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            PROLOGUE

         
   
         Tame is even now one of the most remote and isolated towns in the western hemisphere, although endowed with a pleasant enough climate and pasture. It lies in the foothills between the vast Venezuelan llanos – literally plains or steppes, sodden wastelands in the rainy season, an arid dustbowl in the dry – and the steeply ascending cordillera (mountain range) of the Colombian Andes to the west. This sleepy, unremarkable little town in June 1819 for once presented an unusual appearance: it was on the cusp of history. Just outside its one-storey houses and cobbled streets there lay a military encampment of some 3,500 men, made up of four battalions of pro-independence Venezuelan infantry, a rifle battalion, a large detachment of guerrillas and a force of foreign mercenaries – about 1,550 infantry and 750 cavalry altogether. They were encamped alongside a New Granadan force of two infantry battalions and a cavalry contingent.
         

         It was a picturesque scene. A canopy of mist lay like a blanket over the flooded plains below to the east, which extended as far as the eye could see; the prosperous settlement nestled beneath wooded green hills – whose fields, though, could not hope to support so large a body of men; to the west was the shimmering white Andean cordillera in the middle distance – peaks of unimaginable height, intensely strange to the guerrilla horsemen who had experienced only flat lands all their lives. Looking closer, the camp was less than ideal. The soldiers’ clothes had been rotted by rain and torn by vegetation, as they recovered from a damp that had seeped into their bones; their horses were exhausted and drained. So starved were they that they had considered eating their beloved steeds – and, if necessary, these desperate grizzled men threatened to kill and eat each other.
         

         Six officers were gathered in a relatively comfortable local merchant’s house. They, like their men, were just beginning to recover from the ardours of crossing the llanos, hundreds of miles of which were inhospitable swamp at that time of year. They, their soldiers and their women had endured weeks of dense fog and torrential rains. They had made their way through water and mud, up to chest-deep, across the interminably flooded plains, fording fast-flowing rivers and spending their nights on boggy, sodden hillocks in the ground, while being bitten by innumerable insects and flesh-eating caribe fish. The officers relished their new temperate paradise, above the mists, above the water-saturated hell they had traversed for so many weeks.
         

         One of the six, a small, wiry, balding man with fine brow, a penetrating gaze, intense and fast nervous gestures and an air of command, had just finished speaking. He was dressed in a blue tunic, with gold braid and red epaulettes, the uniform of a Russian dragoon; Simón Bolívar was incongruous among both his ‘generals’ and troops. Two of the others were shouting at him. One was a stocky, barrel-chested man with a flowing moustache: he wore a simple long tunic with a belt, military boots and a fine cloak as well as a broad-brimmed hat: he was José Antonio Páez, the famed leader of the ‘llaneros’, the plainsmen cowboys who were some of the greatest riders on earth. His companion, José Anzoátegui, was serious-looking, dressed in more modest standard military attire. The other three men remained silent: one was Colonel James Rooke, a fair-haired man with broad shoulders and an open, honest expression, a former British army major who commanded the mercenary troops. The other European present was Bolívar’s personal aide, Daniel O’Leary, a red-faced Irishman with dark, curly hair, baby cheeks and shrewd eyes. Making up the complement was a thin man with a goatee beard, calculating, expressionless eyes and a domed forehead: Francisco de Paula Santander, commander of the New Granadan forces.
         

         The two dissenters – Páez and Anzoátegui – were indignantly shouting because they believed they had been tricked by Bolívar. He had led their men, and his own, across the purgatory of the eastern llano swamps so that they could veer northward across the higher ground towards Cucúta and the plains of Casanare to surprise the Spanish army occupying Venezuela in the rear. That was what Bolívar had told them as they sat on bleached oxen skulls at an historic meeting in the village of Setenta by the mighty Arauca river before they had embarked on the expedition.
         

         But Bolívar had been deceiving them. He intended instead to march the armies straight across the giant Andes mountain chain – the second highest in the world, where the lower passes were 13,000 feet high, overlooked by towering peaks of up to 20,000 feet – through the snows and ice in their ragged, torn clothes, to descend and attack the civilized heartland of Spanish power in South America, the city of Santa Fé de Bogotá in its fertile mountain saucer. He was proposing a venture twice as dangerous as Hannibal’s crossing of the Alps with only a tiny army, which had already endured the ferocious hardships of weeks in festering tropical heat and clinging damp. It was pure madness.

         Páez stormed out of the room in protest at the deception and at first, with Anzoátegui, sought to secure the support of the other commanders to overthrow the seemingly crazy Bolívar. But Rooke and O’Leary were intensely loyal and approved of the seeming insanity of the strategy Bolívar had proposed, while Santander wanted to liberate his homeland of New Granada, of which Bogotá was the capital. The furious Páez told his llaneros, who were fearful of climbing these high mountains, to desert but over the next two days he decided not to abandon Bolívar in his madcap expedition.

         So began the great crossing of the second highest mountains on earth, the most daring attack on the flank of an empire in history. Embarking on a superhuman feat, taking on apparently impossible odds, showing foolhardy boldness, all tinged with deceit and persuasiveness – these were trademarks of Simón Bolívar, but he had never attempted anything on this scale. The outcome was utterly uncertain for a man who had led his men both to triumph and disaster so many times before. Bolívar’s army left the mist blanket of the llanos behind it, climbing towards the coned meringue heights with kite-like condors wheeling above them. The 36-year-old desperado had come a long way from his roots as the pampered orphan heir of one of the richest families in Caracas. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION

         
 
         Simón Bolívar was a child of the enlightenment, a dedicated follower of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, yet ironically he was to become the world’s foremost expression of the romantic hero in the early nineteenth century, a Nietzschean superman on horseback who, sword in hand, slashed his way 20,000 miles across jungle, swamp, desert and the Andes, almost singlehandedly, to liberate his peoples from cruel imperial repression. In romantic style, he often yielded to the tyrannical and murderous undercurrents within his own feverish personality.
         
