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1. SEALED ORDERS
Sometime in 2004, whilst using the internet to look for something I have long since forgotten, I came upon a brief account of a very senior Spanish naval officer who was given the task of patrolling the seas around the Azores Island group in the north Atlantic. Between July and September 1779 he was said to have led a squadron of six ships with the aim of intercepting English warships and merchantmen returning from England’s North American colonies at a time of war between Spain and Britain.
I was surprised to read that the admiral in question had spent his time studying scientific books and carrying out astronomical sightings, while at the same time completely neglecting his responsibilities and failing to open the sealed orders he had been given. As a result of this man’s inexplicable lack of attention, when the ship eventually returned to its home port, Cádiz, not only had he failed in his mission, but many of the seamen under his command were seriously ill with scurvy.
The name of the officer was Don Antonio de Ulloa, at that time an admiral in the Spanish navy. I found it impossible to believe that a man of Flag Officer rank could have been so totally absorbed in his own interests that he would be capable of completely ignoring his duties in this way. That was the first time I encountered the name Antonio de Ulloa. Surely, I thought, an Admiral would never have been guilty of such negligent behaviour.
As a result of my unexpected discovery I felt I had to establish the truth behind the story, and it did not take long to find that the internet account I had read was, of course, almost completely untrue. My curiosity had been aroused, however, and this book is the result of following that interest to learn more about the career of a fascinating man.
My further reading showed that Don Antonio de Ulloa had been an outstanding naval officer with a long and distinguished naval career. His busy and adventurous life included nine years with a French geodesic expedition to Ecuador, the management for six years of a mercury mine in Peru, service as the first Spanish Governor of Louisiana, and command of the last of many treasure fleets carrying silver and gold from Mexico to Spain. And much more. More than twenty years of his life were spent away from Spain, on numerous missions and voyages, carrying out responsible, difficult and sometimes thankless duties on behalf of his country. This amazing man was also court-martialled several times during his career but always cleared his name.
What was perhaps still more exceptional in my eyes was to find that, in spite of these credentials, very little is known today of Antonio de Ulloa in his own country. There are few remembrances of the man, and there appears to be only one portrait of him in existence, and that is not displayed prominently in a place of honour but is housed in the Naval Museum in Madrid. Although there is a memorial to his memory in Spain’s Pantheon of Illustrious Sailors in San Fernando, Cádiz, it has been given a relatively minor position.
In researching Ulloa I found his name closely linked with that of his friend and contemporary Don Jorge Juan, whose career was equally notable and who is similarly little-known today. Perhaps these two figures in Spain's history are mostly disregarded today in their own country because they were not famous in battle. Their achievements, however, were their enormous contributions to a relatively brief period of cultural and economical progress at the time of the Enlightenment.
Their full names are Don Jorge Juan de Santacilla, originally from Spain’s Alicante region, and Don Antonio de Ulloa y de la Torre-Girault, who was born and brought up in Seville in the early eighteenth century. As naval officers these men dedicated their lives to the service of their country for many years, during the reigns of several kings. They spent long periods of time overseas and endured extended ocean voyages at a time when the seas held many dangers, from sickness as well as the weather.
Statues and memorials are an accepted means of marking historical figures and their legacies throughout the world. The heroes I recall from my boyhood stand out in my memory because of their statues which command prominent positions in the city of Plymouth, in Devon, where I was born and brought up. Among my greatest heroes when I was a boy was Sir Francis Drake, whose statue is a prominent feature, standing proudly on Plymouth Hoe to commemorate the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588. The Hoe, where tradition has it Drake calmly played bowls as the threatening Armada made its way up the English Channel, overlooks Plymouth Sound, a famous anchorage for British sailors over hundreds of years.
Another of my earliest memories is the Scott memorial, which can be seen less than two miles from Plymouth Hoe. Commemorating the two polar expeditions led by Capt. Robert Falcon Scott in the early twentieth century, it stands very prominently above the park at Mount Wise in nearby Devonport, overlooking the river Tamar which marks the boundary between Devon and Cornwall. Mount Wise was one of the favourite places for my brother and I to play with our friends when we were boys, chasing up and down the steep, grassy slope and hiding in the bushes. Warships passed, and still pass below, along the Hamoaze, the narrow reach of the river Tamar to Devonport dockyard where our father worked at that time.
Considering the lives and exploits of Jorge Juan and Antonio Ulloa which are told in the following account, there are precious few remembrances in Spain today of the lives they devoted to the service of their country in the eighteenth century.
