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Early Modern Spain

In 1500, Spain faced the great challenge of consolidating the foundations of a new nationhood in the Iberian peninsula, following the reconquest of national territory from the Moors in 1492. At the same time, Spain was the bridge between Europe and the New World, with the exploration of the Americas and the expansion of its empire. Early modern Spain itself was relatively underpopulated, with fragmented communications, and faced the challenges of nascent capitalism common to the rest of Europe.

Early Modern Spain: A Social History explores the solidarities which held the Spanish nation together at this time of conflict and change. The book studies the pattern of fellowship and patronage at the local level which contributed to the notable absence of popular revolts characteristic of other European countries at this time. It also analyses the Counter-Reformation, which transformed religious attitudes, and which had a huge impact on family life, social control and popular culture.

Focusing on the main themes of the development of capitalism, the growth of the state and religious upheaval, this comprehensive social history sheds light on changes throughout Europe in the critical early modern period.

James Casey is Senior Lecturer in European History at the University of East Anglia.
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Introduction

The early modern period lacks, almost by definition, the clear features of its predecessor and successor, the medieval and modern worlds. One may say that it is an age of transition, characterised by at least three broad lines of development, in all of which the protagonist of this book, Spain, played a crucial and controversial role. In the first place there was the growth of towns and the market economy, precursor of the Industrial Revolution. One of the turning-points in this process was, of course, the discovery of America and the opening-up of a world economy. Spanish writers—the so-called School of Salamanca—made a significant contribution to our understanding of the changing structure of the market, laying the foundations of the modern science of economics.

Spain was equally involved in that other transformation of the early modern world, the rise of the bureaucratic state. Anthropologists have made us aware of the function of kinship and clientage where the state is weak and where politics cannot be easily separated from the business of everyday life. Spain was one of the pioneers in the creation in the sixteenth century of a modern polity, as the great archives of Simancas still testify, supplemented by a trail of official paper all the way down to the local level. Yet the country remained down to the twentieth century notoriously evasive of control from the centre, as the volume of work done by social anthropologists since the pioneering study of Pitt-Rivers (1954) ably attests. In any case the attempt of a stronger state to assert its authority through its army and bureaucracy is one of the characteristic features of the early modern period in Europe as a whole, and it had enormous consequences for the whole process of social and economic development. Historians sometimes call it the Age of Mercantilism, an alliance of power and profit which laid the basis of capitalism in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. Undoubtedly the failure of Spain to protect its own merchants, ships and American treasure helped preserve older forms of social life for longer than in other parts of Western Europe.

Linked to this traditionalism and, as an older Protestant or liberal historiography would have it, partly reinforcing it, was the influence of the Catholic Church. The early modern period had been born, in Spain as in the rest of Europe, under the sign of the Renaissance, that burst of enthusiasm for the humane, memorably summed up by Michelet as the discovery of the world and of man himself. The care for nature, and the careful observation thereof, undoubtedly laid the basis of the scientific revolution which would transform the old world out of all recognition. The writings of the Spanish humanist Luis Vives (1492–1540) are among the most beautiful of the Renaissance world in this respect, pregnant with significance for the future. But his native country was to take another route, becoming the champion of the Counter-Reformation, in a mixture of political and religious commitments which are still controversial, and, it has to be said, not well understood. For Michelet, the Counter-Reformation aborted the work of the Renaissance, condemning much of Europe to absolute monarchy and the tyranny of aristocracy, before the French Revolution took up again the torch of liberation. The link between religion and economic or social forms struck Joseph Townsend, a Wiltshire rector and sharp-eyed, though fair-minded, observer of Spain in the course of his perambulations through the country in 1786–7. The excessive ornamentation of the churches in Barcelona, he thought, was due to the gold and silver of the Indies, which ‘came upon them by surprise, and found them unprepared to make a proper use of the abundant treasure’.1

Much of the most exciting work in social history nowadays is being done in the realm of popular culture, in the sense of the exploration of the values and solidarities perceived by ordinary people themselves rather than in terms of structures imposed upon them by the historian. There has been a departure from the overarching framework of modernisation which once gave the economist a privileged place as guide to the past. It is certainly a more humane approach to the lives of our ancestors, and its focus is the small-scale community—the family, the neighbourhood, the village. It poses obvious problems for the historian who would attempt to write a social history of the nation-state. No doubt the challenge, in the case of Spain, is that of making sense of the constant interplay between centre and periphery— between the great forces of capitalism sweeping in from America and the ‘timeless’ life of the peasantry, between the king’s judges and tax-collectors and the local elites whose networks of influence constituted an alternative source of power, and finally between the priest or inquisitor and the local wielders of spiritual power, folk-healers and visionaries.

In general, the fascination of pre-industrial Europe lies in understanding ourselves better through the reconstruction of the experiences of those who faced challenges and lived by values other than our own. The struggle of humanity with the environment has now become so specialised and professional that it hardly enters the consciousness of most of us that food, clothing and shelter are something more than items of exchange. Perhaps the first great triumph of social history was in the field of historical geography—the exploration of local communities through a proper understanding of their natural environment and an intuitive sympathy with the material and moral civilisation which they developed in response. This was the memorable achievement of the Annales School in the early part of this century. And it was also the French who pioneered the technique of historical demography as a way of getting at the history of the silent majority. It was the social anthropologists who reminded us that economics and demography are, in a sense, dependent on one other factor, sometimes undervalued by the local historian: the creation of viable and stable political entities. Otherwise life is apt to be brutish and short. Hence the preoccupation of the social anthropologist, as we noted, with the exploration of solidarities, and in particular with kinship. That the beliefs of people about what they are doing may be of relevance to the social historian was amply demonstrated by Max Weber in his seminal essay of 1904, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Social historians need few promptings nowadays to take this approach.

In the pages that follow, an attempt will be made to explore the character and development of Spanish society between about 1500 and about 1800 from some of these viewpoints. Given the size of the country and the length of the period, the task will not always be easy. Dominating the historiography of Spain has been the phenomenon of economic and military decline from the status of a world power. Attempts to understand and arrest this decline give a certain coherence to the period. The change of dynasty in 1700, from Habsburg to Bourbon, perhaps marked a less radical break than is sometimes imagined, as the government pursued efforts to maintain the American empire and a large fleet in the Atlantic, although the old interference in northern and central Europe, characteristic of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, was abandoned. If Spain became a lesser power on the European horizon in the eighteenth century, the long-standing problems of a weak economy and an unbalanced social structure continued to generate political debate, and provide the historian with new insights into the character of Spanish civilisation as a whole.

Thus, Chapters 1 to 4 seek to explore some of the structural constraints on the economy, which kept the country in a ‘frontier’ situation, as it were—under-populated, ill-integrated—long after the political reconquest from the Moor. Though Spain had major handicaps stemming from the physical environment, the crucial factor in this traditionalism must surely be social and political relationships. In a pioneering essay, the philosopher Ortega y Gasset argued that his country—alas for it—had never fully experienced feudalism. A too numerous warrior nobility and fortress towns created a kind of egalitarian and decentralised commonwealth, which the failure of empire tended to reinforce. This is the basic framework of our analysis in Chapters 5 to 7, which look in turn at the nature of late feudalism, the integration of townsmen into a culture of honour and dependence, and the difficult equilibrium achieved between the monarchy and its more powerful subjects. Finally, the stability and longevity of that commonwealth depended on a certain culture of civility or good citizenship—on attitudes to law and order, on loyalty to family and clan, on respect for the gods and the precepts of morality—whose transformation in the early modern period laid so many of the foundations of the world in which we still live.




1 An Inhospitable Land
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A country of which ‘we had little experience or knowledge in the days of our forefathers’: such was the impression which the Venetian Michele Suriano carried home with him at the end of his embassy to the Spanish court in 1559. At the western extremity of the ancient and medieval worlds, cut off from Europe by the Pyrenees (a more impenetrable, if less lofty, barrier than the Alps), Spain had been locked for more than seven centuries in those civil wars known as the Reconquest, which ended with the fall of the last Muslim kingdom of Granada in 1492, and which determined that the country would belong to Christendom rather than to Islam. Stretched out ‘like an ox-hide’, in the words of the famous classical geographer Strabo, writing in the first century BC, Iberia appeared at the time as a poor, mountainous land, ‘whose soil is thin—and even that not uniformly well watered’. With few cities, and few good harbours between Tarragona and the Pillars of Hercules (the western limits of the ancient world), the peninsula nevertheless possessed one navigable river, which fertilised its banks and stimulated trade—the Baetis, or Guadalquivir (‘Great River’), as the Moors were to rebaptise it. From these lands of Seville and Cordoba came the grain, wine and olive oil which were exported in quantity to Rome, and here was to be the heart of Muslim power for centuries after the fall of Rome.

Though Spain made a distinctive contribution to classical civilisation, the general impression of later writers, not least Spaniards themselves, was that the country had been somewhat on the margin. In his introduction to one of the early geographies of the peninsula, that of Méndez Silva in 1645, the historiographer Pellicer commented that few classical writers, either Greek or Roman, had left adequate accounts ‘of matters affecting us’. Things had got worse as a result of the political chaos caused by the Arab invasions, and he thought that it was only now that a proper inventory of the country, its people, resources and history, could be made.