 
         Bolívar was one of the shapers of the modern world, leading his ragged band of followers to take on what was then the longest enduring empire, that of Spain, which disposed of some 36,000 troops and 44,000 seamen to preserve an entire continent in its iron grip. He liberated no fewer than six modern countries from the Spanish stranglehold – Venezuela, Colombia, Peru, Ecuador, Bolivia and Panama – in a series of astonishing marches that led his army across Amazonian rainforests, sodden marshes, dizzying mountains, parched outbacks and prosperous highlands to exceed the achievements of the conquistadors, Hernán Cortés and Francisco Pizarro (because the Spanish empire was so much better armed than the Aztecs and the Incas). He commanded his troops in hundreds of engagements on a dozen major campaigns across distances of thousands of miles. He was perhaps the last of the great one-man commanders before the age of industrial warfare and giant mechanized armies. In his continent-spanning achievement his record perhaps even exceeded those of Alexander the Great, Genghis Khan, Tamerlane, Clive of India and Napoleon. 
         
 
         He conquered a land more than 1 million square miles in extent – and then, unlike most conquerors, refused to set a crown upon his head, rejoicing instead in the title of Liberator. There were many other great Latin American liberators – Venezuela’s Francisco de Miranda, Colombia’s Francisco de Paula Santander and Antonio Nariño, Argentina’s José de San Martín, Chile’s Bernardo O’Higgins, Brazil’s Crown Prince Pedro, Bolivia’s General Andrés Santa Cruz and Antonio José de Sucre, Peru’s José de la Riva Agüero, Mexico’s Padre Hidalgo, José María Morelos and Francisco de Itubide, as well as the Scottish seaman Thomas Cochrane – but Bolívar’s military achievements eclipse them all, as does his sophisticated yet decisive political thinking. He remains an object of admiration among educated Latin Americans and quasi-religious veneration among the poor people of the continent alike. Inspired by the leadership of the revolutionary cause in North America – in particular George Washington – in shaking off the British imperial yoke by 1783 (the year of Bolívar’s birth), Bolívar stands unchallenged at the head of the romantic revolutionary pantheon.
         
 
         Bolívar’s role was pivotal at a world-defining moment in the history of the Atlantic peoples. With the rebellious colonists’ achievement of freedom from Britain, the new United States was anxious to expand into the immense and at that time much richer continent to the south – and at the very least to preserve it from encroachment by the European powers. Spain and Portugal, whose grip was slipping, were capable nevertheless of still putting up a powerful, ferocious and desperate struggle to preserve their empires. The British, who had consolidated their hold on the wealthy Caribbean and Canada, were eager to add the rich pickings of Latin America to their own empire. The French also sought a bridgehead on the American continent, but with Napoleon’s defeat by the British navy they were effectively excluded. None of these formidable world powers reckoned on the human whirlwind who was to be unleashed on the continent in the shape of Simón Bolívar, standing for the self-determination and independence of South America.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         One of the most misleading names in geography is Latin America, although it provides a useful shorthand for the continent. The greatest paradox represented by this vast landmass (one which Simón Bolívar directly sought to address, resulting ultimately in his downfall) is that perhaps the most unified stretch of the world in terms of recent culture, language, history and religion, although not ethnicity, should have remained so divided after independence into a collection of big, small and medium-sized states. They remain obdurately separated and irritably nationalist (although wars between them have been mercifully few over the past two centuries compared with, say, Europe). While the United States, Europe and India have managed to evolve a steadily more unified framework, in spite of the huge linguistic, racial, religious, cultural and political differences within them, and Russia and China have done so through imperial conquest, Latin America remains determinedly divided, although to a first-time visitor it may be hard to tell one country apart from another.
         
 
         The answer to this puzzle is simpler than may at first appear: Latin America evolved as a collection of imperial viceroyalties and subdivisions, established and maintained by an overseas empire. For 300 years an often impenetrable geography of mountains, deserts, jungles and huge distances divided these units of empire, ensuring their evolution into different city-based states united by culture but each with their own particular history, racial mix and different interests.
         
 
         The same phenomenon has occurred in many mountain regions, for example in the Caucasus, the Balkans (also divided along ethnic lines), Spain (which has some different languages, too), to a lesser extent in mountainous southern Germany and Austria, and above all in Italy, united in culture, language and religion but long divided by its rugged mountain topography into city-states with flourishing individual civilizations. The drive to unity has occurred across the great plains of the United States, the central plain of Europe and the steppes and flats of Russia rather than in mountains with their isolated city-states.
 
         In South America, the jealously guarded independence of these city-states made for a continent that was extremely weak after independence, prostrate at the feet of its unified northern neighbour, the United States, as well as the British empire and, today, the economic co-operation that unites most of Europe. The old Spanish revolutionary slogan, ‘un pueblo unido jamás será vencido’ (‘a people, united, will never be defeated’) applies less to the divided countries of the continent than to almost any other.
         
