristocracy’s prostration. The ignorant and cowardly Fernando being the perfect puppet, Infantado and Montijo therefore decided to make use of him to put things to rights, to which end they convinced Fernando that the favourite intended to oust him from the succession, matters being much helped in this respect by the prince’s marriage in October 1802 to Maria Antonia of Naples, the princess detesting los reyes, Godoy, and the French alliance in approximately equal measure. Alas for Spain, however, Fernando was not well served by his advisers. A vain and superficial character possessed of boundless ambition, Escoíquiz was a blind admirer of Napoleon seemingly devoid of foresight (indeed, the emperor later described him as ‘the true author of all the ills of Spain’13). ‘Till called upon to take an active part in affairs… thought to possess great capacity for them’, Infantado was described as ’un sot, and the greatest I think I ever met with’ and ‘a giddy pate, much given to wantonness’, whilst García de León y Pizarro remarked that ‘his head was so weak that he always moved in the opposite direction to that of sense and reason’.14 As for Montijo, he was described as ‘a bold man full of knowledge, but one possessed of so frivolous and unquiet a character that he could only play a role in the most agitated epoch’, and even as ‘one of the worst and most turbulent men to have flourished in our day’.15

Whilst factious courtiers and a rebellious crown prince might provide sufficient explanation for a palace revolution, they cannot account for events of the magnitude of those which now followed. To understand the cataclysm that Spain was about to experience, we must move beyond the court to the burgeoning social crisis precipitated by the war with Britain. Until 1795 Spain had escaped relatively unscathed from the Revolutionary Wars. From 1796 conflict with Britain brought a dramatic change, however. Despite her powerful navy, Spain was unable to prevent the blockade of her ports, whilst the length of her sea lanes rendered her particularly vulnerable to commerce raiding. Some trade still got through, whilst the British even licensed the export of a few products, but even so the impact was disastrous, whilst the flow of bullion from the empire was also interrupted: hence the financial difficulties that helped precipitate the assault on the Church.

Had Spain been economically stagnant, this development need not have mattered. However, the reign of Carlos III had seen her exports increase dramatically. At the same time, in some areas agriculture had switched to cash crops, whilst industry had experienced a certain modest growth. In Catalonia, for example, the peasantry had increasingly turned to the production of wine and brandy, whilst an important cotton industry had grown up around Barcelona that by the late 1780s employed as many as 100,000 workers. In Guadalajara the wool factory – the largest and most ambitious of a whole series of industrial establishments set up by successive Bourbon monarchs as models for future development – by 1791 had 24,000 employees. In Valencia, boosted by the ready availability of the raw material, a silk industry existed that at its greatest extent had more than four thousand looms. In Granada there was another silk industry that employed some two thousand looms in 1798, a woollen industry with over seventy different manufacturers, and much cultivation of the hemp and flax demanded by the shipyards of Cartagena. In Seville, the famous tobacco factory employed over 1,500 people, whilst barrel-making and other crafts related to the colonial trade gave employment to many artisans in and around Cádiz. Around Santander the liberalisation of commerce and establishment of several foundries and shipyards led to an economic boom based on flour, iron, leather, forestry, charcoal-making, and basket-work. And finally, as well as developing as a major centre for the export of Castilian wool and grain, Bilbao was the centre of an important iron industry that in 1790 sent four thousand tons of iron goods to the empire alone.

Of course, neither industry nor agriculture produced wholly for the empire or even for the export market in general: only fifty per cent of Spanish exports went to the empire, whilst the proportion of Spanish agricultural and industrial production that went abroad was gradually falling. Yet the war’s effects should not be minimised. By 1805, for example, cotton was employing only some 30,000 people in Catalonia. Elsewhere things were even worse. Raw materials often came by sea, as did much of the imported grain on which whole areas of the country were more or less dependent. In addition, the navy and merchant marine formed a market for a whole host of ancillary industries, whilst giving work to thousands of muleteers, woodcutters, stevedores and the like. With the British patrolling the seas more or less unmolested, the war’s impact was therefore catastrophic, and all the more so as there was no room for manoeuvre: many industries were hopelessly archaic, the domestic market in recession, and a protectionist France positively hostile to Spanish exports.

In fairness to Godoy, it must be said that Spain’s alliance with France was not the only cause of her difficulties. On the contrary, she was also assailed by an extraordinary crop of natural disasters that included unseasonal weather, floods, droughts, earthquakes and even plagues of grasshoppers. With considerable proportions of the harvest repeatedly lost and the population experiencing steady growth (between 1752 and 1797 it increased by approximately ten per cent), the result was, first, several subsistence crises, and, second, a great acceleration of the inflation that had been afflicting Spain since the 1780s. And, as if all this was not enough, large parts of Spain were swept by terrible epidemics of malaria and yellow fever.

All these disasters were inflicted on a country that was already in the grip of serious tension. As might be expected, agricultural issues were well to the fore. In the Cantabrian mountains, for example, the problem was essentially one of access to the forests that cloaked the hillsides. Vital to the region’s peasantry as a source of food and pasturage, this had for some time been under increasing threat. On the one hand, the industries that had sprung up along the coast were consuming ever greater quantities of timber (by the 1790s wood was having to be brought in from as far away as Burgos). On the other, especially in the Basque country, the richer elements of the peasantry – indeed, the term is really a misnomer in this context – were steadily advancing their position at the expense of their poorer fellows. Thus, large amounts of land that had been used as common pasturage were cleared and brought under the plough, whilst many smallholders were forced to sell out. With many municipalities forced to embark on the sale of the common lands, by the first years of the nineteenth century a powerful group of middling and even large proprietors had therefore emerged who were quick to monopolise the last vestiges of Basque peasant democracy (in all the Basque provinces the assemblies associated with their traditional fueros had survived).

In other parts of the country the problem was rather more financial. Throughout Spain the campesinos were obliged to pay the traditional dues of tithes and first fruits to the Church. In addition to these ecclesiastical levies, there were also the dues owed under the feudal system. Although the feudal lord – the señor – might be the monarch, an absentee grandee, a member of the petty provincial nobility, a monastery or convent, a bishopric, one of the four medieval military orders, or even a municipal corporation, a very great number of Spain’s villages, towns and even cities were subjected to such obligations. The details varied from place to place, but in general the señor was owed as much as a quarter of all produce as rent for the land and a variety of other dues and fees, enjoyed a series of monopolies on such activities as milling and baking, controlled local government, and ran his own courts, thereby being enabled to exploit the commons for his own profit and tax the most basic agricultural activities. Nor were the señores the only pudientes, most of Spain being dominated by a powerful rentier class composed of lawyers, officials, merchants and others who rented the señores’ land, and then either sublet it at a great profit to peasant smallholders or alternatively farmed it with armies of landless labourers. For such men, meanwhile, common sidelines
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