Pellicer was neglectful, as most of his contemporaries were, of the work of the Arab geographers. The Arab invasion of 711 might be regarded as a continuation of those links with Africa which since prehistoric times and with the Carthaginians had led to the transfer of manpower and culture across the Straits of Gibraltar. But the Spain that we know took shape through a long guerrilla war against Islam, led by Christian chiefs who had taken refuge in the impenetrable Cantabrian and Pyrenean mountain chains. One of these, the king of León, began to reassert old notions of Hispanic unity, under himself as Emperor (Alfonso VI 1065–1109). His control of the increasingly important pilgrimage site of Santiago de Compostela— famed throughout Christendom, along with Rome and Jerusalem—no doubt explains his pre-eminence. The emergence of a more tangible unity among the different Christian kingdoms was a slower process: by the thirteenth century León and Castile had been definitively united, and the Crown was beginning to be looked upon as an inalienable trust rather than a private patrimony which could be divided among several sons. The subsequent dynastic unions of Castile with the Crown of Aragon (marriage of Isabel of Castile with Ferdinand of Aragon in 1469), and then with Portugal (sucession of Philip II to the Portuguese throne in 1580) completed the restoration, as men believed, of that old Roman Iberia, promising a new Augustan age of peace and prosperity.

To say, as did the Venetian ambassador in 1559, that other Europeans had had ‘little experience’ of the Spaniards before his own day, is somewhat misleading. The Mediterranean coastline had been in continual contact with the south of France since the early Middle Ages. James I of Aragon (1213–76), the famous conqueror of the Balearic Islands and Valencia from the Moors, was the son of the countess of Montpellier, and the culture and language of his new conquests were to be largely that variety of Occitan which obtained in Catalonia. But James’s father, Peter II, had been killed in 1213 at the decisive battle of Muret, which gave control of the Languedoc to the king of France, in the name of a crusade against the Albigensian heresy, and ended effectively any Spanish pretensions north of the Pyrenees. However, the expansion of the Crown of Aragon along the Mediterranean coast of Iberia in the following generation opened up new possibilities of trade and naval power. Thanks to the resources of those great emporia, the cities of Barcelona and Valencia, an Aragonese maritime empire began to take shape, with the conquest of the islands of Sicily (1282) and Sardinia (1323–4), and mainland Naples (1435). Castile, high up on the central tableland and turned away from the Mediterranean, was developing significant naval and commercial links through Biscay with the cities of north-west Europe in the later Middle Ages. Its conquest of Granada gave it control of navigation through the Straits of Gibraltar. In the same year (1492), it patronised the voyage of Columbus, which opened up the Atlantic world to commercial activity of a kind which would soon outstrip that of the old inland sea of Europe and North Africa.

One further political event must be considered before we can situate Spain within the early modern world. The succession of the Habsburg Charles V, grandson of the Catholic Kings, Ferdinand and Isabel, to the Spanish Crown in 1516 brought these southern realms right into the heart of European politics at a particularly sensitive time, that of the Reformation and the beginning of the wars of religion. With Charles V, Spain found her destinies yoked to some of the most wealthy, but most fought-over areas of Europe—Flanders, Franche-Comté, eventually Milan (1535–40), not to mention Austria and the German empire, which, after his retirement, was assigned to Charles’s brother and not to his son, the Spanish king Philip II (1556–98). Charles V, a Fleming by birth and French by tongue, had no fixed headquarters and spent much of his time outside Spain, though returning there to prepare for death. In the reports of the Venetian ambassadors at this time, Spain tends to figure merely as one part of a federal empire. Antonio Tiepolo (1567) may be the first to signal a new reality. He would pay more attention to Spain than to the other states of the monarchy, he told the senate, because it was ‘the most important of all the realms of this most serene king’.

In the history books the period between the treaties of Cateau Cambrésis (1559) and Westphalia (1648) is conventionally known as that of the hegemony of Spain, arbiter of the destinies of Europe. Thereafter a much weakened Spain, stripped of her European possessions in a series of treaties culminating with Utrecht (1713), tends to fade from the textbooks. Yet this state maintained through much of the eighteenth century the third most important fleet in Europe, after that of Britain and France, and, as mistress of much of America, continued to play a significant role in the Atlantic world. It is only with the defeat of the Spanish navy at Trafalgar (1805), and the subsequent loss of control in America, confirmed by the independence of most of the former colonies by 1825, that Spain passed definitively to the second rank of European powers.

In its heyday the empire conferred on this rather poor, once marginal European country, a unique attractiveness. Perhaps the most gifted and certainly the most eloquent of the Venetian ambassadors, Leonardo Donà (1570–3), conveys all the excitement which men of the time felt at the reports of the conquests of Mexico and Peru, and marvelled at a court masque to celebrate the birth of a son to Philip I I, in which the portrayal of the submission of two Indian princes ‘gave us foreign observers an idea of how great is the power of Castile’. And later ambassadors, like Girolamo Soranzo (1608–11), were dazzled by the silver and gold landed at Seville, the pearls and diamonds at Lisbon. Even the financially exhausted and militarily crippled Spain of 1664–6 could still impress Lady Ann Fanshawe, wife of the British ambassador with the ‘curiositys brought from Italy and the Indies’, the silver and chocolate (still a novelty) from America, the lacquered or ivory cabinets from India or Japan. The sense of cosmopolitanism, at least in Seville and at court, and of being at the heart of the world was captured in the saying, reported by the French traveller Jouvin in 1672, ‘that mass is said at every hour of the day in some part of their empire, that the sun shines there all the time, for when it has set in Spain it is casting its rays in America’.1

This imperial radiance was associated with a golden age of Spanish art, literature and learning. Spanish treatises on government, on warfare, on the exploration of the New World became particularly popular in the sixteenth century, followed by an admiration for poetry, plays and novels. Sir Richard Fanshawe, husband of Lady Ann mentioned above, was a gifted translator of Spanish and Portuguese poetry. Inevitably the far-flung nature of the Spanish dominion led to a study of its language and culture, even by its enemies. Queen Elizabeth may have been the last British monarch to read and speak Spanish, an example imitated by her chief secretary Burghley. The Puritan party at court— men like Sir Philip Sidney and Edmund Spenser—were under the spell of Spanish romances of chivalry. One of Secretary Walsingham’s correspondents wrote in 1582 that he was learning the Spanish language, ‘which I plainly see that he who would go about in the world ought to know’.2

Most people nowadays will think of El Greco, Velázquez, Murillo—and, of course, also of Cervantes—when they evoke the Spanish Golden Age. But Spanish painting— and even more the rich tradition of polychrome sculpture—was less appreciated abroad initially than Spanish books. Some interest was shown by foreign merchants in Murillo, during and soon after his own lifetime; but Spanish art remained to be discovered by the Romantics—like the country itself, which began to attract gentlemen of leisure (as distinct from merchants and ambassadors) during the later eighteenth century. In 1779 Secretary of State Floridablanca deplored the fact that ‘some foreigners are buying up in Seville all the canvases that they can acquire of Bartolomé Murillo and other famous painters, and sending them abroad’, and he introduced new restrictions.3 Joseph Townsend’s sensitivity to the beauties of the Alhambra palace in Granada in the course of his visit of 1787 is an early symptom of the Romantic appreciation of the exotic, which would heighten sympathy for things Spanish in nineteenth-century Europe.

But for most of the early modern period Spain was trying to live down its Moorish past. The indefatigable traveller and art critic Antonio Ponz, whose journeys across his native land in the 1770s and 1780s are such a mine of information for the social historian, was typical of the classical temper which marked the culmination and waning of early modern civilisation. For him, the Spanish cities, with their narrow, crooked streets and intimate, rambling buildings had to be explained away as an unfortunate legacy of the Islamic period. The Venetian ambassadors shared a similar impression. Federico Badoero in 1557 found most Spanish towns ‘neither beautiful nor clean’; and his successor Francesco Soranzo in 1602 commented that, compared with their European counterparts, ‘they are remarkable neither for the splendour of their buildings, nor for the beauty of their streets, nor for the grandeur of their public squares’. The qualities which later generations would come to admire, the intimacy of the little squares and labyrinthine neighbourhoods, held little attraction for the classical mind.

The Venetians, and more generally the Italians, were not only the arbiters of good taste in the sixteenth and much of the seventeenth centuries, but also the supreme exponents of political philosophy. They first drew attention to the paradox of Spain: a great empire which seemed very insecurely balanced on the shoulders of a poor and backward people. Giovanni Botero (1544–1617), one of the pioneers of political economy, helped shape contemporary views of Spain as a giant with feet of clay through his influential writings. He had no first-hand knowledge of the country until a visit he made there in 1603–6, well after he had published his criticism. But from Strabo and from travellers’ tales he could find out enough to make some telling points. ‘Generally mountainous and lacking in water’, Spain had few rivers, therefore few opportunities to build markets and towns, or expand her population. The Spanish temperament, as described in the classical authors and as appeared to be confirmed by the persecutions and wars of Botero’s own day, was more attuned to war than to the arts of peace. ‘No country is more lacking in crafts and industry,’ he thought.

The peninsula lay, in some senses, with its back to Europe. The Pyrenees had few accessible passes. The fertile Mediterranean coastline, the natural gateway to Europe, had few good harbours, and backed on to the high, bare continental plateau of Castile, the meseta. The best harbours, and the easiest communications with the interior, by mule if not by river, faced west, out into the long uncharted waters of the Atlantic. The central tableland had an average altitude of 660 metres (just under 2,200 feet), making the country the most elevated in Europe after Switzerland. A high, squat landmass, Iberia generates a kind of continental climate of its own, with extremes of heat and cold.