 
         The resultant culture of city-states with a common heritage yet little co-operation occupying the most varied topography on earth yielded some of the most singular and spectacularly sited cities in the world. They stood alongside the creations of science fiction. Each had its own special character: cosmopolitan Buenos Aires located beside an inland tongue of ocean and a seemingly infinite extension of grassland; provincial, cheery Montevideo across the water; Asunción, a tropical lost world upriver; Rio de Janeiro, with its magnificent backdrop of mountains straddling an isthmus; La Paz, set in a mountain canyon by an inland sea, Lake Titicaca, 12,000 feet up; Santiago de Chile with its backdrop of the jagged, snow-capped jawline of the second highest mountains in the world, the Andes; Lima, a beautiful colonial city on a parched, cloudy and rainless desert between sea and mountains; Quito, an indigenous city beneath snow-topped conical volcanoes; Bogotá, in its fertile mountain saucer; Caracas, in its deep valley; Panama City, with its Caribbean, wooden city centre; Guatemala City, at the base of picturesque indigenous highlands; Havana, a lovely colonial city on an island of plantations and rugged mountains; Mexico City, beneath the lazy Popocatépetl volcano, high on an upland plateau in a country of mountains and deserts.
         
 
         It is in six of these subdivisions of empire that this book is primarily set: Venezuela, Colombia, Panama, Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador. But the political earthquake that struck them was to affect the whole continent. In so far as such a huge and complex upheaval as the liberation of Latin America can be given a name, or be identified with a single person, it is with Simón Bolívar.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Latin America is a continent of staggering variety, beauty and geographical extremes, and Venezuela is no exception. Part of the viceroyalty of New Granada until 1776, it was looked down upon both physically and socially by the viceroy and his court in glittering and fertile upland Bogotá. In the west was the extensive sweltering region around Lake Maracaibo, an inland sea whose stilt houses over the water gave the name to the country – Little Venice (the lake would later be the prime source of the country’s oil – today it is an eerie landscape of a vast collection of praying mantis oilrigs, their beaks dipping and rising in the water).
         
 
         To the west and skirting the sun-baked coast was one of the tendrils of the Andes Mountains, centred on the upland city of Mérida, descending to the beautiful and fertile valleys of central Venezuela, eventually towards the cities of Valencia and Caracas. The mountains surrounding these beautiful lands plummeted down to the coast and its ports of Puerto Cabello and La Guaria (the port of Caracas) to which it was connected by a precipitous ribbon road rising some 3,000 feet.
         
 
         Further along the coast, Barcelona, Cumana and Maturín marked the extremity of the uplands, before they descended to the barely inhabitable Orinoco delta, a kind of dress rehearsal for the vast Amazon delta much further south. This great river, second only to the Amazon in its continental immensity, snaked towards Angostura (now Ciudad Bolívar), the highest navigable port, and then into the emptiness of the Venezuelan llanos (savannah), an unrelentingly flat immensity of alternate dustbowl desert and, in the rainy season, impassable marshland and swollen rivers. Two great tributaries flowed from the Orinoco across the llanos, the Apure and the Auraca. South of the Orinoco basin lay upland Venezuelan Guyana with its landscape of mesetas – table mountains – and the nearly 9,000-foot-high Roraima, the location of The Lost World of Arthur Conan Doyle. A nearby meseta hosts the highest waterfall in the world, the Angel Falls, discovered by an American of that name in the early twentieth century. To the west the llanos ended in the more temperate area around Guanaré, before ascending to the Colombian Andes.
         
 
         The badlands of Venezuela – the Orinoco, the llanos, the southeastern regions – were barely inhabited. The population was concentrated along the temperate and fertile mountain valleys of the north and, to a lesser extent, along the Caribbean coastline. Caracas itself lay in a lovely bowl formed by two parallel spurs of mountains, dominated by Mount Avila to the north. 
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            Chapter 1
     
            YOUNG BOLÍVAR

         
   
         Simón Bolívar was born on 24 January 1783 to an enormously wealthy and distinguished Venezuelan family that had aristocratic roots in the mountainous and windswept region of Vizcaya (Biscay) in northern Spain. As long ago as the thirteenth century, the Bolívar clan, in the remote walled villages of the region, had resisted the centralizing influence of the Castilian state, and only after sporadic and bitter warfare was the Bolívars’ small fortress destroyed in 1470. The family’s characteristic independent spirit drove one of their number, Simón, to migrate in 1589 to experience the pioneering hardships of the early settlers of the future land of Venezuela. The family rapidly became one of the most industrious and influential in that beautiful land.

         The Bolívars were responsible for fortifying the port of La Guaira, for founding several towns and for helping to secure the wild interior. Juan Bolívar, grandfather of the Liberator, is supposed to have had a relationship with a black slave, which may have accounted for his grandson’s slightly negroid features. In 1728 Juan paid the colossal sum of 22,000 golden doubloons to King Philip V to secure the title of Marqués de San Luis. However, the Spanish genealogists sent to ascertain the purity of the Bolívar family tree discovered that one of their female antecedents was of Indian blood. The title was denied him. This ferocious snub by the Spanish crown incensed this already proud family of two centuries’ standing as one of the richest and most powerful in Venezuela. For the first time there awoke a sense of apartness in a clan that had always regarded itself as Spanish in origin. Of course, it later became convenient for the Liberator to be able to claim that he was of mixed white, Indian and black extraction – the three racial components of Latin American nationhood.
         

