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BERNARD BEATTY AND ALICIA LASPRA-RODRÍGUEZ

Introduction: Romanticism, Reaction and Revolution

British Hispanism is at least two and a half centuries old and has included such pioneers as Lord Holland, Robert Southey and Richard Ford and, more recently, academics such as James Fitzmaurice-Kelly, E. Allison Peers and Raymond Carr. This indicates that Spain has always been an object of interest, both political and cultural, to many British intellectuals, artists and literary authors. In English literature, Spanish-themed texts are largely a creation of the Romantic period, when Spain acquired an undesired protagonist role in the Napoleonic Wars which brought the country closer than ever to Britain, its ally at the time. Perhaps because this vibrant relation was substituted in the mid-nineteenth century by a cruder one based on old-fashioned but effective stereotypes on both sides, Spain has remained a relatively neglected topic in Romantic studies, including British scholarship.

The book that changed the paradigm was Diego Saglia’s ground-breaking Poetic Castles in Spain: British Romanticism and Figurations of Iberia (2000), which lucidly demonstrated the extent to which Spain had penetrated into the British culture of the Romantic era. Other contributions (some by authors in this volume) paved the way for the recent essay collection Spain in British Romanticism 1800–1840 (2018), edited by Diego Saglia and Ian Haywood. This remarkable book explores different aspects of the ‘creation’ of Spain by British Romantics, as alluded to above. No themed attention is given, however, to what is most distinctive in the present volume: British views on post-war and Liberal Triennium Spain. Contrary to expectations, the country receded into despotism through the return of Ferdinand VII as absolute king (1814–1819). A period of hope followed when the Cadiz Constitution was newly enforced in 1820, only to be crushed by a reactionary foreign intervention three years later. Nevertheless, ← xi | xii → Spain came again to the forefront of British interest and helped shape British culture and politics of the period. Our volume, precisely entitled Romanticism, Reaction and Revolution: British Views on Spain, 1814–1823, seeks to be the first in exploring different aspects of this important topic from a uniform perspective. The extensive bibliography in this book bears witness to the considerable scholarly and wider cultural interest, especially recently, in British/Spanish relations in the early nineteenth century.

Our volume differs from the two books just mentioned and complements them in two ways. They naturally focus upon the drift of a whole period of time with necessarily arbitrary beginning and end points, and on the shifting reactions of major British authors, especially that of the Romantic Poets, to events in Spain. Our contributors do something similar but, crucially, extend their net much wider to include a host of writings of various kinds, frequently overlooked or unknown, which give a much broader picture of British reactions to Spain. And they do so within a very precise remit. All the essays have as their primary focus a specific period of Spanish history which does have a clear beginning and end – the restoration of Ferdinand VII in 1814, the liberal and revolutionary movements against him, and his return to absolute power in 1823.

This is, of course, both a very particular and a very well-known period in Spanish history. Ferdinand’s restoration was followed by his authoritarian rule for a period of six years. Simmering liberal hostility to Ferdinand’s reactionary establishment erupted in Rafael del Riego’s revolutionary coup which produced a further three tumultuous years of liberal and radical government. This was a matter of great concern for the conservative European powers, which eventually agreed after much wrangling (and against British advice) to intervene by sending in a French Royalist army. By the end of 1823 the old absolutist order had been restored in Spain. The subsequent months saw the end of Spanish rule in continental America, and the beginning of repression and exile. It all paved the way for the so-called ‘Ominous Decade’ that would close Ferdinand VII’s reign.

British attitudes to Spain, often contradictory and shifting, had rallied to the cause of Spanish freedom after Napoleon’s invasion. For the first time for nearly two centuries, the politics and culture of Spain dominated British attention and, for the first time since the sixteenth century, British ← xii | xiii → public opinion was very pro-Spanish. But the period with which this book is concerned presents a different and more troubling picture. Conservative opinion did not relish revolution but neither did anyone like the idea of Spain apparently reverting to the long-established British image of it as backward, authoritarian, and superstitious. Liberal commentators in England were, naturally, appalled by Ferdinand and excited by the success of movements against him. Spain was still in the news but in a wholly different way. It is this altered and altering British perspective of Spain during the nearly decade-long period of Ferdinand’s restoration, both the so-called Absolutist Sexennium (1814–1820) and the subsequent Liberal Triennium (1820–1823), that is our focus. It witnesses, most crucially, to the sheer visibility of Spain in British consciousness not only during the Peninsular War (something we already knew about) but also in its aftermath (something less well known). It was at once a reference point, a political concern, and a topos and inspiration for intellectuals and writers.

The list of contributors boasts both young researchers and well-established scholars who bring different perspectives to bear. Similarly, some contributors are Spanish academics who specialize in English studies and the rest are British and American scholars who specialize in Romantic topics. The unity of the volume, therefore, is one of focus, for all thirteen essays are concerned with a single period of time and a single relationship, namely British reactions to, and opinions concerning Spanish politics, literature and culture from 1814 to 1823. That period is one of revolution and reaction, but the phenomenon of European ‘Romanticism’ both feeds off and into these political antitheses, as well as being fascinated by the new Spain that is emerging and the bright and dark aesthetics of the older Spain that is also being rediscovered, or, as Rocío Coletes Laspra argues here, in the case of its pictorial art, largely being taken seriously for the first time. Hence, we think that our title – Romanticism, Reaction and Revolution: British Views on Spain, 1814–1823 – is both a useful and a precise one.