Three main features determine the climate of the peninsula. First there is its southerly latitude—considerably to the south of most of Italy, for example. Then one has to take into account the altitude of much of the landmass, which can lead to cold and snow in Old Castile and León, that is those areas to the north of Madrid and the Guadarrama mountains, which bisect the meseta in two. Here the average altitude rises to 1,000 metres above sea level, where, according to a saying related by the Venetian envoy in 1525, there are ten months of invierno (winter) and two of infierno (hellfire).4 The third factor shaping the climate of Spain is the westward thrust of the peninsula out into the Atlantic, exposed, therefore, to the cloud, winds and rain from the great ocean. The north-western seaboard, including Galicia and its great pilgrimage centre of Santiago de Compostela, tends to get a lot of rain. Even the south-west, including the fertile valley of the Guadalquivir, is swept generously by the rainclouds in autumn and spring. But the altitudes there are generally low (200 metres on average), and the southerly latitudes lead to rapid evaporation, creating problems of aridity particularly in the summer months. One of the great conditioning influences on the peninsula has been, as Botero put it, the ‘lack of water’. In general, as one gets further back from the Atlantic shoreline, rising gradually to altitudes of 800–1,000 metres in the eastern and northern mesetas, the rainclouds peter out. About half of the landmass gets under 500 millimetres (about 20 inches) of rain a year, creating what is known as a semi-arid climate.

Linked to the question of aridity is the lack of tree-cover, commented upon by travellers in the early modern period. A narrow belt—perhaps one-tenth of the surface area—along the Pyrenees, Cantabrian Mountains and Galicia can boast a good natural cover of chestnut, beech and grass. But south of the Cantabrians the landscape is and was steppe-like, on the high Castilian plateau. Antonio Ponz commented on the consequences: the erosion of the soil, the evaporation of what moisture there was, the shortage of firewood and the lack of building materials.5 The chestnut, needing the rains of north and west Spain, ventured timidly down as far as the Tagus (or beyond, in the west). But the characteristic tree of the Castilian steppe was the stubby, drought-resistant evergreen oak. A kind of climatic frontier was crossed south of the Guadarrama mountains and south of the Tagus River, as one entered New Castile. Here the olive, dreading frosts and happy with little water, came into its own. Further south still, beyond the Sierra Morena, one came to the old Arab heartland of Andalusia, which linked up, via the mountainous kingdom of Granada, with the other Moorish stronghold of south-eastern Spain, Valencia. These areas were famed for their warmth and fertility. The Andalusian Pedro de Medina, in one of the early geographies of Spain (1548), praised Valencia’s river banks ‘lined with roses and flowers’, with ‘poplars, pines and other trees’. And that other pioneering geographer, Rodrigo Méndez Silva (1645), found it full of ‘gardens, orchards, groves’.

Overall, Méndez Silva’s impression of Spain was flattering: a land of ‘abundance’, blessed with ‘the most agreeable, temperate climate in all Europe’, half-way between the cold of France and the heat of North Africa. But the future Philip II is found writing to his father in 1545 that the country could never match the subsidies paid by France to its monarch: ‘The infertility of these realms is well known to Your Majesty, and one bad year can throw our people into poverty.’ And the Jesuit historian Mariana lamented towards the end of the century that lack of rainfall often meant that ‘the harvest will not repay the cost of farming’.6

The great problem facing most of the peninsula was the thinness of the soil (aggravated by deforestation) and the irregular distribution of water. Much of the northern tableland receives less than 500 millimetres (about 20 inches) of rain a year, much of southern Castile under 400, the higher figure generally being taken as the lower limit for comfortable farming. In the fertile basin of the Guadalquivir, where the Atlantic breezes bring in up to 700 millimetres a year, the supply is concentrated in torrential spring downpours; here the problem is to prevent evaporation during the intense heat of summer.

One of the features of the Iberian landscape which is still marked is the great contrast between regions. Not only is the central plateau difficult of access from the Mediterranean, but it is itself traversed by mountain barriers. We may start with the Cantabrian Mountains to the north, shielding Castile from the Bay of Biscay. Here the Christian armies had taken refuge in the eighth century from the Moorish invaders, and from here had launched the campaigns of Reconquest. The Iberian sierras, sweeping south from there towards the Mediterranean coast, helped foster the separate political identity of the Crown of Aragon, a medieval frontier only partially overcome with the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabel in 1469. Then the Central System, with its centrepiece the Guadarrama mountains to the north of Madrid, separates Old from New Castile. The Christians had built up their towns and settlements behind the Guadarrama, in the land of chestnut, snow and Romanesque churches, before launching the hardest-fought part of the Reconquest, the struggle of the twelfth century for control of New Castile. After New Castile, the Muslims were entrenched behind the Sierra Morena in Andalusia, and beyond and below the Iberian mountains in Valencia. They lost control of these in the thirteenth century. The Sub-Baetic mountains and the desert country of the south-east guaranteed the survival of the last Moorish kingdom, that of Granada, until 1492.

Though the mountains of Spain help to explain some of the human and political development of the peninsula, they were not in themselves great impediments to communication, if the will was there. The Pyrenees and Cantabrians certainly posed formidable problems, with only a limited number of crossings which man or beast could use. The other mountain ranges were more easily passable, at least in the good season. The altitude of the central tableland itself meant, though, that in winter many of the sierras received 20–40 inches of snow, sufficient to block the higher passes for two to three months of the year.7 The papal nuncio Camillo Borghese was held up on the road from Aragon to Castile by snow in January 1594, as had been the king himself shortly before, travelling in the opposite direction from Castile to Aragon to hold a parliament there at the beginning of February 1585. The Cortes (parliament) of Castile urged in 1588 that ‘it would be most useful to erect high stone plinths on the mountain passes to mark out the road, for it happens day after day when the snows fall…that travellers lose their way and fall into the ravines’.8

In pre-industrial Europe traffic tended to follow the rivers, and here Spain was at a clear disadvantage. As the Venetian ambassador noted in 1602, ‘there are few rivers, and none of them can be called really navigable’. Of the five great rivers of the peninsula, four—the Duero, Tagus, Guadiana and Guadalquivir—flowed into the vast emptiness of the Atlantic; only the Ebro linked up with the heart of the classical and medieval world, the Mediterranean. But such discussion is academic, since none of the five was easy to navigate anyway. They carry at times a great volume of water, when the snows melt near their source, or when the autumn rains fall; but then they run very low in the heat of summer. And the steepness of the fall from the central tableland to the coast, particularly on the Mediterranean side, creates rapids—rendering the Ebro, for example, unsafe in places. Plans were afoot in early modern Spain to tame the rivers. The Cortes of 1583–5 held long debates on making the Tagus navigable, from Toledo to Lisbon, according to plans submitted by the great Italian engineer Giovanni Batista Antonelli. The date was significant: the Crown of Portugal had been assumed by Philip I I in 1580, and it was hoped that if the Tagus could be made safe for boats, trade between the Portuguese and the Spanish would flourish and ‘a good basis would be laid for strengthening that perpetual peace and friendship which it is necessary should exist between us’. Alternatively, any ‘stirring or disturbance or hint of such in Portugal’ could be the more easily countered by sending troops down by boat. The technical problems—lack of water in summer, rapids—could be mastered ‘with weirs and dams’. Hopes were expressed that the Duero and the Guadalquivir (from Seville up to Cordoba) might be made navigable in the same way.9

The impressive engineering feat was actually achieved, as regards the Tagus, by 1588. But the cost of maintaining the locks seems to have been too great, and the river reverted to its former state within a few years. Economic factors were clearly more important than engineering. Seville had expressed concern that goods from the New World would now reach the central tableland through Lisbon; León protested that its network of fairs would no longer attract English, Flemish or French goods imported through the Cantabrian ports, since these would now also take the route to Lisbon. In fact, the Tagus was made navigable on the strict condition that only the wares of Portugal and Portuguese Asia should be allowed up the river at all. With such a restriction in force the whole enterprise was surely not cost-efficient, and its abandonment can hardly cause surprise.

It required the more centralist government of the Bourbons after 1700, and particularly the enlightened absolutism of Charles II I (1759–88), to take up the challenge anew. Joseph Townsend was able to inspect the herculean enterprise of making the Ebro navigable, with 2,000 soldiers and 1,000 peasants digging away earth for canals. It was the intention to link up these with another big canal traversing Old Castile, so that the Mediterranean could be joined to the Bay of Biscay. The Castilian canal had actually been initiated in 1752 under the marquis of Ensenada. As Townsend noted in 1786, Spain needed long years of peace in order to complete this gargantuan task; but within a few years of his writing the country was swept into the whirlwind of war against the French Revolution and Napoleon, which led to the collapse of the old regime. The canals were never finished.10

Unable to be exploited for navigation, the rivers set up obstacles of their own to communication. Though the main ones had long been bridged, the smaller often exercised the ingenuity of the traveller desirous of crossing them. Antonio Ponz was indignant that the main road south-east from Madrid could be cut when the rains came, at a point only five and a half kilometres out of the imperial capital, at the ford of Vallecas. Yet from this village had to come every day ‘a great part of the bread which is eaten in Madrid’. Three leagues (16.8 kilometres) further on, one had to cross the Jarama by a small ferry-boat; but if the river was in spate, one had to swing some thirty kilometres south to the nearest bridge, which lay in the vicinity of the royal palace of Aranjuez. On the road south from Madrid to Toledo, commented Ponz at another time, just four small bridges would make all the difference; but the villages along the way preferred to spend their money building church towers—‘a rather mistaken form of piety’, when benevolence towards one’s fellow man seemed the first duty of religion as the Enlightenment was coming to believe.11 The need for bridges across the smaller rivers was not really appreciated in an age when travel was so intermittent, and when the expense fell on the locality. A majority of deputies to the Cortes of 1586–8 criticised the government for authorising too many schemes for bridges, without offering any funds of its own to help along the work.