         Juan’s son, Juan Vicente, was brought up rich and idle, leading an agreeable life in Caracas, a city set 3,000 feet above sea level some 40 miles inland from the Caribbean coastline in a deep, fertile valley, criss-crossed by rivers, between two medium-sized mountain ranges. The 40,000 inhabitants enjoyed a pleasant climate, at 40°F not too cold in winter and, rising to a maximum of 96°F, not too hot in summer, with a modest rainy season and cool nights.

         Juan Vicente lived in a family mansion in Plaza San Jacinto in the centre of this colonial city of long, narrow streets arranged on a classical grid. The house is a lovely, one-storey Spanish colonial villa, set around a large courtyard. The other houses were built of mud or stone, only one or two storeys high, because of the danger of earthquakes in the central highlands. Something of a social lion, he was a womanizer: he was denounced by two sisters, Margarita and María Jacinta, as an ‘infernal wolf’ imploring them to ‘make sin with him’, and nearly prosecuted for rape. Juan Vicente did not marry until the age of 46 when he chose María Concepcion Palacios y Blanco, the beautiful 15-year-old daughter of another prominent family.
         

         The teenage girl was by all accounts as lively as Juan Vicente was sensual. Like her famous son, she was dark, vivacious and passionate – and ambitious. But she could also be moody and unsatisfied. Hard-headed and practical, she would complain ‘it makes one grieve to pay 300 pesos for slaves which you cannot use for more than eight years, and the black woman could barely bring forth many young’. This socially prominent couple, separated in age by more than 30 years, proceeded to have four children: a boy, then two girls and, last, Simón. Doña María Concepcion, by the time her lastborn had arrived, was more temperamental than ever and, still being very young, was bored by her husband’s easygoing indolence. She had begun to suffer from a chest infection – probably tuberculosis – of which she was eventually to die.
         

         It was common for the children of the wealthy to be raised apart from their parents. The infant was cared for from the beginning by two devoted nurses, Ines, from a respectable Spanish family, and a black slave, Hipolita – both devoted to their lively young charge. He loved Ines and worshipped Hipolita, who sought to give him his every wish. As a slave, she considered it her duty to serve him almost as soon as he could issue commands. Simón grew up bossy and capricious. He was also hyperactive, accustomed to getting his own way and – because life was so pleasant – imbued with a ferocious optimism that was to stand him in good stead through the trials and reverses of his later life.
         

         Bolívar’s father, who had died of tuberculosis when Simón was under three years old, obviously had only a limited direct influence on the child’s life; but as the boy grew Juan Vicente’s views would have had a profound effect, as would his involvement in circles hostile to the Spanish crown. Juan Vicente Bolívar had actually written to the rebel Francisco de Miranda complaining of ‘tyrannical measures taken by the intendant [Spanish colonial administrator Bernardo de Gálvez] who treated all Americans, no matter what their class, race or circumstances, as vile slaves’. Miranda, who was in Europe trying to rally support for his mission to free his homeland from the Spanish crown, was to play a hugely important part in Simón’s life.

         For the moment the boy was spoilt. With the death of Juan and the stillbirth of another child, Doña María Concepcion could stand no more of what little she saw of the assertive little boy, and gave him over to the care of the family lawyer, Miguel José Sanz. The infant was trotted out of the cheerful, spacious family home where he used to play with his brother and sisters, and into the bachelor house of this misanthropic pedant. He was determined to improve his charge through a regime of discipline and austerity.

         It was the young Simón who won, however. At formal lunches in the house he would interrupt the grownups and on one occasion was told furiously by Sanz to ‘keep quiet and keep your mouth shut’. When the boy was observed not to be eating, Sanz asked him sharply why. ‘Because you told me to keep my mouth shut,’ retorted the four-year-old. Within 18 months the lawyer had had enough, and despatched Simón back to the care of his mother.

         The widow, still only in her twenties, sent him to be educated by a succession of tough-minded tutors, including a priest, Father Andújar, a teacher, Guillermo Peligron, a Dr Fernando Vides, and the brilliant young Andrés Bello, later a father of Venezuela’s independence and one of Latin America’s foremost poets. 
         

         Each in turn despaired: they found him boastful, imperious and demanding. Simón’s ailing mother had by now given control of the family’s affairs to an elderly uncle, Feliciano Palacios. He advised her to hand over the task of educating the child to a remarkable clerk of his, Simón Rodríguez. Externally severe, Rodríguez was to be one of the most unusual pedagogues of his time, eccentric to the point of madness.

         At the time Simón was entrusted to Rodríguez’s care, he was a man who would today be described as ‘born again’. After a miserable childhood he was bitter, anti-social and intellectual, but had alighted, on a trip to France, on Rousseau’s Émile. To Rodríguez, the book explained perfectly how upbringing, education and political indoctrination were responsible for all his miseries. His emotions released, he determined to fight the system that had caused them. Understandably, these views did not go down well in stuffy, conventional, laid-back Caracas. When he was given the task of looking after the troublesome boy, he accepted with alacrity. Here was a chance to prove his theories: Simón was to be his Émile.
         

         
             

         

         In 1792 Doña María Concepcion died. Rodríguez immediately took Simón to the family’s sprawling and remote hacienda at San Mateo, to the relief of his guardian, Palacios. There Rodríguez would have the freedom to experiment with his new educational ideas. Following Rousseau, he believed in giving free vent to the boy’s natural inclinations.