Jorge Juan, perhaps, comes off best in terms of current recognition. Some 25 miles inland from the port of Alicante, the capital of Spain’s region of the same name, is Juan’s birthplace near the small industrial town of Novelda. Juan was born in El Fondonet, a substantial but neglected country property which is still in use a short way outside the town, almost totally cut off by new road developments. He was christened in the nearby town of Montesinos, where the outside wall of the church of Monforte del Cid proudly bears a plaque commemorating the event.
The people of Novelda, however, claim Jorge Juan as their son. In the town’s Plaza de España, facing the ayuntamiento, the town hall, is a five metre high column on which stands a statue of Juan. The dedication at the base of the statue refers to him as el sabio, or man of learning. Around the corner, in the Casa-Museo Modernista museum a room is dedicated to his memory, with maps, books, a sextant and other personal items commemorating the eighteenth century sailor’s skills and achievements.
In my later search for public references to Juan and Ulloa, I found there is a Calle Jorge Juan in the smart Salamanca district of Madrid, while in another part of the capital the Colegio Mayor 'Jorge Juan' is part of the University Complutense. There is also a statue commemorating the man in the Aherrera Gardens at El Ferrol in Galicia, where the naval dockyard owes much to his influence. At the other extreme of the country, in the sea-side town of Guardamar del Segura, south of Alicante, Calle Jorge Juan is a street of mostly holiday apartments leading down to the resort’s promenade. When I asked some of the passers-by there what they knew of the man, none had any notion who he was.
Antonio de Ulloa does not fare any better where recognition is concerned. In the Calle Almirante de Ulloa in Seville, a house bears a plaque proudly boasting it was Ulloa’s place of birth, and there is also a street named for him off the Avenida del Guadalquivir in the port area of Cádiz. Other streets named after him can be found in the nearby thriving city of San Fernando, where he spent his declining years, and more in places as far apart as Alcalá de Henares, near Madrid, and Motril, Murcia. There is also a statue in an easily-overlooked alcove outside the current Ministry of Agriculture, Environment and Fisheries, a building which was formerly the Ministry for Advancement of the Sciences and Arts in Madrid.
Further afield, yet perhaps most significantly, there are quirky busts depicting both Juan and Ulloa in Ecuador, where the outdoor Museo del Mitad del Mundo, the Half the World museum, near Quito commemorates the years the men spent in South America with the French Geodesic expedition of 1736-1745 to establish the precise length of a degree of the Meridian.
Cádiz is in many ways comparable to Plymouth, being one of Spain's principal historic naval ports. Yet there are no statues to Juan or Ulloa, and the passer-by could not be blamed for missing the simple plaque displayed high up on the side of a building near the cathedral square. In translation its inscription reads:
THE CITY OF CADIZ HONOURS
JORGE JUAN AND ANTONIO DE ULLOA
ON THE 250TH ANNIVERSARY OF THEIR DEPARTURE
TO THE VICEROYALTY OF PERU TO CARRY OUT THE MEASUREMENT
OF A DEGREE OF THE MERIDIAN
26-V-1985
The quotation draws attention to the beginning of an association between Don Jorge Juan and Don Antonio de Ulloa which lasted for many years. In 1735 they joined a French scientific expedition to South America which was to last nine years, during which time they matured, not only as naval officers but rather as explorers, geographers, scientists and representatives of the King of Spain. Cádiz itself does little more than display this small tribute to the memory of the lives of two outstanding men who deserve much more.
The activities of the port with which they later became concerned, the Spanish naval college, the astronomical observatory and the dockyards, were all transferred to the nearby city of San Fernando in the early nineteenth century, and work is now in hand there to commemorate both men.
This book is my attempt to draw attention to the extraordinary lives of these two outstanding Spaniards. It should, of course, be written and published in Spanish, and it is my aim to make that happen in 2013.
2. AN EXPEDITION BEGINS
On the 26th May 1735 two young naval lieutenants sailed from the Spanish port of Cadiz bound for the Caribbean port of Cartagena de Indias. The first, Don Jorge Juan took passage aboard the 64-gun naval vessel El Conquistador while the younger of the two, Don Antonio de Ulloa, sailed with the Incendio, a 55-gun frigate. In accordance with a direct command from King Philip V of Spain the two men were travelling in different ships. Both men held the rank of Lieutenant de Navío, or ship’s captain, an extraordinary level of seniority considering their youth and the fact that just a few months before they had both been midshipmen, four ranks below their new, exalted status,
They were aged 21 and 19 respectively, and had been promoted, with full pay, again as a result of the king’s orders. They had been chosen for their prowess in mathematics, trigonometry, astronomy and navigation from a list of candidates who were all graduates of the School of Marine Guards, the Spanish Royal Navy’s cadet college, in Cádiz. Recruits accepted for cadet training by the college were all drawn from the families of Spain’s minor aristocracy, hidalgos, but the family backgrounds of Juan and Ulloa were quite different. Before entering the naval college Jorge Juan had been educated at a Jesuit school in Malta while Antonio de Ulloa was schooled privately in Seville.