The main rivers had adequate provision anyway since medieval times. There were four bridges across the Tagus, for example, between Toledo and the Portuguese frontier. On the other hand the supply could not be regarded as generous: thus there was no crossing of the Guadalquivir between Seville and Cordoba. And the bridges that did exist were not always reliable. So the Valencian Cortes of 1563 complained that the crossing of the Xúquer and Corbera, which cut this Mediterranean kingdom in half, was ‘very dangerous, because the bridges over these rivers are of wood, and so usually when the floods come they break…and persons and animals are occasionally drowned’. But though the local town, Cullera, was authorised at this time to levy a toll in order to build in stone, it had to confess in 1585 that the engineering techniques were beyond it: the river bottom was too sandy, the pillars simply sank, and it returned to a pontoon bridge. Silting was a major problem in the lower reaches of many Spanish rivers, given the steepness of their drop to the coastal plains. This was the reason that there was only a pontoon bridge across the Ebro at Tortosa—an inviting target for incendiaries in 1640 when the Catalan rebels tried to cut the main coastal route south to Valencia. And it proved impossible to build a stone bridge over the river at Seville, for all the wealth and power of that city. By comparison one understands the pride with which the chronicler Escolano could speak in 1610 of the five stone bridges across the Turia at Valencia city, ‘each two shots of an arquebus from the next, something which it would be hard to find in any other great city in the world’.12

As one accompanies travellers and chroniclers round the peninsula one gets a vivid impression of a vast, underpopulated and uncharted world. Travel was an adventure. You can choose, wrote Ponz, between being scorched on the roads in summer for the lack of trees, or lose your way in winter, with snow, floods and lack of food. On the main highway from Barcelona to court, in the vicinity of Zaragoza, the inns were as bad as the roads, he wrote: short of everything the traveller needed. The count of Gondomar, ambassador to England between 1613 and 1618, got to know the roads well between Madrid, then capital of a world empire, and the Cantabrian ports. His verdict was that ‘travelling through (Spain) is more painful and uncomfortable than through any deserted region anywhere in Europe, for there are no beds to be had, no inns, no food’.13

In days when horse-power was crucial for getting about, Spain suffered a further disadvantage. The French cleric Barthélemy Joly noted in 1603 that on crossing the Pyrenees one left a land of horses and entered one of mules and ponies. Spain could boast fine Arabian thoroughbreds, but they were scarce, and the smuggling of horses abroad to France was an offence so grave that it came under the jurisdiction of the Inquisition. The problem basically was that ‘in almost no part of Spain is there hay or oats, just barley and short straw, as unappetising as one of our mats’. And, Joly went on, it was hard to find horse combs, stable-litter or trained stable-lads in the inns.14 Don Quixote had, of course, to content himself with a nag, the famous Rocinante. Spain was, above all, the land of the mule. The parliaments of Philip I I specified how many leagues a hired mule could be expected to travel in a day, and how much the guide should be paid. Do not pay the muleteer in advance, advised the papal nuncio Borghese in 1594; rather, give him what he needs by the day to buy fodder, and insist that you will not pay for extra days caused by the tiredness or illness of his animals along the way. Here and in Borghese’s careful annotations of the amount of money the traveller will need to carry, and the quantity of provisions, there emerges the overwhelming uncertainty of travel in the early modern period. One had to keep a record of the towns where one could hope to find food, lodging, facilities for changing money, before pursuing the next stage of one’s journey. Parts of the diary of Borghese’s contemporary, Bernardo Catalá de Valeriola (1568–1607), an inveterate traveller between his native Valencia and the court, reflect the informal mapping of routes which the prudent man did for himself in those days.

The routes across the peninsula, in fact, are not always those most familiar to us nowadays. The highway from Valencia to Catalonia did not follow the coast as it does nowadays, but swung inland through the hill country towards the now half-forgotten but then busy staging-post of Sant Mateu. In Sant Mateu the master of the chivalric order of Montesa held his court, and one could therefore be sure of food and protection. Travellers heading north from Madrid towards the Cantabrian ports preferred the easier but longer route via the large town of Valladolid. Urgent dispatches of letters or of fish from the coast might take the modern path over the Somosierra Pass, but there was no proper road here until the 1780s and none suitable for carts until some time after that. Similarly travellers from the court to Valencia would find it easier to take the more circuitous route via the strategic corridor of Almansa (used by the Bourbon armies in 1707 to force their way into the Habsburg-controlled Mediterranean kingdom) rather than risk the direct but dangerous mountain pass which led down from the meseta to the coast. Though a road had been opened here in 1427 to facilitate Valencian access to the wheat-fields of the central tableland, it remained down to the end of the old regime a twisted, uneven track, cut by mountain torrents and infested by bandits.15

Perhaps more surprising was the poor state of communications between the political and commercial capitals of empire, Madrid and Seville. The direct road nowadays is through the pass of Despeñaperros (‘Dog’s Leap’), but work on this was only begun in 1779. There seems always to have been a crossing in this vicinity: the Venetian ambassador Navagero probably used it in 1525 when he referred to the utterly ‘depopulated and barren’ countryside through which he passed. Building a decent route through Despeñaperros required not only feats of engineering, but also the strengthening of security against bandits, which Charles III tried to achieve by planting colonies of German farmers in the vicinity. Before then the main road lay further to the west, through the now half-forgotten Almodóvar del Campo, which boldly told the king’s commissioners in 1575 that it was ‘a vital and obligatory stage between the two provinces’ (of Castile and Andalusia), having no less than ‘twenty public inns’ to cater for the traffic.16 Nearby the ‘Royal City’ of Ciudad Real was founded by Alfonso the Wise, after the conquest of Andalusia, in much the same spirit as Charles III’s colonies near Despeñaperros, with the aim of securing the main road south.

The most frequented route south, since classical times, lay through Extremadura, towards the Portuguese frontier. The generally lower altitudes and milder climate of this Atlantic façade of the meseta may have facilitated settlement. The ruins of the famous Roman city of Mérida are in this region, once at the centre of a major network of communications, which led up to Salamanca, the great university town of the later Middle Ages and on to the fairs of León. Down this route came most of the transhumant sheep, which were the wealth of the peninsula, to their winter pastures, and along it went most of the Conquistadors and settlers of the New World. Here the shrine of Guadalupe began to rival Santiago de Compostela from the fourteenth century. But from that time a gradual shift in population, wealth and communication took place towards the east, as the last threat from the Muslim stronghold in Granada receded.

Routes had to be built up in segments, through a proliferation of settlements which conferred security and markets. How else can we explain the importance of a little town like Torre de Juan Abad (300 families), which claimed in 1575 to be ‘on the royal highway used by the carts which cross the Sierra Morena coming from Seville and Granada and Andalusia to the court of Madrid and La Mancha’?17 No doubt the roads here were easier for carts than further west; but perhaps the access to the markets of the flourishing towns of Baeza and Ubeda, gems of the Renaissance but now off the beaten track, had something to do with it as well. The modern period has seen a concentration and simplification of the network of communications as the old pattern of local exchanges ceases to have much meaning.

How big was Spain for the traveller in the days of the mule? Ponz once noted that in Castile men counted by leagues (5.6 kilometres), and in the Crown of Aragon by how far one could travel on foot in an hour—‘which for the traveller comes to the same thing’.18 The Cortes of 1579–82 expected the hired muleteer to cover nine or ten leagues in a day. Generally, therefore, 50–60 kilometres would seem to constitute a good day’s journey at the time. Leaving Valencia on 25 June 1603, the diarist Bernardo Catalá de Valeriola tells us that he reached Madrid, some 350 kilometres away, on 30 June, while his return in winter took slightly longer, from 8 to 14 December. It took the papal nuncio Borghese seven days to get from Madrid to Valencia in the summer of 1594, while Joseph Townsend spent fourteen days in a hired carriage, drawn by seven mules, to cover twice that distance between Barcelona and Madrid in May 1786.19 On the scale of those days, and with no navigable rivers, Spain constituted a formidable landmass: a fortnight to get from the chief Mediterranean port, Barcelona, inland to the capital, Madrid, and easily another ten days to get from there down to Seville, gateway to the New World.

The mail could achieve faster speeds, it is true. A regular postal service was set up between Valencia and Madrid in the early sixteenth century, with riders guaranteeing to cover a minimum of ten leagues a day, and, if they were paid extra, up to twenty leagues (112 kilometres), which seems to have been regarded as a kind of physical limit. By the early seventeenth century the ordinary mail left Madrid on Sunday and arranged to get to Valencia by Wednesday. The king’s business could be dispatched a little faster. The Cortes of 1645 accepted that grievances could be submitted to Madrid, considered, and a reply returned all within ten days. But this was an emergency procedure, and the very length of the interval perhaps suggests some of the limitations to the exercise of political authority from the centre in those days.