         Rousseau had written, ‘instead of laying down the law, let him obey the lessons of experience or impotence. Do not give him what he asks, but what he needs. When he commands, don’t obey, and when others command him, don’t let him obey. Accept his freedom of action as much as your own’. The strange tutor supplemented this liberal method of raising a child with a regime of physical exercise that also kept the boy close to nature. Rodríguez believed in teaching ‘one’s child to protect himself, once a man, to stand the blows of fate, to adapt himself to wealth or poverty, to support life if necessary, in the bitter cold of Iceland or the burning rock of Malta’.

         At San Mateo, Simón would be woken early and taken on long walks or rides, subsisting on Spartan rations, while his tutor taught him how to look after himself in the wild, how to overcome the dangers he faced there, how to survive and how to keep clean. Simón learnt to become an excellent swimmer and horseman. Besides all this, Rodriguez indoctrinated the boy with his liberal political ideas about freedom and the rights of man, and recounted the lives of great men to his eager young listener. Rodríguez was a crackpot, but an enlightened one.
         

         To the schoolboy, this mixture of a cowboy existence and philosophical indoctrination was a joy, and he delighted in his new life in the wilds as much as he respected his unconventional tutor. Those five years, between the ages of nine and fourteen, were the formative ones of Bolívar’s life. Hobbes, Locke, Montesquieu, Rousseau, Payne and Raynal were Bolívar’s principal intellectual influences. Baron de Montesquieu’s argument was the most straightforward and inspiring: ‘The Indies and Spain are two powers under the same master, but the Indies are the principal one, and Spain is only secondary. In vain policy wants to reduce the principal one to a secondary one; the Indies continue to attract Spain to themselves.’
         

         In 1795 the outside world impinged on this idyllic frontier existence. A revolt against Spanish rule took place in the valley of Curimagua, led by José Chirino, who was beheaded in Caracas. The 12-year-old Simón was brought to Caracas to watch the execution. The sentence on the conspirators read that they should be:

         
            brought from the jail at dawn, tied to the tail of a beast and dragged to the gallows; that, dead naturally upon this at the hands of the executioner, the head be cut off and the body quartered; that the head be carried in an iron cage to the port of La Guaira and placed at the high extremity of a thirty-foot post fixed in the ground at the entrance to that port from Caracas.

         

         The head and quarters sections of the body were exhibited in iron cages, to keep out the vultures. Bolívar’s pleasant, carefree existence for the first time had run up against the cruel reality of the Spanish empire.

         Rodríguez himself was implicated in the plot, and in 1797 was forced to leave Venezuela. The teenage Simón was brought back to Caracas and entrusted to the care of his uncles. The boy argued furiously with his guardians, who decided he was quite beyond their powers of control. The solution adopted was to instil some military discipline: he was sent as a cadet to the elite Whites of Aragua corps which had been founded by his grandfather. There his physical prowess, acquired in the countryside, stood him in good stead. He quickly shone as a leader of men and as a capable and charismatic, if disrespectful and impertinent, young commander. He was appointed a sub-lieutenant after a year and returned, full of himself and as insufferable as ever, although with a newly acquired charm (his smile was said to light up his face), to gallant Caracas society.
         

         There the cocky 15-year-old, heir to a considerable fortune, was warmly received by one of the noted beauties of the capital, a girl from the prominent Aristeguieta family. To the surprise of those who knew him, he fell madly in love, but the girl quickly tired of the vain and persistent youth. Humiliated, Simón became more disruptive than ever.
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 2
 
            MADRID

         
 
         Simón Bolívar’s exasperated uncle Feliciano hit on the solution of sending him to the care of a cousin in Madrid, Esteban Palacios. He warned, ‘It is necessary to curtail him, as I have said, firstly because otherwise he will learn to spend money without rules or economy, and second because he is not as clever as he thinks … You must talk to him firmly or put him into a college if he does not behave with that judgment and application he should’. His uncle feared he had it in him to lose the huge fortune to which he was now heir. (This indeed happened, but in a manner Simon’s guardians could not possibly have expected.)
         
 
         The first great adventure of Bolívar’s life was about to begin. Still only 15, on 18 January 1799 the teenager left aboard the ship San Ildefonso for the passage of several months across the Atlantic to stay with relations he had never met. An orphan, the despair of his guardians, he was now almost alone in the world, except for the promise of a fortune on attaining his majority in six years’ time.
         
 
         The ship’s course was a roundabout one. To evade attack from British ships based in Havana, it tacked to Veracruz in what is now Mexico, where it was to join up with a convoy of Spanish warships. The boy was not entirely solitary. The captain of the San Ildefonso, José Borja, an old family friend of the Bolívars, invited him to his table and talked to him at length. He soon formed a surprisingly favourable opinion of Simón’s intelligence and manners, and became convinced that he had a great future ahead. Bolívar, for his part, on the unfamiliar territory of a ship over which he had no control, for once managed to suppress his cockiness. 
         
 
         Three weeks later the ship docked at Veracruz and Bolívar obtained permission from the captain to travel to the capital of the Captain-Generalcy of New Spain, Mexico City. He was awed by the long journey in a carriage up from the coast, rising to the country’s 9,000-foot plateau, travelling across deserts and past snow-capped volcanoes. It was a barren, harsh and exacting land – the biggest of Spain’s possessions abroad.
         