The volume is divided into two parts. As amply demonstrated by ongoing projects on the British literary response to Spanish affairs in the first decades of the nineteenth century, this response was either predominantly political (occasional ‘views’ on contemporary Spanish affairs) or ← xiii | xiv → predominantly cultural (timeless ‘views’ on Spanish history and culture).1 Accordingly, Part I adopts a predominantly political perspective, and Part II presents a broadly cultural view. Both parts complement and mutually reinforce one another, as demonstrated by the many cross-references they contain. The fact that these two parts comprise seven and six essays respectively further provides the book, we believe, with a lucid and well-balanced dual structure.

Within each part, the order between chapters is predominantly chronological. In Part I, the initial chapters deal with British responses to Spanish events that took place in the early years (1814, 1815) of the period. The middle chapters discuss subsequent literary responses to the unfolding political events in Spain between 1816 and 1822. The closing chapter addresses the response of the English press to the Spanish events during the final years of the period under analysis. This substantial essay introduces the second part of the book, since the political poems explored therein also verge on the cultural. In Part II, the initial chapter deals with the reception of Spanish art in Britain, which started in the early years of the century and extended over the period under study. The following chapters successively discuss British responses to a variety of Spanish cultural topics. The final chapter focuses on the perception of Spanish ‘orientalism’ by British authors at the close of the period under analysis.

More specifically, Chapter 1, by Alicia Laspra-Rodríguez, introduces the geo-political context of the latest stages of the Peninsular War and its aftermath, and analyses Wellington’s position with respect to the possibility of a civil war in Spain, in the wake of Ferdinand VII’s return. The duke’s loyalty to his Liberal Spanish friends and collaborators, not always acknowledged by commentators and popular opinion, is attested through contemporary evidence.

Wellington’s visibility as a major figure in the period is reinforced by Silvia Gregorio’s Chapter 2. She discloses and explains the little-known information about Wellington’s direct concern with the siege operations carried out by the British to force the late capitulation of Santoña ← xiv | xv → (Santander). This was one of the last strongholds in Spain that had remained in the hands of the French after the Peninsular War was over.

Chapter 3 is concerned with the Poet Laureate, Robert Southey, not as a writer but as a political thinker. Hence, it is in Part I. Southey began as a Liberal and became a Tory but Juan L. Sánchez argues that he remained in many ways a ‘true liberal statesman’. Sánchez demonstrates this on the basis of Southey’s sincere concern with the extension of social welfare, his liberal proposals in favour of the underprivileged, and his belief in a fair redistribution of wealth. Sánchez, nevertheless, does not ignore the evidence that Southey’s views were not incompatible with, but rather fell within the pragmatic scope of ‘Toryism’. There is some similarity here with Alicia Laspra-Rodríguez’s Wellington who, as a convinced Tory, was always pragmatic.

Chapter 3 stands in contrast to Young-ok An’s contribution (Chapter 4), which portrays Letitia Landon as a ‘middle-class Tory woman writer’ who presents contradictory characters such as Beatrice de Zoritos and Emily Arundel, heroines both free and trapped in the middle of a conflict between reality and romance. We place An’s essay in Part I since it includes an analysis of Henriquez de Zoritos, a highly romanticized Spanish guerrilla leader who ventures into the Carbonari world of Southern Italy. This illustrates how freedom fighting was internationalized, spreading throughout Europe from Spain. Henriquez’s democratic struggles are displaced into Landon’s heterosexual romance. But Landon simultaneously suggests, through the heroines, that the constraints of gender are no less political.

In Chapter 5, Sara Medina Calzada explores Edward Blaquiere’s figurations of Spain, as conveyed in his Historical Review of the Spanish Revolution (1822). This was probably written as a challenge to the popular English version of Alexander Laborde’s conservative A View of Spain (London, 1809), used, for example, by William Wordsworth. Sara Medina Calzada clearly perceives Blaquiere’s limitations and prejudice, which led him to overrate the influence of the Inquisition on the supposed lack of cultural development in Spain under Ferdinand VII – the king had actually been using the Inquisition as a police body, an instrument of ideological and political repression serving the Crown, not the Church. Blaquiere acknowledged that the main source for his description of the Inquisition was the ‘afrancesado’ Llorente. By giving ← xv | xvi → full credit to such unscrupulous sources, Blaquiere was far from perceiving the extent to which other factors, in particular the devastating ruin of the country deriving from the war, were also responsible for its malaise.

Roderick Beaton’s Chapter 6, about responses by Lord Byron and Mary and Percy Shelley to the Spanish events between 1820 and 1822, is an excellent example of the intersection of perspectives that the volume as a whole tries to suggest; since those responses, conveyed in private letters and creative works, were both political and literary. Beaton’s analysis reveals the three authors’ genuine support for the Spanish constitutionalists, a support which, with few exceptions, has passed almost unnoticed. The essay examines evidence from letters by all three authors, an ode by Percy Shelley, a long poem by Byron, and a novel by Mary Shelley. But Beaton goes much further and identifies additional references to Spain, sometimes indirect, in other works by these authors which further testify to the internationalization of the Spanish liberal revolution. Byron’s Venetian drama Marino Faliero emerges as the most outstanding and, perhaps, unexpected example of this.

Chapter 7, which closes Part I, is devoted to identifying the Spanish revolution of 1820 as a source of inspiration for occasional poems published in the British radical press. A fascinating aspect of those poems, as explained by Agustín Coletes Blanco, is the way in which the feelings inspired by the events evolve in parallel with the events themselves: thus these feelings shift from celebration, through encouragement, to disappointment. The closeness with which events were being followed adds to the intrinsic interest of the phenomenon in itself.