The two warships were destined for Cartagena on the part of the north coast of South America known to its colonial governors at that time as Tierra-Firme, today’s thriving south American country of Colombia. The king’s orders also explicitly required the two young lieutenants to keep accurate navigational records of the ships’ progress throughout their separate voyages for the future guidance of the pilots of Spain’s gold shipment fleets which regularly made the Atlantic crossing.
When they reached Cartagena the two young men were to join a French geodesic expedition to South America acting as assistants and advisers to a team of French scientists, and as King Philip’s observers, they were under specific, confidential instructions to take note of the activities of the French scientists and to return their reports secretly to the king.
The start of their voyage was an anti-climax. Soon after the ships lifted their anchors and left the Bay of Cadiz the weather conditions worsened. The wind changed direction and no longer allowed them to set course to the south-west. Only a few hours later they were obliged to anchor, just a short distance from the port they had recently left. On the morning of the 28 June the wind went round to the north-west once more and the ships were able to set sail for their first way-point, the Canary Isles. A newly-appointed Viceroy to Peru, the Marqués de Villagarcía, was taking passage in the same ship as Juan, a fact which, unknown to them at the time, would be to the advantage of the two young officers in their future travels in South America.
The Canary Islands, in the Atlantic, some 25 miles west of the north coast of Africa, had been Spanish territory since the end of the fifteenth century. They were a familiar first staging-point for navigators sailing to South American. Christopher Columbus, between 1492 and 1498 used the ports of the archipelago to carry out repairs to his vessels and to take on fresh water and supplies before sailing west on each of his four long Atlantic voyages.
Jorge Juan, aboard El Conquistador, reported sighting the island of Tenerife, on 2nd June. The peak of the island’s volcanic Mount Teide, at 3,700 metres, was a familiar landmark to Spanish navigators. Five days later, after cruising south between the islands of the archipelago, Juan recorded in his log seeing the mountains fall away astern as a course was set for the island of Martinique in the Windward Islands.
Meanwhile, Ulloa, aboard Incendio, recorded his first sighting of the Canaries very precisely at 6pm on the 2nd of June, and the following day identified first Tenerife and later the islands of La Palma, La Gomera and El Hierro. The islands were lost from view again on the 5th, as the ship also set off for Martinique.
Although it was common practice for ships to take on fresh water and supplies in the Canaries, no mention is made in Ulloa’s later account of either ship entering harbour. Both Juan and Ulloa, however, took numerous sightings and calculated their positions in relation to Meridian lines drawn through Cadiz and Paris. At this time the universal acceptance of Greenwich as the base for latitude reading had not been accepted, and navigators based their navigational calculations on the Meridian line of their choice. Jorge Juan made particular calculations of the position of the peak of the volcano on the island of Tenerife. Neither man mentions sighting the other’s ship.
The two vessels passed through the channel separating the islands of Martinique and Dominica in the Windward Islands on 26th and 29th June respectively, about a month after leaving Cadiz, and then changed course, skirting the islands of Curacao and Aruba, Dutch possessions off the north east of the South American continent to begin their passage along its north coast.
Both officers continued to occupy themselves with a variety of tasks in their westward passage along the coast of South America, a vast territory which would later become Venezuela. Because of hazy conditions experienced for long periods along that coast, navigational observations were often difficult. The horizon was shrouded in dense mists (referred to as ‘vapores’) and they had no clear view of the sun, making accurate sightings impossible. As conscientious young officers they made drawings of sections of the coastline they were passing, when that was possible, producing sketches such as those still used today to assist navigators approaching unfamiliar coasts. They observed and recorded debris such as tree branches floating in the sea and the changes in the colour of the water, seeking to interpret what they saw to reach conclusions about their implications for depth, currents and unseen river-mouths. They kept records of compass needle readings, to improve their knowledge of magnetic variations and their application for navigators.
On the 9 July the two ships had met and entered the harbour of Cartagena de Indias. The two young officers, Jorge Juan and Antonio de Ulloa went ashore expecting to meet the members of the French expedition, only to find that the authorities there had no news to tell them.
In 1735 Cartagena was already a port with a long history, well-known to Spanish sailors as one of the major centres for the shipments of silver and gold gathered there en route for the Spanish treasury in Cádiz.