 
         In the capital he was put up by an old friend of his family, a counsellor to the Viceroy, Don Aguirre, who showed him Mexico City’s sumptuous palaces and cathedrals. According to one account, he met the viceroy and expressed his liberal views, and was listened to indulgently. A week later he set off on the long journey back to his ship.
         
 
         After an uneventful two-month crossing of the Atlantic, the San Ildefonso docked in the Spanish port of Santoña on 5 May 1799, some four-and-a-half months after it had departed Venezuela. With ancestral pride in his breast, Simón set off for the family domain of Bolívar, near Bilbao, from which his forebears had departed 300 years before. There he was dismayed to find, instead of the ruins of the great fortress of family legend, a miserable hamlet of some twenty houses and a half-ruined farmhouse beside which, Quixote-style, a windmill creaked wearily away. As the rain poured down on this desolate scene, the romantic youth felt betrayed. He returned to an uncomfortable inn to lodge for the night before setting off for Madrid, which he reached towards the end of June.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Simón was now in the majestic capital of one of the largest and most long-lasting empires the world has ever known – the authoritarian hub of a power whose cruel writ stretched for 6,000 miles from the north of Texas to the tip of the Magellan Straits. Madrid was a formidable and elegant city of imposing buildings huddled around the magnificent Puerta del Sol, Plaza Mayor and the lavish, baroque Royal Palace. The Spartan magnificence of the Escorial and the medieval town of Toledo peered across at the capital on Spain’s central plain.
         
 
         By a quirk of fate, at the time that the boy’s carriage reached this great city his new guardian, Esteban Palacios, occupied a position close to the very heart of the Spanish court. Palacios’s close friend and protector was Manuel Mallo, the current chief adviser and lover of Queen María Luisa de Parma, who dominated her ineffectual and capricious husband, King Charles IV.
         
 
         Mallo, himself American-born, was a cheerful, good-looking man. On his arrival in Madrid he had quickly captivated the queen, an ageing nymphomaniac. The Russian ambassador in Madrid described her as ‘completely worn out’ by illness, excess and hereditary diseases. ‘The yellow tint of her hair and her loss of teeth were mortal blows for her beauty,’ he wrote. She was also increasingly fat; but as her attractions diminished her ardour increased, extending not just to Mallo but to her guardsmen and the clever and powerful prime minister, Manuel Godoy. The famous portrait by Francisco de Goya perfectly captures her fading charms and the vapidity of her insignificant husband.
         
 
         Godoy, like Mallo, had risen to his eminence by satisfying the queen’s carnal desires; but he seemed content to hand over the role for the time being to the South American adventurer. This proved to be a mistake. The queen developed an insatiable obsession for the good-looking gigolo, showered him with honours and gave him a large house close to the Royal Palace on the edge of the city.
         
 
         Mallo was detested by the snooty Spanish courtiers and surrounded himself with fellow South American arrivistes, among them Palacios, whom he put up at his mansion. Palacios was appointed to the sinecure of minister of the court of the national treasury, which provided a comfortable living. Into this privileged household entered Bolívar, now 16, his intelligence and energy increasingly tempered by charm.
         
 
         After the disappointment of his ancestral home, Bolívar’s spirits must have soared to find himself elevated to the court of imperial Spain. In later life Bolívar told a famous story of how he played with the heir to the throne, Fernando, Prince of the Asturias, and lifted the cap off the boy’s head with his lance, to the other’s fury and the queen’s amusement. The usually reliable Daniel O’Leary claimed that Bolívar was later to say: ‘How was the prince to know then that I was also to strike from his head the fairest jewel of his crown with my sword?’ There is no way of knowing whether this story is true. 
         
 
         The house in which Palacios and Bolívar were lodged was the scene of wild parties, which began with heavy drinking and ended as orgies, in many of which the queen indulged. It is not known whether Simón was invited to take part, but he was certainly presented to the queen by Mallo and moved in the highest court circles.
 
         Bolívar was always short of money and became increasingly indebted as the British harassment of Spanish shipping crossing the Atlantic reduced the number of their convoys to just two a year. When his uncle Pedro from Caracas arrived, he was horrified by the atmosphere of decadence surrounding the boy. The two of them moved out of Mallo’s unsuitable house. Soon after, Simón was set up in a modest establishment in Atocha Street in central Madrid. At the age of 17 he was now living by himself, independent both of his crotchety relations and the sleaze of the palace – although he continued to visit his high connections from time to time.
         
 
         Instead, he came under the influence of a more serious figure at court, the Marqués de Ustariz, a wealthy nobleman from Caracas, the centre of a literary circle and, above all, a political liberal at a time when Spain was mired in reactionary decadence and decline. The Marqués became a kind of director of studies for Simón, sending him to eminent professors for tutoring in philosophy, history, literature and mathematics, and lending the boy his extensive library.
         
 
         When Bolívar attended the Marqués’s seminars, he heard defences of the French Revolution and other subversive liberal views. But he was no bookworm: he also enjoyed sightseeing around the streets of Madrid and visiting his friends and relations. Slowly, though, the youth’s political views were beginning to take shape.
 
         
             

         
 
         One day Simón returned to the common-room atmosphere of the Marqués’s house to have an encounter that was to change his life. He was introduced to a tall, pale girl with deep, sad, dark eyes and a complexion of Madonna-like purity. Gentle and almost childishly enthusiastic by nature, she was shy, withdrawn and, to the eager young man, irresistibly beautiful. María Teresa Rodríguez y Alayza, whose mother had died in her infancy, had been brought up by her doting father to lead a sheltered, cloistered existence. 
         