Rocío Coletes Laspra’s chapter, which opens Part II of the volume, demonstrates that Spanish Old Masters, such as El Greco, Velázquez and Zurbarán – now universally famous painters – were not known outside Spain (and El Greco not even within Spain) until the nineteenth century. She argues that a combination of the Peninsular War and a series of aesthetic and commercial interests – typified in an English painter and traveller in Spain, George Wallis, and a successful Scottish art dealer, William Buchanan – changed the scenario so that these paintings and this sensibility entered a wider British and European consciousness. ← xvi | xvii →

In Chapter 9, Laura Martínez García analyses the 1815 revival – which Blaquiere might have enjoyed – of the once popular 1709 anti-Spanish play, The Busy Body. The ‘fiercely Whig’ author of this comedy of manners, Susanna Centlivre, who was ‘not above some artful borrowing’ (according to Michael Billington in The Guardian, 18 September 2012), perpetuates the familiar description of Spain, cherished by Whig tradition, as a retrograde, unrefined country. The play was so successful in Drury Lane and Covent Garden that it was republished that year, 1815. The detail is significant since it demonstrates very clearly how that older dark view of Spain was revived after the restoration of Ferdinand VII in 1814, whereas the play would not have earned the same reaction during the Peninsular War period.

With the exception of his play Remorse, Coleridge’s references to Spain are to be found in his letters. The collection Letters on the Spaniards was first published in the Courier during the early stages of the Peninsular War. His review of Charles Maturin’s tragedy Bertrand, as Eugenia Perojo Arronte explains in Chapter 10, was also first published in a series of five letters in the Courier in 1816. The references to the Don Juan tradition included in these texts, which had been so far neglected, are here analysed and recovered by Perojo Arronte as an important source of Coleridge’s political, ethical and poetic principles.

Throughout our period (1814–1823), Europe was in the shadow of two political and cultural figures, Napoleon (who died in 1821) and Lord Byron (who died in 1824). In Chapter 11, Bernard Beatty discusses Byron’s treatment of the Don Juan figure. On the basis of two enigmas which spring from Beatty’s reading of Don Juan Canto I, namely the fact that Byron’s Spanish heroine can apparently both speak and think in French, and his use of an impossible wood near Seville, a twofold analysis is built of Byron’s renewed figuration of Spain, as a country more inserted in mainstream Europe, and a much more ‘normal’ land than English Protestant tradition and the recent horrors of the Peninsular War had suggested. This, Beatty argues, also seems to reflect a change in the poet himself from his earlier, very influential account of his travels through Spain in Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.

José Ruiz Mas, in Chapter 12, traces with careful detail the literary works that, serving as sources of information about Spanish customs, ← xvii | xviii → politics and literature, were drawn on by Marianne Baillie to create accurate references to a land that she (paradoxically) never visited. Ruiz Mas concludes that this English traveller and poet’s extensive knowledge of Spain derives mainly from Cervantes’ Don Quixote, Lesage’s Le diable boiteaux and Gil Blas, to which must be added, most interestingly, Dryden’s The Conquest of Granada by the Spaniards, and Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage. As in Beatty’s essay, this emphasizes that older literary versions of Spain existed alongside both the dark and bright versions of Spanish history described in other essays.

Chapter 13, written by Nanora Sweet, similarly singles out specifically literary images of Spain. Focusing mainly but not exclusively on Felicia Hemans, Sweet uses a gender-studies approach to examine English images and interpretations of Spanish Orientalism in the Romantic period. It is in this light that major exponents of British Romanticism’s ‘cult of the South’, like Southey’s Roderick, Coleridge’s Osorio or Hemans’ The Forest Sanctuary, are re-assessed, both artistically and as works drawing on their own authors’ political, social and even religious engagement with the troubled society of their times.

As can be seen, while the essays in this collection may stand on their own as individual pieces, those who read the book from beginning to end will undoubtedly discover helpful cross references, discern significant patterns of local coherence, and find striking divergences which illuminate the complex and shifting British opinions about Spain, both popular and informed, in this precisely defined period.

A final paragraph should be devoted to what the reader will see as their first British image of Spain when approaching our book: its front cover, which shows a relatively unknown hand-coloured print, The Spanish Lady. This is indeed a Spanish young lady of the early 1800s in her Sunday best, complete with mantilla, as seen by Sir David Wilkie. It adds to the interest of the piece that Velázquez painted an oil on canvas that he entitled La dama del abanico (now in the Wallace Collection). Wilkie, who visited Spain in 1827, was an admirer of Velázquez and, in all probability, took the dama into account when producing his own ‘lady with a fan’. The British artist plays with ambiguity. Is this a girl dressed as a woman, or a woman that looks like a girl? Is she going to church, or coming out of it? Is she pious ← xviii | xix → (mantilla) or frivolous (earrings, necklace, finger rings and handbag, while rosary, scapular or cross are nowhere to be seen)? Does she look shy or self-assured? What is she doing with her fan, and why is it almost horizontal (an unusual position)? Is it meant to create distance between her and the spectator, or is it a link between the two? Is she enticing, or rejecting? Is she attacking, or defending? Is she opening, or closing the fan? Is she lifting it to hide her face, or has she just lowered it to show her face?

We have chosen The Spanish Lady, typical but not topical, with all these evident contradictions and ambiguities, to represent Spain as seen by Regency Britain. She represents and embodies, we think, both the book’s single focus and its diversity.