Returning to the ordinary traveller, one may note the improvements which were being introduced towards the end of the old regime. After 1763 stage-coaches offered a regular service, once a week, from Madrid to Barcelona or Seville. They promised to cut the old journey time in half, to just six days; but they remained scarce and expensive. No doubt improvements to the roads and the mountain passes under Charles III made such speeds increasingly feasible. But the roads in much of the peninsula remained very uncertain down to the nineteenth century. Théophile Gautier noted how difficult it was to find the road between Malaga and Cordoba in 1840—‘a fanciful road, hardly even a beaten track, cut by deep ravines at every step’. And George Borrow shortly before lost his way between Salamanca and Valladolid on the Queen’s highway, which seemed to him more like ‘a medley of bridle-paths and drift ways, where discrimination is very difficult’.20

Travellers’ tales gradually built up a sense of what Spain was like, but it was a slow process. Maps had been devised first for the seafarer, showing coastlines and havens—the famous portolan charts. The Catalan—Mallorcan school had built up a pioneering reputation for making these, a work ably pursued by the House of Trade in Seville after the discovery of the Indies. But it is somewhat paradoxical that the interior of Spain itself should have been so badly known. The chronicler Escolano complained in 1610 about the inaccuracies in the classical maps of Ptolemy and others, on which much reliance had still to be placed. They gave no latitudes, he commented, or projections from the poles. Because the technical skills of engraving were better there, maps of the peninsula tended to be produced in Flanders; but sheer ignorance of Spain as a country meant that even the famous Ortelius map ‘has shuffled the true names and positions of almost all towns’, at least in the kingdom of Valencia. Escolano was left to speculate ironically whether future generations would think there had been two Valencias, that of Ortelius and the real one.21

The sixteenth century saw heroic attempts to map the peninsula, but in ways which may strike later generations as not fully scientific. What has been called the ‘first guide to Imperial Spain’ —though perhaps the epithet belongs to Fernando, the son of Christopher Columbus, who attempted a similar task a generation earlier— is that published by Pedro de Medina in 1548. Dedicated to the heir to the throne, the future Philip II, it aimed to teach him about the mighty nation over which he would one day rule. Medina was famous for his cartography of the Atlantic, where Spanish ships ruled the waves, and for his history of the dukes of Medina Sidonia, his fellow Andalusians and patrons. These twin interests, geography and history, are reflected in his ‘Great and Memorable Things of Spain’ (1548). After a historical introduction, he comes in the twenty-fourth chapter to a ‘description’ of the country. He admits that he could have followed a division by the great rivers, and, indeed, in Chapter 170 he has some useful things to say about the mountains of the peninsula and the watersheds of the rivers. But he will proceed, he tells us, by kingdoms and historic provinces. His purpose is to describe the ‘wealth’ of the land in a sense that is no longer current— that is, its grandeur and its cultural patrimony, as well as its material resources. His selection of places for comment is often more informed by their historical associations than by their geographic importance.

Philip II, to whom Medina dedicated the work, was responsible for impressive attempts of his own to map the resources of his realm. One of these was the famous Relaciones—questionnaires of 59 and 45 headings sent out in 1575 and 1578 respectively to the local authorities throughout Castile and the Indies. The information was needed, ran the preamble, to promote ‘the honour and dignity of these kingdoms’, and their ‘reputation and grandeur’. As with Pedro de Medina, the object was only partly utilitarian. Thus there were questions about the great men and historical monuments of the locality, as well as about its population and production.

The other great geography of imperial Spain is that of Rodrigo Méndez Silva, published in 1645. Doubly an outsider, as a Portuguese, whose compatriots were just then struggling for independence against the monarchy, and the descendant of converted Jews in trouble with the Inquisition, he threw himself with enthusiasm into a description of Iberia along the familiar lines. There is some geography, with descriptions of the crops, population and industry of the different regions; but fundamentally the country is visualised in moral rather than physical terms, as a federation of communities, whose wealth lies in their patrimony—their historical monuments, in the broad sense, rather than their material resources.

The reader of Medina or Méndez Silva would come away with only a hazy notion of what the country looked like. The best of these cosmographies, in the sense of an inventory of the patrimony, physical and cultural, of a people, were inevitably done at the local level by men who had a deep knowledge of their own surroundings. One of the pioneers was Martín de Viciana, a gentleman somewhat down on his luck, who practised as a notary, and who travelled round the kingdom of Valencia in the 1560s asking the local authorities about the population and production and notable features of their districts. He was followed in 1610 by the priest Gaspar Escolano, more erudite and more classically minded, who nevertheless retained a sharp enough eye for the world he saw about him, for numbers of people, distances, types of crop. Both Viciana and Escolano, who are among the outstanding products of a school of historiography which was beginning to flourish in their own day, much as in Elizabethan England, were basically interested in the patrimony of their people in the broad sense. They will situate a town more by reference to its founding myth than to the less exciting criterion of economic significance.

There were attempts made at mapping in the more modern sense. Philip I I commissioned Pedro Esquivel, professor of mathematics in the university of Alcalá de Henares, to carry out a survey of the peninsula in 1566. One of those who worked with Esquivel affirmed ‘that it is no exaggeration to say that since the creation of the world no region thereof has been described with more care, effort and accuracy’.22 But the work was probably too great for one team, and was not completed. Some of the maps of seventeenth-century Spain, produced in Flanders and relying on second-hand information, were accurate enough. That of Blaeu, published in Amsterdam in 1672, provided latitudes and gave a scale of Spanish leagues and German miles. The traveller would have a fair idea of the lie of the rivers, but not of mountains or roads.

Certainly the seventeenth century witnessed a stirring of the Spanish authorities in this matter. The Portuguese cartographer João Batista Lavanha was commissioned by the Aragonese to map their kingdom in 1613–4, and Philip III wrote to the Valencian Generalitat (committee of the estates) in 1617 asking them to expedite ‘a map or description’ of their own province since Aragon and Catalonia were finishing theirs. But it was not until near the end of the century that what has been called the ‘first modern map’ of Valencia was produced, in 1693. Commissioned by the viceroy and executed by the Jesuit Cassaus, it was designed to show physical relief and main roads, in order to facilitate the movement of the new state militia instituted the year before.23

Cassaus only gave the main roads, and was not precise about elevations. There was consequently much left to do in the eighteenth century. The great reforming minister the marquis of Ensenada, in a memorial of about 1748, spoke of the need for a proper mapping of Spain: ‘We have no detailed ones…There is no one who is able to engrave them, and we have to rely on faulty ones imported from France and Holland.’ There was a need to employ more accurate instruments of measurement, such as those being developed in Paris and London, and map design itself would have to be improved, ‘either by bringing in foreign craftsmen, or sending our young artists to Paris to learn about maps’.24 Under Ensenada’s inspiration, Tomás López began his mammoth task in the 1760s and 1770s of collecting information from all over Spain for a series of regional maps and descriptions. He produced maps of Granada in 1761 and Valencia in 1762, but was still sending out questionnaires at much later dates. In 1777–8 his list of fifteen questions distributed to the parish priests and local authorities of the kingdom of Valencia included requests for information about shrines and historical monuments, in the spirit of the sixteenth-century cosmographies. But there were five questions about population and economy, and three which could be broadly labelled as topographical. The parish priests were thus invited to submit their own sketch maps of the locality, ‘and will give the names of the mountains, where they begin to rise and fall, and a fair estimate of the time it would take to cross them, or of how big they are’. Inevitably such dependence on local informants led to the kind of uncertainties highlighted by one of the priests in his reply—that he could not do the inspection in person, that he would have to rely on ‘people who I do not know if they will tell me the truth’, and he suggested that López take a horse and go round the places himself.25

Eventually it was on foot that the information was gathered for the culminating map of the old regime, that of Antonio Joseph Cavanilles on Valencia (1795). A priest (like Cassaus) and a tutor to aristocratic families, Cavanilles became interested in the work of French naturalists and was appointed professor of botany in Madrid. Entrusted by the Crown with a survey of the vegetation of the peninsula, he decided on his own initiative to add observations on geography and agriculture, ‘since we had hardly anything on the situation and character of mountains, and geography in general was very inaccurate’.26 Beginning with his native Valencia he trekked through this rugged Mediterranean territory for three years, though he was no longer young, at forty-six years of age, when he started. But his efforts resulted in a classic of geographical literature, and a fitting conclusion to the centuries of effort by Spaniards to get to know themselves better. It was left to the military in the nineteenth century to carry this physical inventory of resources to its completion.




2 The Fewness of People
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The concern with the mapping of Spain was part of the inventory of resources which marked the growth of the early modern state. One critical aspect of the same process was a new attention to population. Echoing a familiar theme, the Venetian ambassador Mocenigo noted in 1631 that ‘the Spains, the states of this king in Italy and all the Spaniards scattered throughout the Indies do not come to two-thirds of the twenty million people’ on which the arch-enemy France could count.1 Since the classical geographer Strabo, whose ideas had been given a new lease of life by Giovanni Botero (1589), the geography (and warlike temper) of Spain was held to be inimical to cities and to a numerous population. In an age when populousness was associated with prosperity and the arts of peace, Spain’s lack of people tended to be held up as a reproach. ‘All nations marvel at the decline of our population,’ wrote the later president of the Council of Castile, the count of Campomanes in 1774—though, in a change of emphasis which would mark the advent of modern times, he warned that a numerous population by itself was not necessarily a good thing.2

At the outset, one may note the impressive range of materials available for a study of demography in Spain, testimony to the pioneering formation there of a modern state and church. There were already good medieval censuses, of a fiscal kind, for the Crown of Aragon. But the first comprehensive survey of Castile was made in 1534, and it excluded nobles and clergy since these did not pay taxes. Additional censuses were made of the royal domain—omitting many seigneurial estates whose owners collected the taxes (alcabalas) for themselves—in 1552, 1561, 1585–7 and 1596–7. To crown a century of effort came the universal survey of all households in Castile in 1591, in connection with a new turn of the fiscal screw, the introduction of the millones. It was not until the seventeenth century that the Crown of Aragon attracted the attention of the Treasury, with good censuses of Valencia in 1646 or of Aragon in 1642, for example. Valencia, indeed, had already been investigated pretty thoroughly in the sixteenth century, since her Morisco population constituted something of a security risk.