 
         She had been kept away from the bustle of life in Madrid, and then out of the city altogether, being restricted to the grand, but oppressively dark, interior of a large country villa. Her health was delicate. She viewed the world outside, of which she had so little experience, with a joyous naivety and fascination which captivated the streetwise Bolívar, two years younger than her. He fell in love with her at first sight. It was noticed that while others in the Marqués’s salon discussed politics, Simón and María Teresa had eyes only for each other as darkness fell and candles illuminated the room. Within a few days Bolívar went to her father, Don Bernardo, and asked for her hand in marriage.
         
 
         The crusty old man, desperately protective, was shocked. Although from an excellent, if colonial, family, Bolívar was too young and was acting impulsively and with a speed he found offensive. Within days, ostensibly to flee the heat of a Madrid summer, Don Bernardo and his daughter were on their way to the cooler climes of Bilbao in the north – hundreds of miles from her young pursuer.
 
         Distraught, Bolívar abandoned his bachelor apartment for Esteban Palacios’s house – only to find that his fortunes had dipped alarmingly. The sex-besotted queen had tired of Mallo. As his influence waned, he unwisely sought to retain his hold on her by threatening to publish their love letters. Hysterically, María Luisa appealed to his rival, Godoy, who promptly ordered the arrest of Mallo and his friends. The former favourite escaped into hiding but Palacios was among those seized.
         
 
         Bolívar himself, while out riding, was confronted one morning at Madrid’s Toledo gate by a company of palace guards who demanded he stop. His horse reared. The young man drew his sword, shouting that common soldiers had no right to detain him. The officer of the guard replied that Bolívar was being arrested because he was violating a regulation prohibiting the wearing of jewellery in public – the Venezuelan was wearing diamond rings. The real reason was that he was suspected of being used as a courier to smuggle out Mallo’s love letters. The youth angrily threatened the soldiers with his sword, and they gave way.
         
 
         He rode to the Marqués de Ustariz for advice, and was told he must immediately leave the capital until the hue and cry had died down. Taking the nobleman’s counsel to go and join María Teresa and her father Bernardo in Bilbao – a course of action with instant appeal – he fled the next day and travelled north. The old man’s reaction to Simón’s arrival is not recorded, but he quickly decided that his holiday in Bilbao was at an end and that he must return urgently to the capital.
         
 
         Bolívar and María Teresa, meanwhile, decided to wed. He wrote to his uncle Pedro in Madrid on 23 August 1801 that they intended to marry in the capital, after which the three of them (including Don Bernardo, who was ignorant of these plans) would embark on the next ship to North America. In practice, of course, Madrid was dangerous territory for him, and Bilbao was becoming so.
 
         The lovesick young man lingered briefly in Bilbao before bolting across the border to France before he could marry, perhaps warned of impending arrest or perhaps because he hoped to try and strike a deal by which the Spanish authorities would release his cousin Esteban. Whatever the reason, Bolívar’s next eight months in France are shrouded in obscurity. He made his way to Paris and, probably short of money, took modest lodgings. There he witnessed the great crowds and parades that marked the height of the glory he was later to emulate: the triumph of Napoleon Bonaparte. His subsequent writings show he was captivated by the mystique of the man who dominated all of western Europe and overturned its ancien régime.
         
 
         Bolívar went back to Spain on 28 April 1802 when, to his own astonishment, he was given permission to return. With the haste of a man desperately in love, he rushed down to Madrid, where at last he secured Don Bernardo’s assent to the match, and then obtained a marriage licence. On 26 May, in the church of San Sebastian, Bolívar, aged just 19, was married to María Teresa, aged 21.
 
         The newlyweds left immediately from the port of La Coruña on a necessarily protracted maritime honeymoon across the Atlantic. Bolívar had secured the largest cabin, bedecked with congratulatory flowers. The two spent the journey closeted inside or walking the decks, arm in arm, or embracing. The change must have been daunting for the previously cloistered María Teresa, accustomed to Spanish interiors rather than bracing sea air.
         
 
         Arriving in Caracas, Bolívar took his beautiful, shy bride immediately to his hacienda at San Mateo, where María Teresa busied herself promptly with ordering the household while he supervised the estate. It seemed that a life of rural tranquillity awaited him, with only a couple of years to wait before he came of age and inherited his substantial fortune. The intense young man had been tamed by love: the couple were devoted to each other. The tearaway had found an emotional haven.
         
 
         It was not to be. A couple of months later, María Teresa contracted a fever; this always frail and protected slip of a girl weakened rapidly, while suffering a series of alarmingly high temperatures. She had succumbed to some deadly tropical malady. On 22 January 1803, just eight months after their marriage, she died.
 
         Bolívar, always highly strung, went half-mad with grief. ‘I looked upon my wife as an emanation of the Divine Being who gave her life. Heaven believed that she belonged there and tore her from me because she was not created for this earth.’
 
         In María Teresa he had found an ideal of beauty, of perfection, of love that their two years’ acquaintance had done nothing to dispel. Passionate love mostly turns to fondness or to boredom. Bolívar had no time to grow accustomed to María Teresa; for him the ideal never died. He was to make love to hundreds of women, but none with the romantic intensity he felt for María Teresa. His later passions, however ardent, were affairs by comparison. María Teresa was the love of his life, never dimmed by familiarity.
 