Finally, we believe and hope that the volume will make an outstanding and early contribution to the varied academic initiatives that, without doubt, will take place over the following years in order to mark the bicentenary of the Spanish liberal revolution. ← xix | xx →



1 Project OLE ’11, <https://www.unioviedo.es/proyectole11/> and Project POETRY ’15, <https://www.unioviedo.es/poetry15/>, respectively.
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ALICIA LASPRA-RODRÍGUEZ

1   Wellington’s final mission to Spain (spring 1814)

ABSTRACT

A substantial part of the legacy of the Peninsular War bicentennial commemorations in Spain consisted in a huge number of published books on the war. They cover all imaginable aspects of the conflict. Wellington is a special object of interest in many of them, his image being sometimes minimized, or tainted, by prejudice. One of the frequent descriptions applied to him is linked to an alleged ‘ultraconservative’ ideology. The connotations of this term, according to its present-day definition, suggest a reactionary, whereas in the nineteenth century the term would probably have suggested an ‘absolutist’. This paper is aimed at analysing the degree to which Wellington actually acted as an opponent to change, progress and liberalism in his dealings with the Spanish institutions. For this purpose, I will focus on a rather forgotten and controversial journey he made to Madrid in 1814, when the Peninsular War was already over. The study mostly draws on English primary sources, mainly Wellington’s own dispatches and correspondence with his brother Henry Wellesley, the British Ambassador in Spain at the time.

From the Peninsula to France

The term ‘Peninsular War’ has been widely used both in Britain and Portugal to refer to the campaigns sustained against Napoleon’s armies by the allied forces of Britain, Portugal and Spain. The end of this war is generally dated 16 April 1814, ten days after Napoleon had abdicated, and six days after Wellington had won his (up until then) last important victory over the French army at Toulouse.

From a spatial perspective, however, the ‘Peninsular War’ proper had already ended once Wellington crossed the Bidasoa River into France, on 10 October 1813 (see Figure 1.1). But five battles, thirteen combats and the ← 3 | 4 → blockade of Bayonne were still awaiting his armies once on French territory.1 Coincidentally, the frontier town of Bayonne, where the conflict had begun in 1808, would be the last French stronghold to capitulate, as late as 26 April 1814. The ‘Peninsular’ War, therefore, eventually came to an end outside the Iberian Peninsula. A few important redoubts in Spanish territory, such as Santoña, Peñíscola, and Tortosa, would remain occupied by the French until early summer, as the typical longer-lasting remnants of a large-scale conflict.2

When Wellington left Peninsular soil, the war was actually moving on to a new phase. This involved full integration of Wellington’s campaigns in the European war effort of the Sixth Coalition against Napoleon. Paradoxically though, the term ‘Peninsular War’ had the reductionist effect of quite explicitly setting the conflict in the Iberian Peninsula apart from the mainstream European campaigns against Napoleon, at least psychologically.

Before seriously considering the possibility of extending his campaign into France, Wellington had acknowledged several times that he felt a ‘great disinclination to enter the French territory under existing circumstances’. One of those ‘circumstances’ derived from the reports that were reaching him about those he significantly called ‘the Allies’ (Russia, Prussia, Austria and Sweden), whose armies were operating in Central Europe. He was well aware of those allies being anxious about the possibility of him crossing the border. He also knew that the British government had promised them that this army would advance into France ‘as soon as the enemy should be finally expelled from Spain’. Evidence is found, for instance, on 19 September 1813, after he learnt about the defeat of the allies when they were repulsed in their attack on Dresden at the end of August. ← 4 | 5 →

[image: img1]

Figure 1.1. Lord Wellington. Duque de Ciudad Rodrigo. Published c. 1814.
 © Museo de Historia de Madrid ← 5 | 6 →

He considered it necessary to make sure that the allies would manage to oppose Napoleon with some degree of effectiveness, before moving on to France: ‘I shall put myself in a situation to menace a serious attack, and to make one immediately, if I should see a fair opportunity, or if I should hear that the Allies have been really successful, or when Pamplona shall be in our possession’.3

When Wellington finally crossed the Spanish border into France he moved his General Headquarters from Vera de Bidasoa to St Pée sur Nivelle, there to continue his campaign.4 In mid-November, he received oddments of information about Leipzig but, with his characteristic caution, decided not to start large-scale operations and wait for more reliable news. The encouraging outcome of Leipzig was eventually pivotal. Both the relevance he ascribed to the military operations in central Europe and the fact that the northern European allies were in permanent contact with the British government, in order to adopt a common anti-Napoleonic strategy, provide evidence of the integration of the ‘Peninsular War’ campaigns into the European anti-Napoleonic effort.

Wellington fighting while Ferdinand is plotting

Wellington was still the commander in chief of the allied armies of Britain, Spain and Portugal, though only a selection of Spanish military units had been allowed to enter France, namely the 3rd and the 4th divisions, commanded by generals Freire and Anglona respectively. Two main reasons explain Wellington’s restrictive decision. In the first place, he did not ← 6 | 7 → consider that the Spanish soldiers would be able to resist taking revenge on the French population. He feared ‘they would display intolerant levels of indiscipline’.5 Secondly, the Spanish authorities were systematically failing to grant the necessary supplies and equipment to those soldiers, who were therefore in a ‘dreadful’ state. Wellington’s complaints in this respect were frequent. It must be acknowledged, too, the true fact that relations between Spain and Britain were then strained to breaking point.

As early as 11 December 1813, trying to counterbalance British influence, Napoleon had secretly signed the treaty of Valençay, by which Ferdinand VII was restored to the Spanish throne. This measure immediately reinforced the aspirations of the counter-revolutionaries, as their hopes for the restoration of absolutism were now more securely founded. Handing Ferdinand back was Napoleon’s most effective revenge for the ‘ulcer’ the Spaniards had caused him. At the same time, unaware of these dealings, Wellington was still fighting the imperial armies, though now on French soil.