One of the fascinating aspects of this whole process is—as with maps of the terrain —how slowly a reliable picture of the population was built up. The government had taken great pains to find out how many Moriscos were in the kingdom at the time of the expulsion in 1609. Bleda, writing in 1618, must have consulted these state papers when he calculated 340,672 persons expelled; but the Venetian ambassador Gritti at the same time (1619) was putting abroad a much higher figure— 600,000— which would soon become conventional wisdom as an illustration of the price that Spain paid for her religious fanaticism. The fallibility of memory in an age of essentially oral communication meant that the contours of population may not always have been present in political calculations. Olivares overestimated, with disastrous results, the numbers of Catalans in 1626 when he approached them for military cooperation; and it is puzzling that the government resorted to a hasty count of the Castilian population in 1646 when it already had a more accurate, recent survey of 1631— which lay forgotten in the state archives until the present day.3

Military and fiscal reorganisation under the Bourbons in the eighteenth century created new sources for the demographic historian. Taxes on income led to inventories of the manpower of the Crown of Aragon, listing in some cases individuals and not just households. This was the model which the marquis of Ensenada tried to follow in Castile between 1750 and 1754, listing persons and ages in one of the most complete censuses for any pre-industrial population (though the proposed income tax could not be implemented). The famous Enlightened minister, the count of Aranda, was responsible in 1768 for the first survey of Castile and his native Crown of Aragon together. But the first modern census of Spain as a whole is reckoned to be that of his successor, the count of Floridablanca, in 1787. The latter’s motives were avowedly to show the advance of population, and hence of civilisation, under Enlightened Absolutism, ‘so that foreigners may see that the kingdom is not quite as deserted as they and their writers believe’. On the eve of the age of Malthus, this optimism may serve as a monument to a more traditional outlook on populousness as a source of wealth.

The Catholic Church had played its part, alongside the state, in making Spaniards aware of their human resources. Its care was to police its flock, and, as elsewhere in early modern Europe, it began to keep records of baptisms, marriages, Easter communions, confirmations and burials. If the individual became aware of himself as a citizen in the early modern period it was surely first as a member of this Christian commonwealth. Biographies of ordinary Spaniards can be reconstructed, particularly from the diocesan archives which record movements from childhood— changes of neighbourhood, the hunt for work—in the effort to counter bigamy among the very mobile population of Spain. The system was only set in place gradually. One of its preconditions was the catholicisation of this frontier society— the forced conversion or expulsion of the large Jewish population in 1492, of the Moors in 1502–25 and the eventual expulsion of the latter in 1609–14. Spain, down to 1609, presents a unique opportunity for a study of the life-cycle of those nominal converts to Christianity, the Moriscos. But it is not until the later seventeenth century, some time after the Moorish expulsion, that parochial and diocesan registers become full enough to permit any very detailed demographic work.

From the Castilian fiscal censuses, supplemented by those of the Crown of Aragon at neighbouring dates, and using a multiplier of four persons per household (now favoured instead of older and higher ratios), historians now estimate the population of Spain as follows:4



	1534
	4,698,000 persons


	1591
	6,632,000


	1787
	10,138,000


More work clearly needs to be done on Spanish demography in the seventeenth century. This period of decline has generally been the orphan of historians, its censuses less studied because they seem to lack the rigour of those of the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. We have to rely at present on regional estimates. Thus, there would have been some 5,240,888 persons in the Spanish heartland, the kingdom of Castile in 1591, and only 4,520,782 in 1631. This sharp downswing in population during the years in which Spain was losing her hegemony as a world power seems to be characteristic of much of the rest of the peninsula as well, and will have to be explained from a variety of perspectives in succeeding chapters. By 1712–17, when the first general count of the Spanish population as a whole was made by the new Bourbon dynasty, the population had probably recovered to its old peak of 1591, in spite of the disasters of the War of the Spanish Succession; but the figures are regarded as uncertain.

The initial expansion of population, visible during the sixteenth century, was probably a continuation of a movement already under way since the later Middle Ages, and was no doubt fostered by the internal peace and economic expansion which followed the unification of the country under the Catholic Kings. But growth seems to have slackened rather early on in Spain’s career as an imperial power. The parish registers of Old Castile already record a stagnation of births by about 1570, with a real decline setting in around 1590, particularly in urban areas.5 To the south, in the emptier lands of New Castile and Murcia, a continuing process of colonisation staved off the fall of baptisms until about 1620. But the middle decades of the seventeenth century witnessed a crisis of natality which seems to have been pretty general throughout the peninsula. The worst-affected areas were probably Old Castile, where population levels were cut by 30 to 40 per cent, and Valencia, where numbers of people by 1646 had fallen to the level of a century before.

Recovery set in during the later seventeenth century, as Spain gradually abandoned what may be regarded as its over-reach for world supremacy. The coastal periphery, Andalusia, Valencia, Catalonia, recovered earliest. In Castile the curve of baptisms generally did not get back to its old height until well into the eighteenth century. It was not until 1787 that Old Castile, León and Extremadura had recovered the manpower of 1591. And even then it figures in the pages of Antonio Ponz as littered with museum towns and abandoned villages. In the more communicable, maritime parts of Spain population expanded fast in the eighteenth century: by as much as 1 per cent per year in Valencia, and by only a little less in Catalonia. But the expansion, in a still essentially agrarian society, was fragile. Droughts and bad harvests after 1762 led to soaring mortality, particularly on the inland meseta of Castile.

In 1591 three-quarters of the Spanish population lived on this central tableland. It had emerged from medieval times, to judge by its profile in 1534, with a heavy concentration of settlement along the milder Atlantic façade, along that famous ‘route of silver’ which had led, since Roman times, up from Seville through Mérida towards the headquarters of the ‘legion’, León. To the east, a hotly disputed frontier between Moors and Christians, from Granada up through La Mancha, had kept population to under ten inhabitants per square kilometre. Between 1534 and 1591 there was a filling-up of some of this empty quarter. The average density of Castile and Andalusia rose from 10.70 to 15.85 inhabitants per square kilometre.6 These figures, however, require to be broken down further by region. Old Castile and Andalusia had between 20 and 30 inhabitants per square kilometre in 1591, as against a figure of under 15 for New Castile, and one of under 8 for the kingdom of Granada, weakened by a recent, bitter civil war and the expulsion of its Moorish people. Whatever the explanation, this was well below the averages for France (34) or Italy (44) at the time, and may explain some of the acerbic comments to be found in the pages of the Venetian ambassadors or of Giovanni Botero. Catalonia, which is now one of the most densely populated parts of Spain, emerges from its census of 1553 with only 10.6 inhabitants per square kilometre, well below the figure for the bleak tableland of Old Castile, which at the time was the political and, thanks to its woollen industry, the economic heart of Spain. Equally the fertile and now densely populated Valencian region had only 13 inhabitants per square kilometre in 1565 (but this is a crude average of the harsh sierras and the prosperous coastal plain, which had between 20 and 50).

By 1787 Spain as a whole had achieved an average density of 20.58 inhabitants, as compared with around 50 in France at the time.7 At the present day the agrarian heartland of Old Castile and León has still about 27 inhabitants per square kilometre as it had in its sixteenth-century heyday. May one see this as a kind of upper limit for agrarian economies? Average densities in the agricultural regions of Western Europe at the present time are between 25 and 50—as they were in the more favoured parts of the Continent, like France and Italy, in pre-industrial times. What seems to have characterised early modern Spain was a gradual filling-up of a frontier zone, a rise from around 10 inhabitants per square kilometre in 1500 to double that figure by 1800. In the process the old agrarian heartland of the peninsula was by-passed, as trade and population developed especially on the coastal plains and near the only good communications which Spain had: the sea routes.

