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INTRODUCTION
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In 1492, when Ferdinand and Isabella, the Spanish monarchs, finally drove the Muslims out of their last stronghold at Granada, there was unleashed a pent-up spirit of religious fervor and overseas exploration. The Reconquest of Spain from the Muslims, who had conquered it themselves in the 8th century, had been occurring little by little for centuries. When it had finally been completed, the martial spirit of Spain, like Don Quixote, now had nowhere to go inside the country. The only avenue available seemed to lie abroad. In the year of the Reconquest, the two monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, succumbed to the persistence of Christopher Columbus, sending the Italian mariner on a voyage that he thought would take him to China. Instead, Columbus and his small armada of three ships arrived among the islands of the Caribbean. 

What the explorers found there was an Indigenous culture of tribes whom they named Indians, assuming their voyage had reached the Far East. But these people were, in fact, Taino, members of a people from South America who had reached the Caribbean Islands in the 13th century. Their society was centered on villages, each ruled by a chief, and dependent on an agricultural economy that included yucca, corn, and potatoes. 

Meanwhile, the Spanish were establishing large estates called encomiendas and enslaving the Taino to cultivate crops on them. Since these tribespeople did not have any weapons to challenge the Spanish arquebuses and steel swords, they had no choice. In addition, the invaders brought European diseases like smallpox that wiped out vast numbers of Indians because they had no immunity to them. 

However, the Spaniards were not simply content to make a living from their estates. The conquistadors expected to find gold and silver on the islands, but they were disappointed. Finally, an expedition to present-day Puerto Rico, led by Ponce de Leon, resulted in the discovery of small amounts of gold. Greed, of course, is never satisfied, and the Spanish hoped that more gold would be discovered. By this time, the Indigenous Taino had decided to rebel against the invaders, launching a massive uprising in 1511. Nevertheless, the small number of Spanish, under the generalship of Ponce de Leon, proved more than a match for the Indians, using Spanish arquebuses to kill many of them, including their chief. Since gold was not as plentiful as it would become in other parts of Spanish America, the plantation owners seemed content to remain on their plantations while their Indian slaves raised crops of sugarcane and tobacco, as well as herds of cattle.

Ponce de Leon was among the first of the well-known conquistadors. He would be followed by men like Hernando Cortez and Francisco Pizarro. In 1519, Cortez and a small group of soldiers, together with the help of Indian nations tired of being subjected to rule by the Aztecs at Tenochtitlan (Mexico City), succeeded in capturing the Aztec King, Moctezuma, and extorting a tremendous fortune in gold from his subjects. One man was so impressed with the victory of Cortez, that he began planning to duplicate this triumph himself. Francisco Pizarro, however, headed to another part of the Americas—Peru, the kingdom of the great Incan Empire. If anything, the Incas’ achievement was even greater than the Aztecs. Their territory was larger, their roads, villages, and great capital City at Cuzco extremely impressive. Without a written language or any mounted horsemen, the Incan king ruled an empire that stretched many miles southward and received tribute from extensive subject tribes. 

With only a tiny mounted army carrying arquebuses, Pizarro set out during the 1530s to conquer this empire—just as Cortez had done in Mexico—using almost the same approach. He won over their allies, ambushed the Incan king, and imprisoned him, extorting a vast treasure in gold. Then he executed the king and installed himself as head of the Incan realm. In just over a decade, the Spanish had conquered two impressive empires, using superior diplomacy, military skill, and advanced weapons. Then, they began to exploit the gold and silver mines at Potosi and Zacatecas, sending fleets of large treasure ships home to Spain to enrich the nation. Spain, thus, conquered a great overseas empire, rich in gold and silver, which paid for a huge army and navy to maintain and enlarge the Spanish holdings. Instead of using their riches to build Spanish industries that might have supported the empire in the future, the Hapsburg kings frittered away their inheritance on religious wars, pitting Catholics against Protestants, and on an Inquisition that drove out the most industrious members of the populace—Jews and Muslims. Meanwhile, they lavished their remaining wealth on the families of their untalented kings. Nevertheless, over the next two centuries, Spain enjoyed a Golden Age in architecture and the arts, including the paintings of Diego Valezquez, and the writings of Miguel de Cervantes. 