The Spanish Regency and Cortes, the legitimate Spanish government at the time, had passed a decree, as early as 1 January 1811, according to which no agreement with France would be sanctioned by the Spanish government as long as King Ferdinand was kept imprisoned. On 10 January, when the Spanish authorities newly established in Madrid received copies of the Treaty of Valençay, they wrote to Wellesley, as usual, in French, and explained their reaction to this news:

The Regency, without wavering, without considering any other explanations, and without entering into the analysis of the Articles of the Treaty, considering only the Decree of the Extraordinary General Cortes of January 1, 1811, … considering as well the Treaty agreed with Great Britain, of which one of the articles establishes that peace will not be made with France without the intervention of that Power, has confined itself to giving the Duke of St. Charles as the only response a letter to His Majesty, in which said Decree is inserted. His Majesty is also informed of the impossibility to ratify such a treaty, which, additionally is absolutely void in all its parts.6 ← 7 | 8 →

Copies of the Treaty and of other documents signed by Ferdinand and Napoleon were attached to the above. Wellington’s comments on the reaction to the treaty from the Spanish authorities were quite positive: ‘It appears to me that the Spanish government have managed this matter remarkably well; and I should not be surprised if Ferdinand were sent back to Spain’.7 However, the British General could easily figure out that the liberals had very little chance of fulfilling their plans, which involved requesting Ferdinand to pledge allegiance to the Constitution. Arguably, they were acting this time so ‘remarkably well’ because their only option would depend largely on British support at the time of facing the returning Spanish king.

On 21 April 1814, once Bayonne had surrendered, Wellington received his friend Viscount Castlereagh’s offer to become the British Ambassador in Paris, an appointment that he accepted ‘with alacrity’.8 He then moved to the French capital, there to meet up with Castlereagh himself. They spent almost a week ‘discussing the peace settlement and the affairs of Spain and Portugal’.9

On 25 April, Henry Wellesley, the British Ambassador in Madrid, writing to his brother Arthur from Valencia, described the ‘liberales’ as ‘in very low spirits’, and their opponents ‘proportionally elated’. He further wrote:

The King is so popular that I think he may do what he pleases; but I dread the ignorance, violence, and absurd prejudices of his advisers. … The King appears to me to be very amiable, much more lively and conversable than I expected, but without the least knowledge of business. … Both he and his advisers seem to think that a ← 8 | 9 → declaration from you would be of greatest advantage to the king, but I thought it right to put an end to such hopes …10

In effect, during his journey back into Spain, Ferdinand could perceive clear signs that the liberals and their Constitution did not enjoy as much popular support as he had feared. Added to that, some sectors of the Spanish army had openly declared that they would support the king’s right to recover the Spanish Crown without any restrictions whatsoever in the exercise of his powers. The king eventually refused to acknowledge the Spanish Regency and Cortes, and declared the Constitution null in his infamous Manifiesto or ‘Valencia Decree’, printed on 4 May 1814 and released a week later. The king also announced his intention to call for new Cortes, with the purpose of passing laws intended ‘to guarantee individual and royal freedom and safety, freedom of the press – without degenerating into licentiousness –, and the separation of the general treasure from the royal house expenses’. This was considered a coup d’état by many. Wellington, however, believed that the king’s intention was indeed to put forward a new, moderate constitution.

Quite soon, the members of the Regency and the Spanish ministers, as well as all the liberal deputies that could be located, were arrested and imprisoned. On 10 May General Eguía, a deeply convinced absolutist, led the military occupation of the Cortes seat in Madrid and, at night, arrested the liberals who were listed in a document that the king himself had passed on to him. Among them were ‘the current members of the Regency, Pedro Agar and Francisco Ciscar (a faithful supporter of Wellington), the military governor of Madrid, General Villacampa, the Cortes deputies and anglophiles, José María Queipo de Llano, Count Toreno, and Agustín Argüelles, the poets Manuel José Quintana and Francisco Martínez de la Rosa, several newspaper editors and a number of distinguished constitutionalists’.11 ← 9 | 10 → The above names would soon form part of a particularly long, sad list of Spanish refugees.

Wellington’s last journey through Spain: ‘To prevent a civil war’

In May 1814, Wellington set out on an unexpected and controversial journey back to Spain. According to his own explanation in a dispatch addressed to Lord Liverpool from Paris on 9 May,

I propose to go to Madrid in order to try whether I cannot prevail upon all parties to be more moderate, and to adopt a constitution more likely to be practicable, and to contribute to the peace and happiness of the nation. … I hope I shall be able to do much good by this journey.12

The above plans concerning Madrid point at the fact that by 9 May Wellington was already aware of the unstable situation in Spain due to the strong confrontation of the main political groups, basically liberals and absolutists. Five days later, back at Toulouse, Wellington wrote again to his brother Henry in the following terms: ‘Lord Castlereagh communicated to me your dispatches of the 24 and appeared to think that it was absolutely necessary I should lose no time in getting to Madrid. God send that I may be in time to prevent mischief!’13

In those dispatches mentioned by Wellington, Henry had informed Castlereagh of an important meeting he had held with the Spanish Duke of San Carlos while in Valencia. A convinced absolutist, San Carlos had been sent by King Ferdinand to request the support of the Wellesley brothers for the devastating measures he and his followers were about to adopt. In Wellesley’s own words, The Duke of San Carlos ← 10 | 11 →

began a conversation with a view, as he said, of appraising me of the King’s intention, but more, I believe, with the desire of sounding me as to the degree of support His Majesty might expect from me. He said that the King had arrived at Gerona with the intention of accepting the Constitution, conceiving his acceptance to be unavoidable; that in his progress through the country, however, he had found that the Constitution, so far from being considered as advantageous, was generally odious to the people; … that he could rely with the utmost confidence upon the promises which had been made to him of the support of the armies in any measures of resistance which he might judge advisable.