Early modern Spain created for the traveller the impression of emptiness. The villagers of Bienservida in New Castile told the king’s commissioners in 1575 about their sierras full of ‘wild animals like the boar, venison, the doe, mountain goats, hares, rabbits and partridges’, while, on the edge of the Sierra Morena, La Calzada mentioned also the wolf, ‘and some bears have been seen in the district’. The grouping of settlements in many parts of the peninsula reinforced the sense of desolation. Joly, travelling in 1603 on the highway which led south-west from Zaragoza towards Madrid, commented: ‘The landscape is all so dry that it is almost completely uninhabited, with the settlements grouped near water.’8 All the greater was the contrast with the oases of cultivation—the coastal plain of Valencia, or the foothills of the Pyrenees from the Basque Country to Catalonia. In 1685 the Jesuit Marcillo commented that the dispersed settlement in well-watered Catalonia meant that ‘the whole province looks like one continuous city’.9

The country had emerged in 1492 from a long internal war between Christian and Moor, and the process of recolonisation was to continue for some time after that. The first wave of the Reconquest had given the Christians control of the lands north of the Tagus (capture of Toledo 1085) and Ebro (Tortosa 1148). Though most of the Castilian Muslims seem to have fled south, those of Aragon often surrendered on terms which allowed them to hold on to their land, and down to the early seventeenth century their settlements, on the right bank of the Ebro, comprised about a fifth of the population of the kingdom of Aragon. The crusading warfare reached its peak of intensity in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, with the gradual Christian advance into New Castile and Andalusia (capture of Seville 1248), and by the Aragonese and Catalans into Valencia (1238). As before, those Muslim communities which surrendered were allowed to keep their land, outside the strategic centres. Western Andalusia was quickly emptied of its Muslims, who fell back on the still-independent kingdom of Granada; but their Valencian brothers held their ground, still constituting a third of the population of that kingdom by the time of the definitive expulsion in 1609. The last crusade, the war for the taking of Granada, lasted between 1480 and 1492, and followed the traditional pattern of sieges and negotiations, which left most of the Muslim population in place though under Christian rule. The gradual process of erosion of native rights also followed: the encroachment of settlers, against whom a population without written title-deeds was ill-protected, and the new pressure of the Counter-Reformation church and state, which led to rebellions and persecution, and the eventual expulsion of all the Moriscos from Spain in 1609–14. There were approximately 319,000 of them at the time, a small percentage of the overall population; but their removal from Valencia, and earlier in 1570 from Granada, created much dislocation in those territories.10 In the long, slow recolonisation which followed, the dispersed hamlets characteristic of the Moors, possibly reflecting original tribal settlement, were regrouped into bigger villages.

Though imperial Spain managed to export warfare abroad for most of the time, the demographic costs of imperialism were high. There were, first, the internal frontiers opened up by rebellions against billeting, conscription or taxation, which acquired particular resonance in the struggles for independence of Catalonia 1640– 52 and Portugal 1640–68. And the War of the Spanish Succession 1700–13 took the form of a major civil war between Castile and the Crown of Aragon.

But it was the continuing burden of providing manpower for the upkeep of empire which represented the really significant drain on the country’s resources. The army of Flanders held about 70,000 men at full strength during the monarchy’s long struggle to maintain its hegemony in northern Europe between 1567 and 1648.11 Of these about a tenth were Spaniards, drafted in from the peninsula via Italy, and the rest were mostly Italian, German or Flemish mercenaries. The overall size of the imperial forces—including the Atlantic and Mediterranean fleets, as well as garrisons in Italy and the Caribbean—is hard to estimate exactly, but may not be far off the 140,000 men which Olivares calculated for the Union of Arms in 1625.

Initially the army had relied on volunteers. Philip I I was looking for about 9,000 men a year in the later sixteenth century, Philip IV for 12,000, at the peak of conflict between 1635 and 1659.12 The Venetian ambassador Donà had remarked in 1573, when the peninsular population was buoyant, that ‘they can find between 9,000 and 10,000 infantry to serve outside Spain with ease, but they would have some difficulty in getting any more than that’.13 Philip IV and Olivares were reduced, in fact, to a form of conscription to raise the large contingents they needed.

But conscription was really only systematised under the Bourbons. They needed quite large forces at times, particularly in the War of the Spanish Succession and in the campaigns of Philip V (1700–46) to establish his children on Italian thrones. At the same time the stripping away of the European possessions of the Spanish Crown (especially at the Treaty of Utrecht 1713) made it less easy to recruit foreign mercenaries. Nominally the Bourbons still reckoned on fielding 70,000–80,000 men—a total somewhat, but not drastically inferior to the old imperial army of the Habsburgs. To find these, the quintas were introduced in 1702–4, conscripting one out of five young men by a process of lottery. In 1770 the regulations were tightened up, and it was specified that from lists of unmarried men, 17 to 35 years of age, soldiers would be drawn to serve eight years at a time. Skilled workers, professional people and nobles were exempt. There were riots in Catalonia against the new system in 1773, and it proved unworkable in Castile too. Quotas of men were assigned instead to local communities, as they had been on and off since the days of Olivares, leaving them free to decide how to raise the contingents, whether by conscription or offering bounties to volunteers.14 The peace-time strength of the army seems to have been only about half its nominal tally of 70,000–80,000 men. Half of these were volunteers, often still foreign mercenaries. Many of the rest were ‘vagrants’, sentenced to the colours by the courts as part of the moral policing so typical of governments in the Age of the Enlightenment.

Of the young men who left Spain for the wars of the Habsburgs, the Valencian writer Escolano and his Italian contemporary Botero concurred for once that barely one in ten would ever return. Whether the loss to the economy was significant was a question posed by some, who regarded the exiles as the dregs of the community. Certainly the army was a real presence in the minds and calculations of young Spaniards of the early modern period. The Valencian chronicler Porcar (1560–1628) refers several times to his page-boy, Pere Pau Lauro, who could not settle down either to study or to follow his father’s trade as a tailor, but who took himself off to the wars several times, only to slink home after a few days or weeks. Porcar observed the increasing difficulties which the captains were having in finding volunteers, and he recorded the first whipping of deserters— two sixteen-year-olds— in 1626.15 The experience of war had social consequences which went beyond the immediate loss of manpower. Cervantes records its potentially disturbing effects on the local community in his account of one young man, who had left his village at twelve and returned at twenty-four years of age, ‘dressed as a trooper, ablaze with colour’, and who ran off with one of the girls. One of the villagers recalled: ‘we would be standing there with our mouths agape, as he told us of all the adventures he had had’.16

The Venetian ambassador Navagero did not think that the Christian settlers would put down roots in Granada: ‘They go off with a greater will to the wars or to the Indies,’ he wrote in 1525. It was, perhaps, unfortunate that vast new frontiers should have opened for Spain, in Africa, in northern Europe and Italy, but, above all, in America just at the time when Iberia itself was settling down to a long internal peace. The chronicler Fernández de Oviedo gives a vivid picture of the colonisation fever which gripped peasants and artisans round Seville in 1513 as Pedrarias Dávila prepared his expedition for Darien: ‘there were many who sold the lands and belongings they held from their fathers. Others, less crazy, mortgaged them for a few years, leaving a certain income for one that was less so; while others walked out on their masters, forfeiting their wages.’ During Las Casas’s recruiting campaign of 1518 the justices and preachers were told to extol the bounty of the Caribbean islands of Hispaniola, San Juan, Cuba and Jamaica. The needy of Castile, ‘who live poorly and pay high rents’, would come into their own out there.17

We cannot know exactly how many people left for the Indies. The Spanish government tried to keep a check on the morals and religion of the fortune-seekers, and its records in the House of Trade in Seville are a monument to the early development of the bureaucratic state. But the task was beyond the resources of the period. The official licences to emigrate, fascinating documents in their own right, average 400 a year when it seems that more than ten times that number of people were sailing with the fleets. The best recent calculations are for 5,274 emigrants a year between 1561 and 1600, falling to 3,869 in the years when the Spanish population was reaching its nadir, 1626–50.18 If we said that there was an average of 4,000 persons leaving Spain a year to make their home in America over the early modern period as a whole we should not be too far wrong. Given that most of the emigrants were young men, and that there can only have been about 200,000 males in their late teens and early twenties when Spain’s population was at its peak in 1591, the drain must have been quite considerable. Emigration tended to proceed by fits and starts, in the kinds of recruiting campaigns of 1513 and 1518 which we mentioned above. It was difficult for the poor to make the trip to the Indies on their own, since the voyage cost some 30 or 40 ducats, a year’s wages (or near enough) of a wage labourer around 1600.19 Nearly two-thirds of a sample of emigrants studied between 1493 and 1559 came from the old ‘silver route’, stretching up from Seville through Extremadura towards León and Old Castile. Long-established movements of population had built up, no doubt, the traditions and contacts which facilitated emigration from there.

The consequences of this emigration for Spain are hard to estimate exactly. Countering Botero, the Valencian chronicler Escolano in 1610 suggested that the Indies generally appealed to ‘turbulent persons without resources, who are attracted by the smell of gold; and we are well rid of them, like an evil humour from the body’. And he pointed to the ‘flocks of French’ coming into the peninsula to take their place, ‘leaving the rigours of their own land for the profound peace and Christian devotion which they know Spain enjoys’. These words were written by a man whose impressions of France were formed by the long nightmare of the Wars of Religion. But the story of French migration across the Pyrenees goes back further—to the thirteenth century when the shepherds of Montaillou brought their flocks down to pasture on the southern slopes, and beyond that to the great pilgrimages starting in Paris or Vézelay towards the shrine of Santiago de Compostela. And it was carried forward in the sixteenth century by the influx of American silver into Spain, which meant, as Barthélemy Joly pointed out in 1603, that a labourer could earn twice what he was getting in France.

Joly found all the servants to be French in the great Catalan convent of Santes Creus, as were most of the bakers and craftsmen at the important shrine of Montserrat. This immigration was at its height in the years between 1540 and 1620 when the Barcelona hospital of the Holy Cross regularly recorded a third of its sick poor as coming from beyond the Pyrenees. Joly was told by his countrymen about their motives for leaving home: taxes (at least in the autonomous kingdom of Catalonia) were lower and life, in general, was better for the common man than in France, ‘where the peasant is harshly treated’.20 The migrants had come mostly from, the Massif Central. Rather like the Spanish outflow to the Indies, parties of young peasants were rounded up by entrepreneurs and guided south. The journeys seem to have begun in late spring or early summer, and to have continued even in time of war between Spain and France.21 Most probably intended to return home after they had made their fortune; a few of those whom death surprised in Granada were in possession of the silver reals which would enable them to move away quickly. But others invested for the future in their adopted environment. Between 10 and 16 per cent of marriages in selected Catalan parishes between 1576 and 1625 involved a bridegroom from north of the Pyrenees.