By the 18th century, however, Spain found itself in economic and military decline, while their armies had become second-rate, behind England, France, and Prussia. It was not until the 18th century, due in part to the reforms instituted by the government of King Philip V, that the nation began to improve and the American empire began once again to thrive. Philip was the first of the Bourbon kings, who came to the throne as a result of the War of the Spanish Succession in Europe, and he was followed by Charles III. This was the period of a Spanish Resurgence, including reforms in government, inspired leadership within the American Empire, and the promotion of men who demonstrated talent, rather than simply living on their huge estates and boasting of their hereditary nobility. This is where our story begins.
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King Philip V, Ruler of Spain—1700-1746
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Charles III, King of Spain, 1759-1788
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CHAPTER I: THE DE GALVEZ FAMILY
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The de Galvez family rose to prominence in the atmosphere of reform that revitalized Spain during the Bourbon monarchy of Philip V and his successor, Charles III. Indeed, one historian has called Charles “probably the most successful European ruler of his generation.” Charles reorganized the army and navy, following its defeats in the Seven Years’ War. He selected many talented ministers to handle Spanish finances, which had suffered from years of overspending and national debt. The King also initiated major internal improvements to improve trade; and he abolished some Spanish taxes and other trade restrictions that had long hamstrung industry and economic growth. 

As historian Carlos Hererra has written, “In his vision of this new and modern Spain, Carlos III declared that talent and loyalty to the state should supersede pedigree and privilege as markers for individual merit and promotion within the imperial bureaucracy. This ideal served as a cornerstone of the king’s Enlightened Absolutism...In so doing, Carlos III opened up the world of privilege to many who did not have the social connections or capital to achieve social advancement through birth, marriage, or purchase.”   

“In return for his royal favor, the king demanded that this new generation of bureaucrats produce efficiency in government, increase profit margins, and remain loyal to his will. All of these measures promoted ‘enlightened despotism’ in an age when Spain had witnessed its grasp of international power weaken as a result of territorial gains made by its competitors in Europe and abroad.” 

The king’s government had a direct bearing on the success of Bernardo de Galvez, as well as his illustrious uncle, Jose de Galvez, in the Americas. In other books, I have written about men in British North America, such as Robert Livingston and Cadwallader Colden, who learned how to operate the levers of power and created wealth for themselves, their families, and their friends. The story of Jose de Galvez is very similar. 

Jose used the same levers—nepotism and friendship—to build his own network of power.  Ironically, these were the corrupt practices that the so-called “Bourbon Reforms” of King Charles were supposedly trying to eliminate.  

According to her doctoral dissertation, Empire, Reform and Corruption; Jose de Galvez and Political Culture in the Spanish World, 1765-1787,  Maria Zepeda Cortes writes that Jose was a sworn enemy of corruption. “...in his writings, he vehemently denounced—and then punished at every opportunity—all sorts of bureaucratic shenanigans, Atlantic and Pacific networks of smuggling, cases of embezzlement at the expense of the royal treasury, and even instances of favoritism and nepotism...on the other hand, not all his dependents, relatives, or proteges necessarily became inefficient and corrupt as officials....Such was the ambiguous nature of corruption in the eighteenth century that a nepotistic appointment could produce efficient results in the public administration of the colonies.” 

Along the way, Galvez irritated other bureaucrats, who were not family members or friends. Still, he persisted with a dogged effort to succeed in his reforms and improve the Spanish imperial bureaucracy. In so doing, Jose built a network of dedicated and talented officials who carried out his goals.

In the process, Galvez also made himself “a wealthy man...and evidence indicates that a great part of his fortune originated in the New World,” Cortes writes.  This was not unusual in the political systems that ran colonial empires during the 18th century. Talented men on the way up were spotted by wealthy friends and successful relatives, then helped along in their climb to the top. Robert Livingston and Cadwallader Colden became wealthy and powerful themselves, as well as Sir William Johnson and Oliver de Lancey—all New York colonial political and economic leaders. The line between public service and private wealth was very fuzzy, and successful business leaders/public servants crossed it constantly. This was considered “good business” and the reward for faithfully serving the Crown.

Born in 1720 in Andalusia, Spain, Jose de Galvez was the son of a poor member of the nobility who lacked the influence to help his son ascend the ladder of success. Nevertheless, young Jose managed to attend a good Catholic school in Malaga, followed by a legal education at the University of Salamanca. Like some other impoverished but intelligent men of this period, Galvez married well—a French woman named Lucia Romet y Pechelin who was well-connected at the Bourbon court. She introduced her husband to officials at the French embassy in Madrid. Here, he became an expert in the legal regulations controlling the overseas empire of Spain; from there, he expanded his influence among Spanish royalty, which finally led to his appointment as Vistador, Inspector General of New Spain. At age 45, Galvez was now entrusted with carrying out the Bourbon Reforms of Charles III in Spanish North America. 
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