After insisting on the extent to which the Spanish people and army had provided the king with proofs of their dislike of the new order of things, San Carlos had finally transmitted the gist of Ferdinand’s message by stating

that His Majesty was anxious to know my opinion, as also the degree of support which I might be enabled to give him; and that above all he considered it to be of the utmost importance that he should receive from Lord Wellington, as Commander-in-Chief of the Spanish armies, a letter, pledging himself to give the same degree of support which had been promised to him by most of the officers commanding corps.

Wellesley’s response to San Carlos suggests that the ‘support’ requested from Wellington was none other than to act (at the front of the Spanish military units under his command) against those potentially ready to take sides with the liberals, in the event of a civil war. After acknowledging the dislike of the Constitution which existed in the provinces through which Ferdinand had passed, he observed that it was possible that the Carta Magna ‘was not so unpopular in some of the other provinces that the King had not visited’ and

I concluded by telling him that it was the anxious desire of the Prince Regent and of his government that the King should be re-established upon his throne with all the authority which ought to belong to him, and at the head of a nation rich, independent, and powerful, but that it was impossible for me to take any active part in support of the measures which I understood His Majesty to have in contemplation; neither could Lord Wellington, holding as he did the chief command of the Spanish armies merely with a view to offensive operations against the enemy, make any offers of support of the nature suggested by the Duke of San Carlos.14 ← 11 | 12 →

Naturally, the ambassador had managed to politely refuse to take an active part in such plans. The eloquent reason he offered for that refusal was simply that Wellington was holding the chief command of the Spanish armies merely to attack ‘the enemy’, that is Napoleon’s imperial armies, not the Spanish liberal constitutionalists.

San Carlos had explained that their plans consisted in (1) dismissing the Cortes, by utter force if necessary, (2) calling a new election on the basis of a completely different electoral system, (3) having the new Cortes elaborate a fresh constitution which would present the king’s ‘liberal’ ideas, and (4) establishing a second legislative chamber, integrated by members of the nobility and the higher clergy. Such actions would, according to San Carlos, surely satisfy the expectations of the Spanish people.

Wellington’s distaste for some parts of the Spanish Constitution, namely articles 110, 129 and 130, was of a practical nature. His preference for a bi-cameral legislative body, mainly connected with the preservation of private property, had been clearly explained to the Cortes deputy Andrés Ángel de la Vega. His rejection of the political orientation of the more radical liberals, predominant in the Cortes, whom he sometimes accused of being ‘republicans’, is also well known.15 But he never got involved in such plans as the ones presented to his brother on behalf of the king. Henry also shared his brother’s views, as can be seen both in his report and in his response above.

Some of Wellington’s dispatches have been used and quoted by prestigious Spanish historians, including those who conclude that the duke somehow allowed Ferdinand to reintroduce absolutism in Spain, or at least did nothing to prevent it.16 Yet, it appears that written evidence on this particularly serious issue has been overlooked. The available sources provide sufficient information to determine that the main purpose of Wellington’s journeying back to Spain in May 1814 was precisely, as he himself would ← 12 | 13 → later state, ‘to prevent a civil war in Spain’. This has been the object of misleading interpretation in Spain and neglected in Britain. A revision of the sequence of events gives the clue to the whole story:


	24 April: Henry Wellesley writes to Castlereagh and makes him acquainted with Ferdinand’s plans envisaging the possibility of a civil war in Spain. At the same time, Castlereagh is informed about the ambassador’s negative response to Ferdinand’s request for Wellington’s effective support at the head of the army units still under his command.17

	30 April: Wellington writes to his brother while at Toulouse, to inform him that Castlereagh has requested him to go to Paris in order to confer with him. After meeting Castlereagh in Paris, Wellington plans to go back to Toulouse in order to superintend the embarkation and return of the allied armies to their respective countries. Afterwards, he would go to Madrid. This means that by 30 April, Wellington has already been acquainted with the king’s astonishing request and with his brother’s negative response. Arthur then takes the opportunity to inform his brother that he has accepted the appointment as British ambassador to Paris, and adds: ‘Don’t mention to anybody the intention that I should be the ambassador at Paris’.18

	5–9 May: Wellington is in Paris, conferring with Castlereagh. They discuss the new situation in Spain, and the duke’s imminent journey to that country is confirmed. The purpose is to prevent an armed confrontation between Ferdinand and the liberals.19

	10 May: Military occupation of the Cortes seat in Madrid and imprisonment of liberal leaders.

	13 May: Wellington arrives at Toulouse and corresponds with his close Spanish friend, General Miguel Ricardo de Álava, a convinced liberal. During the four days he spends at that city, Wellington delivers no ← 13 | 14 → fewer than twenty-seven detailed dispatches, mainly concerned with the evacuation of his armies.20

	15 May: Wellington informs Castlereagh about the latest events, shows great concern at the fast pace of events and realizes that the military are divided: ‘Things are getting on very fast, and the army have already taken different sides; O’Donnell and Elío for the King, the former having issued a very violent declaration. And Freire and the Principe de Anglona for the constitution. I think however I can keep them both quiet’.21

	17 May: Wellington is at Rabastens (Southern France), on his way to Madrid. He informs Castlereagh that the Duke of San Carlos has sent him a number of documents including the Valencia Decree dissolving the Cortes, a second decree abolishing the liberty of the press and a list with the newly appointed Spanish ministers. Sir Arthur also informs him that the liberals ‘appear to rely a good deal’ upon the 3rd and 4th Spanish armies whose commanders, Manuel A. Freire de Andrade and Anglona, he will see on his way to Madrid.22


This sequence proves that Wellington could not possibly have prevented Ferdinand’s coup because it had already been put into effect before the duke had even reached Toulouse, after his journey to Paris. His subsequent correspondence reveals that he had set as his main aim to prevent a civil war in Spain, something that Ferdinand himself had envisaged, and for which he had even requested, though not obtained, Wellington’s support. In his dispatch of 17 May, he reported that the liberals were quitting Madrid, though he was not sure whether they did so from real or pretended apprehension at the king’s intentions, or with a view to raising the provinces.23 ← 14 | 15 →

Generals Freire and Anglona were, respectively, at the head of the 3rd and 4th Spanish armies, which had been allowed to continue into France under Wellington’s command, a circumstance which points to their being part of the Spanish army elite. Wellington had praised their work on previous occasions. The phrase about keeping them ‘quiet’ does not necessarily suggest any collaboration on Wellington’s part with Ferdinand’s coup. What he actually intended was to persuade them to keep calm, both to prevent a civil war and to preserve their lives. Most of the Spanish army generals were on Ferdinand’s side, so these two constitutionalists did not have much chance of success.