Ten years’ residence and marriage to a Spanish girl conferred citizenship—at least, once cities (like Valencia from the later sixteenth century) ceased to maintain full citizen registers of their own. In fact, it was increasingly the monarchy which began, in the seventeenth century, to arrogate this power to itself. From 1635 there began a newer, harsher kind of warfare between Spain and France, which did not quite seal the frontier but made life increasingly difficult for outsiders. From 1637 the traditional reprisals against an enemy were raised to a new level of bureaucratic efficiency, with a more systematic registration of French nationals and their belongings. Those who had not been resident for ten years or married to a Spaniard were subjected to a tax which seems to have been arbitrary, designed to favour those who were useful to the government and perhaps to encourage others to leave. The Council of Aragon was informed in 1637 that ‘more than 8,000 French have gone away, men who were employed in ploughing and other servile occupations’. Though some of the local authorities, like the Valencians, deplored this further blow to population, the outsider could no longer feel so comfortable in the new age of the proto-nation state. Overall the number of French in Spain was calculated at 200,000 by the French ambassador in 1626, falling to around 80,000 in the report of his successor towards the end of the century, at which level it remained in the estimates made for the French Directory in the 1790s.22

One of the intriguing features of the mobile, frontier society of early modern Spain was a fairly young age at marriage. Many of the samples from the parish registers of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries suggest that men, and particularly women, were marrying rather earlier than their counterparts north of the Pyrenees—women at around twenty years of age in Valladolid, at twenty-one or twenty-two in Cuenca, at twenty to twenty-two in villages which have been studied in the kingdom of Valencia.23 One might have expected the economic difficulties of the seventeenth century to have modified the pattern in some areas— at least in regions of falling population like Castile. The city of Toledo complained around 1620 that in the old days ‘a journeyman or peasant would marry his daughter to a youth who had no money so long as he had a calling’, but the decline of manufactures over the last decade had meant ‘that there are not now the tenth part of the marriages and baptisms there used to be’.24 In the provincial capital of Cuenca, where economic opportunity was drastically reduced over the early modern period by the destruction of the woollen manufacture, the age at first marriage of women did tend to creep up, but only slightly: to 22.6 years by the later eighteenth century.

Our first complete picture of the Spanish marriage system comes in the census of Floridablanca (1787). Just over a quarter (27.56 per cent) of women were then married under the age of twenty-five, the watershed from which peasant marriage became frequent in the rest of Western Europe. The figures are somewhat hard to interpret since they suggest a great contrast between average age of women at first marriage of twenty-two or twenty-three years in the south and east— Andalusia, Valencia, New Castile—and twenty-four or twenty-five in the north and west—Old Castile, the Basque Country, Asturias. In Galicia, one of the better-studied areas, the age had been rising over the eighteenth century from twenty-four to about twenty-seven.25 To complete the picture one may note that celibacy rates—calculated as women over fifty who had never been married at all—were 10.19 per cent of the Spanish female population as a whole in 1787. But the proportions vary from as little as 6.89 per cent in fertile and prosperous Valencia to as much as 15 or 20 per cent in poor, overcrowded Galicia.

It is tempting to see a correlation between these marriage patterns and economic opportunity. But clearly the correspondence is not always exact. Francisco Benlloch, whose description of the Valencian settlement of Llombai in 1756 is a classic of writing on the peasantry, noted that there were no jobs in the village other than in agriculture and little emigration; yet after the father’s death his children divided up the inadequate holding, ‘to their own impoverishment, which will lead to debt and eventually to misery’. As we have noted, the Valencian region at this time was one of near universal and early marriage. In Asturias, which did have a rather late age at marriage, Jovellanos deplored the excessive subdivision of land which was still going on among the peasantry in 1782: ‘I have seen a farm which not many years before was intended for a single peasant split among five.’26

Quite a lot of research is now being done on the social and economic context of peasant marriage, which involves attention to household structure and inheritance. In medieval Spain, as one might expect in a frontier society, great emphasis was placed on facilitating population. The custom was that of equal inheritance by all the children, male and female, and marriage seems to have been a partnership between the man and the woman. Thus, though the early laws of Castile limited the amount which a bridegroom could give his wife—the bridewealth or arras— to one-tenth of his own estate, in practice land, cattle and clothes were often assigned to the bride amounting to half the property. Customs were similar in the Crown of Aragon; thus, in thirteenth-century Valencia the system of germanía (brotherhood, or partnership) meant that a widow would often expect to take half her husband’s estate.27

As the frontier closed, older laws began to be resurrected, designed to safeguard the integrity of the peasant holding. The dowry began to take on greater importance— the transfer of property from the girl’s parents—and this led to a clearer separation between the belongings of the husband and wife. By the fifteenth century in Valencia the peasant widow could no longer take half the holding, but must content herself with the return of her dowry, in addition to the jointure or creix (usually one half the dowry) which had been promised her in the original marriage contract.28 The arrangements certainly left widows with much property. In Castile, by this time, the general rule was that the widow should take back her dowry, together with the arras promised by her husband, in addition to one half the acquisitions (gananciales) made jointly. These were generally estimated at half the remainder of the estate, since comparatively few husbands entered marriage with an inventory of their own possessions (capital).

It was a characteristic of Spanish, and particularly Castilian, law and custom to favour women. The Castilian tradition had been that girls inherited equally with boys. Even in the Crown of Aragon, where Roman law and patria potestas had more sway, the medieval system favoured division of at least part of the patrimony. The characteristic feature of the closure of the frontier, and of the consequent concern with protecting the patrimony, was to limit the legítima, the legal minimum of the estate which each child must receive at the death of his or her parent. Thus in the kingdom of Valencia the thirteenth-century laws had required a parent to divide at least a third and up to a half of his holding in this way; but fourteenth-and fifteenth-century legislation reduced this to just five shillings to each child. In Catalonia the Cortes of 1585 reduced the legítima to one-fourth of the patrimony. Even in Castile, long home to an egalitarian tradition, the major legislation of Toro (1505) revived Visigothic law which permitted a father or mother to leave one child an increment (mejora) of one-third of the estate. Finally, laws of 1530, 1574 and 1623 tried—not very successfully—to limit the dowries given to daughters on their marriage to at most five years’ income of the parent. All of these measures reflect a closing of the frontier—a concern with protecting the family estate against fragmentation, without, however, endangering the marriages of the next generation.

Along the Pyrenees, from the Basque Country through Aragon to Catalonia the tradition tended to favour a single heir. One can still admire in the solid farmhouses, of mountain stone, the visible link with a fifteenth-and sixteenth-century past. Sometimes the same family is still in possession, with charters going back to that period, and with a burial site within the village church which cements it to its ancestors. This has been the most Catholic part of Spain down to modern times, its religion anchored in a solid material culture. In spite of the concern for keeping the farm together, however, and a fairly marked tendency to place younger children in the ranks of the celibate clergy, Catalonia had a robust demography. There was a relatively young age at first marriage here in the seventeenth century —twenty-two or twenty-three years for women—while in 1787 nearly a third of Catalan women were married by the age of twenty-five as compared with just over a quarter in Spain as a whole.29

Much depended here on arrangements for the transmission of accommodation and property to the younger generation. At his marriage the Catalan heir was expected to bring his bride into the parental home, where his father and mother, unmarried brothers and sisters might still be living. Just over a fifth of households in early eighteenth-century Girona seem to have been ‘multiple’ (consisting of two or more married couples); but the proportion fell to under 10 per cent during the rest of the century. It is still not clear, in fact, just how common the extended household was in Spain as a whole. Studies being conducted in Valencia, where the Pyrenean single heir did not exist, suggest that married children might often enough live with their parents for a time.30 The pattern was probably common among substantial farmers, who required additional labour. Certainly in a sample of six parishes of the city of Granada in 1752 a good quarter of propertied households— artisans and peasants as well as the bourgeoisie—would have kin of some kind living with them. And, though nuclear families and division of inheritance were clearly the norm, cooperation among families could counter the effects of fragmentation. The censuses require to be studied in depth. Thus in the Granadan village of Orgiva in 1750 the eighteen-year-old María Torralva, ‘a maiden and a pauper’, living alone with her fifteen-year-old brother Josef, turns out on inspection to be related to another María Torralva, some distance away, a 58-year-old peasant woman who had reared the younger María ‘from a very tender age’.

One of the areas where the multiple family household may have been most common was Galicia. The law of inheritance there was that of Castile, specifying equal division of the holding, but a high celibacy rate (as we noted above), delayed marriage and frequent emigration led, in practice, to a system reminiscent of rural Ireland in more modern times where one child, often the youngest, assumed de facto headship of the home while the elder siblings left to make their careers abroad. In the eighteenth-century Tierra de Montes, for example, 9.6 per cent of households contained two or more married couples, and another 15.8 per cent incorporated one or more dependent relatives.31 The Galician families were large, the land already densely populated; the province lived by exporting its surplus manpower, and restricting the succession to the family farm, in practice if not in law.
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