The port was first discovered for the Spanish in 1502 by Rodrigo de Bastidas. Two years later Juan de la Cosa (pilot to Christopher Columbus) and others ‘met strong resistance’ from its Indian inhabitants who were armed with poisoned arrows. By 1585 the town was in Spanish hands when Sir Francis Drake burned half of the houses and left the rest only when he was paid a ransom of 120,000 silver ducats. Less than forty years before Juan and Ulloa’s arrival, the French privateer Baron de Pointis came with a large fleet, sacked the city and forced the Spanish to surrender valuables. Pirates who followed in turn made off with a further two million pesos.
Once the two officers had reported to the local governor and settled into the quarters provided they determined to ‘spend their time usefully’. The king’s orders handed to them before they left Cádiz required them to record the precise locations of the places they visited ‘using the first satellite of Jupiter’. They were also to draw maps of cities and ports, showing their fortifications, rivers and harbours, and they determined to begin their work by surveying the harbour at Cartagena.
At first these requirements appeared to pose them a problem. Instruments of the quality they needed had been ordered from Paris and London but were not expected to arrive until they reached the expedition’s base in Quito (today’s capital of Ecuador).
However, enquiries in Cartagena revealed that, after his death, a former army engineer had left his surveying instruments to his son who was pleased to lend them to the visitors. With these the two carried out the work of determining ‘the latitude, longitude and the magnetic variation’ of Cartagena de Indias and mapping the city and its harbour. Their journals recorded the facts that the harbour was blessed with ‘one of the best bays known on that coast but also those discovered in that region’. It measured some 2½ leagues north to south, and its waters were deep and very calm.
The two men next turned their attention to some other matters on the King Philip’s ‘to do’ list. They explored the city and its surroundings, making notes of what they saw to give the king a greater understanding of Spain’s colonial possessions. On one hill dominating the city was the castle of San Lázaro, and on another the convent of the Agustinas Descalzos (the Barefoot Augustines).
Spread out below these two edifices the visitors judged Cartagena to be the size of a European city of the third order. Its less-affluent areas as well as its wealthy centre, had well-constructed houses built beside good, straight roads which were wide and well-paved, and there was a hospital. The churches and convents of numerous religious orders were large and appeared to be well-constructed, although their decorations suggested they were not well off.
Further from the centre the poor lived a hand-to-mouth existence and endured very low standards of living which Ulloa and Juan attributed to a number of factors. The city’s history of raids and sackings, and the lack of mines in the region to provide local people with the sort of wealth enjoyed in other parts of the New World were partly to blame. The inhabitants’ were also saddled with the burden of supporting a governor, the troops of the local garrison, and other political and military employees.
A bishop had been appointed to take up office in Cartagena the year after the lieutenants’ arrival, and they reported the presence of a tribunal of the Holy Inquisition with responsibility for the city and its three neighbouring provinces.
The people of Cartagena were described as belonging to a number of different castas or castes. At the top of this hierararchy were the European whites who were known as blancos. These were Spaniards who had been born in europe of pure descent, that is, having no trace in their family lines of Muslim or Jewish blood. Spain had subscribed to this categorisation since the time of the Catholic Kings, Ferdinand and Isabela, when many thousands of Muslims and Jews were expelled from Spain.
Criollos blancos (the French word creole has the same connotation) formed the second tier of society. They were white-skinned people born in the colonies to blanco families. Many criollos had flourished and become very wealthy in the colony, which was not the case for all blancos.
As for the dress of the functionaries in Cartagena, Ulloa wrote that the men of the higher classes only wore wigs on the most formal occasions. Their suits were very like those they might wear in europe except for the material which was of lighter weight. Ties were less commonly worn so that the collars could be left open. Women, too, dressed in light clothing, such as loose shirts which reached the ankle with a white sleeveless, collarless jacket. Men also carried and used fans which were made from the leaves of a particularly delicate palm.
The two visitors seemed fascinated by the way the hammock had been so widely adopted by the europeans of Cartagena. In their homes it was the habit for whites and criollos alike to sit in hammocks, wearing light slippers on their feet, and swinging to stir the humid air. Hammocks were so commonly used instead of chairs that there would often be a couple of spares in the living area for visitors to use. And both men and woman frequently slept in hammocks.
In the main the majority of Europeans did not enjoy the climate and the physical discomforts of the Caribbean coast. Ulloa later wrote that most of the physical work in Cartagena and the surrounding region was done by peoples of mixed white, black and native indian parentage. The black population were descended from slaves brought by Spanish ships from West Africa over many generations.
Ulloa’s papers contain a stark warning to anyone who might choose to stow away on a ship bound for the New World, hoping to strike it rich and be able to return with their wealth to Spain. ‘Those who have not been granted permission to travel and arrive with no skills to offer and no employment awaiting them have no choice but to seek charity from the church’ he wrote. They might receive a little soup, but not enough to satisfy the European appetite.
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