A clarifying dispatch he addressed to the Spanish Minister at War, indirectly reminding him that he was still the commander in chief of the Spanish Army, reveals Wellington’s effort to protect those generals from reprisal. After reviewing both armies, 3rd and 4th, Wellington had urged Freire and Anglona ‘in the strongest manner to preserve the discipline of the troops and to prevent factious persons of any description from influencing the conduct of the officers and troops in order to produce a war in Spain’. And he added: ‘I have the satisfaction of reporting to Your Excellency, for His Majesty’s information, that His Majesty has not in his service officers and troops more devoted to him than those belonging to these two corps’.

On that same day, Wellington felt the need to insist on protecting Freire and Anglona. This is shown in a new dispatch addressed to San Carlos. He had seen in the newspapers references to expectations that the 3rd and 4th armies would take arms in favour of the liberal Constitution. He considered it necessary to clarify that there was no foundation for such an option. Wellington insisted on the entire reliability of those generals. He added that ‘In case Your Excellency should have received any reports to the contrary, I shall be much obliged to you if you will delay to take any steps founded on those reports till I have had the honour of paying my respects’.24 Such insistence reveals the duke’s sincere concern for these Spanish commanding officers. ← 15 | 16 →

Madrid

Wellington arrived in Madrid on 24 May and was received with full honours, on the king’s own orders. The letter he wrote to Charles Stuart the next day demonstrates that he had not been plotting, and also that he had not been fully acquainted with events:

You will have heard of the extraordinary occurrences here, though not probably with surprise. Nothing can be more popular than the King and his measures, as far as they have gone to the overthrow of the Constitution. The imprisonment of the Liberales is thought by some, I believe with justice, unnecessary, and it is certainly highly impolitic. But it is liked by the people at large. Since the great act of vigour which has placed Ferdinand on the throne unshackled by a constitution, nothing of any kind has been done. … Those to whom I have talked, who pretend and ought to know, say that his Majesty will certainly perform the promise made in his decree of the 4th of May, and will give a free constitution to Spain. I have urged, and continue to urge this measure upon them, as very essential to his Majesty’s credit abroad. I entertain a very favourable opinion of the King from what I have seen of him, but not of his ministers.25

Wellington could indeed be ironical, and sarcastic, but he was by no means cynical, nor a liar. There was no reason for him to be either of these, especially when writing to his close friends, Castlereagh or Stuart, or to his own brothers. The above text shows that he did not agree with the imprisonment of the liberals; indeed, he clearly opposed it. It also bears witness to his strong – and rather naïve – belief in the king’s plan to produce a ‘free constitution’, something he would repeat on many occasions. On 31 May, for instance, Wellington wrote to Freire that he was persuaded, and most sincerely wished, that a ‘wise’ constitution would soon be established:

J’ai toute raison de croire qu’on procédera de suite à l’établissement d’une constitution sage, qui fera le bonheur du pays ; et je le souhaite bien sincèrement.26 ← 16 | 17 →

Wellington’s belief in the convenience of a ‘Magna Carta’ for Spain would be persistently conveyed in further despatches. The most eloquent example is probably a long report addressed to Castlereagh on 1 June 1814. Here Wellington summarizes his dealings with and his impressions of the Spanish king and government. His insight and ability to analyse the world around him, without passion, is epitomized in the tone of disappointment27 that transpires from his words:

The King and his Ministers have very well received me; but I fear that I have dome but little good. The Duke of San Carlos, in a conversation I had with him, promised me, 1st […] that the decree for calling the Cortes should appear forthwith. 2dly. That all the prisoners should be released on St Ferdinand’s day, the 30th May, excepting such as it was determined to bring to trial, who should be fairly tried, without loss of time. 3dly. That the King was determined to carry into execution all he had promised in his decree of 4th May, and moreover to establish in Spain the independence of the judges. Nothing has yet been done on any of these points.28 I told him that he must expect that the King’s measures would be attacked and abused in all parts of the world, but particularly in England; and that until some steps were taken to prove that the King was inclined to govern the country on liberal principles, and that necessity alone had occasioned the violent measures which had attended the revolution, he could not expect much countenance in England. Nothing, however, has yet been done. And I learn that three more persons were imprisoned the night before last.29

Wellington’s description of Ferdinand as ‘by no means the idiot he is represented’30 probably encouraged him to stubbornly insist that the 4th of May promises made by the monarch should be fulfilled. The many references to this matter in his dispatches provide plenty of evidence of his views. He was even bold enough to justify those who had suggested that Ferdinand should swear loyalty to the Constitution. This requirement had been established by the Cortes as early as February 1811, and sanctioned ← 17 | 18 → by the Constitution itself (art. 173). In the same dispatch addressed to Castlereagh, Wellington mentions a conversation he had with someone whose name he does not want to disclose (probably a Spanish minister) but defines as ‘la plus mauvaise tête that I have ever met’:

Here arose the question of the decree of the 2nd February, and of the government de jure et de facto; and I took the opportunity of telling … as I had the Duke of San Carlos, that if anybody were to be attacked for obedience to the decree of the 2nd Feb., they ought to begin with me; for I had always obeyed the late government till His Majesty, by his decree of the 4th May, had taken the government upon himself.

During his meetings with Castlereagh in Paris, an additional purpose for Wellington’s journey to Madrid had been established. It consisted in finding a way to persuade the Spanish authorities to relinquish the frontier town of Olivenza to Portugal. On 25 May, Wellington had devised a series of strategies intended to fulfil this objective. The first one consisted in secretly making an agreement with the Spanish government according to which, in exchange for ‘certain commercial advantages’, Great Britain would ‘discourage and discountenance, by every means in our power, the rebellion in the Spanish colonies’. The second one was ‘to promise to bind North America, by a secret article’ to give no encouragement or assistance to the Spanish colonies. According to Wellington, those engagements ‘would probably induce the Spanish government to give up Olivença’. At the time Wellington could not imagine the extent to which Spain was decided not to relinquish Olivenza. But he would finally realize and admit it in the despatch to Castlereagh mentioned above. After referring to a series of unpleasant conversations on foreign politics with Ferdinand’s ministers, he concludes:

From all this you will see that it has been useless even to mention Olivença and accordingly I have said nothing upon the subject, leaving it to my brother … Portugal has certainly a fair claim to Olivença. But if Spain is forced to disgorge this part of Napoleon’s robberies, she has a fair claim to Parma, of which she was robbed, or to ← 18 | 19 → compensation for that possession, with which I was given to understand the King would be satisfied.31

Wellington’s reasoning, despite his disappointment with the Spanish authorities, testifies to the fair way in which he considered the desirable implementation of what he had called ‘liberal principles’ earlier in the letter. His attitude to the outrageous policy of the Spanish king and government towards the liberals would be made crystal clear in the Memorandum he addressed to Ferdinand:

Britain might provide financial aid to Spain on condition that His Majesty carries into execution ‘his gracious promises made to his subjects in his decree of the 4th May; and if some steps should not be taken to prove to the world the necessity and justice of the numerous arrests which attended His Majesty’s restoration to his throne, or for the release of the innocent, and the judicial trial of the guilty’.32

In a letter to Charles Stuart, dated 25 May 1814, Wellington had summarized the result of his journey in a positive way: ‘I have accomplished my object in coming here; that is, I think there will certainly not be civil war at present; and I propose to set out on my return on the 5th June’.33 It is no less true, however, that his exasperation with Spain had reached its peak with this, for him, unpleasant journey. His departure was as disappointing as his arrival had been glorious. His knowledge of the Spanish character, though never complete, certainly helped him to understand that it would not have been worth insisting on some of the objects his mission. Once in Bordeaux, as soon as the last Spanish troops under his command had returned to Spain, he wrote to Ferdinand and officially resigned the command in chief of the Spanish armies. It was 13 June 1814 (see Figure 1.2). ← 19 | 20 →
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Figure 1.2. Tomás López Enguidanos, Alianza Hispano-Inglesa. Published c. 1814.
 © Museo de Historia de Madrid ← 20 | 21 →

A revision of Wellington’s attitude towards Spanish politics during the period studied in this chapter (October 1813-June 1814), not only in the light of his despatches, but also of other contemporary records and biographies, shows that he was far from considering absolutism as the most appropriate political alternative for Spain. He did not oppose change, progress or liberalism. Wellington was a conservative, a Tory (and a very sound one), but his attitude to Spanish politics and general affairs, far from being ultra-conservative, was guided by a pragmatic sense of justice and duty that prevailed over any kind of ideological positioning. He disliked what he called ‘democracy’ – in his words, ‘the process by which decisions were made to satisfy the wishes of the populace’, a definition that has escaped many of his detractors, particularly in Spain.

Since the Hanoverian kings (apart from the restriction upon Catholic claimants from 1689) did not have a sound claim to the throne, non-Jacobite Tories were not absolutists and legitimists in the way that a continental right-winger might have been. There was by then a consensus (heightened by the excesses of the French Revolution) that English politics and political (including diplomatic and military) engagements were ‘sensible’ and pragmatic rather than theoretical – though Radical politicians took the opposite view. Wellington was part of this pragmatism, and his military experience of very varied kinds confirmed this. His disagreement with some parts of the Spanish Constitution did not prevent his promoting its proclamation when he had entered Madrid in 1812. Most of his supporters in the Cortes were liberals. And the very term liberales was the one he used most often to refer to them after absolutism was restored. Nobody but him would have been allowed to mention the infamous 4 May decree so many times, and so stubbornly while in Madrid in an attempt to remind the king of his promises. Additionally, Wellington’s best Spanish friend, Álava, was a well-known liberal who had to endure the king’s persecution. Wellington protected him to the end of his days. He also cared for the Spanish liberals who were soon to become refugees in England. And he never co-operated with the absolutist tide that was about to obscure the Spanish landscape.The prophetic words he had once addressed to the anglophile deputy Andrés Ángel de la Vega may be taken to convey an ← 21 | 22 → accurate expression of his feelings towards Spanish affairs, which result from his genuine Toryism:

I have written you a very long letter, which at least shows that I take an interest in the future welfare of Spain. I should be sorry if, after all, you were to fail in establishing a system of government founded on principles of justice, which should secure the liberty of your country, and should again fall under the degrading despotism from which you have had a chance of escaping. But you may depend upon it that, whatever may be your wishes, and however good the intentions of the greater number of persons of whom the Cortes is composed, this misfortune will happen to you if you are not guided by experience and by the example of those countries in which freedom exists, instead of by the wild theories of modern days …34
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