         Furthermore, she had forever transformed this cynical young man of the world. His insolent, know-all attitude had been exposed as a facade. He was an idealist, a romantic, a man bent on achieving the impossible. In place of the search for perfect love was substituted the search for another impossibility: the liberation of a continent, the freeing of a whole people, perhaps even less attainable.
 
         It is possible to trace through the tragedy of María Teresa an underlying motif in Bolívar’s life: the search for love – the maternal and paternal love the orphan thought he had been denied. The idealized love of María Teresa was replaced by the abstract love of the multitudes (in addition to the remarkable affection he showed throughout his life to his two old nurses and one of his sisters).
         
 
         Bolívar was later to confide to Louis Peru de Lacroix, ‘See how things are: if I hadn’t been widowed, perhaps my life would have been different. I would not be General Bolívar, not the Liberator, although I doubt my genius was fitted to be Mayor of San Mateo. The death of my wife placed me on the path of politics very early; it made me follow thereafter the carriage of Mars rather than the arrow of Cupid.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         In his grief, the 20-year-old widower promptly took a boat to Spain to give Don Bernardo some of María Teresa’s personal belongings. The young man did not linger long in Madrid, with its painful personal memories. Instead, on the verge of being old enough to control the income from his personal estates, he set off for Paris, where he took a comfortable house in Rue Vivienne. There, surrounded by other exiles from South America, he indulged in a frenzied series of affairs, in furious gambling at the card tables and in the high society of his dissipated companions. Emanuel Roergas Serviez, a French colonel who played a part in the liberation of Latin America, later wrote, ‘With an extreme passion for pleasure, and in particular sensual pleasure, it was truly exciting to hear the Liberator name all the beautiful girls he had known in France, with a precise recollection that does honour to his powers of memory.’ Bolívar spent 150,000 francs on a first trip across the Channel to London, visiting clubs and revealing himself as a skilful fencer. It was plain that he was drowning his grief in a violent swing towards excess, but this was to leave him spent and unsatisfied.
         
 
         In this state of physical excess and moral emptiness, Bolívar came to visit the celebrated salon in Paris of Fanny de Villars. This passionate, intelligent and attractive woman personified the radical spirit of the French Revolution, which believed that in place of the stuffiness of conventional society, people should be free to live and love as they chose.
         
 
         Fanny’s salon was fashionable among artists, intellectuals and professional people alike, who went there to enjoy affairs with the pretty girls that adorned it. The financial arrangements involved are not clear, but it may have been little more than an upper-class brothel. Fanny was of mixed race, exotic and beautiful, graceful and stylish. Her husband, in his fifties, was a distinguished botanist who turned a blind eye to her activities. 
         
 
         Bolívar was transfixed by the older and more experienced woman; he lavished money and attention upon her, and dressed with ludicrous extravagance. He may even have had his only illegitimate child by her. He once remarked, ‘people should not think me sterile, for I have proof to the contrary’. Later Fanny wrote to him of his ‘godson, Simoncito – I hope he is the only one you have in Europe’.
         
 
         Years later one of Fanny’s children described how Bolívar, walking in Fanny’s garden, would ‘destroy everything he found; the branches of trees, vines, flowers, fruits etc. My father, who cultivated his garden with such pride, would enter furiously on seeing him commit such follies. “Pick all the flowers and fruits you wish,” he would say, “but by God don’t pull out the plants for the sole pleasure of destroying them.”’
 
         It was in Fanny’s salon that he had his celebrated encounter with Baron Von Humboldt, the famous explorer and scientist. Humboldt had visited Venezuela, tracking the Orinoco to its source, and then travelled across to Peru. He voyaged up the Pacific coast in the cold Antarctic current that was later to bear his name, then to Mexico, where he wrote his famous Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain, in which he argued that Mexico would become a greater power than the United States and, with rather more insight, that it was ripe for colonial revolt.
         
 
         Bolívar joined the admiring throng around the baron. When his conversation touched on the sad fate of Spanish America, condemned to poverty and obscurity under the reactionary rule of Spain, Bolívar exclaimed that ‘the destiny of the New World would be glittering if its people were freed of the yoke that oppresses them’. The baron contemptuously replied that ‘although conditions in South America are favourable to such an enterprise, it lacks men capable of carrying it out’ – one of history’s most famous gaffes, as he was addressing the continent’s future liberator. Humboldt, brilliant and conceited, disliked the verbose and arrogant young man. He later declared that he never believed Bolívar was ‘fitted to be the head of the American crusade. His brilliant career shortly after we met astonished me.’ It was hardly surprising the baron was deceived. Bolívar, a rich, self-confident wastrel, can hardly have made a favourable impression.
         
 
         Yet it seems likely that the young man’s sense of destiny and his lust for glory were formed at just this time by the luminous spectacle of Napoleon’s coronation as emperor in Notre Dame de Paris amid pomp and popular acclaim. Bolívar was to maintain a profound admiration for Napoleon the warrior, politician and statesman. He confessed later to being ‘a great admirer of the French hero as first captain of the world … philosopher and sage’, although he was also careful to criticize him lest his enemies would wrongly assume that he sought domination over South America as Napoleon had over Europe. He observed:
         
 
         
            the crown that Napoleon put on his head I considered a miserable and gothic affectation. What was great was the universal acclamation and interest that his person aroused. This, I confess, made me think of my country’s slavery and the glory in store for the man who would free her. But how far was I from imagining that such a fortune awaited me! Later, it is true, I began to flatter myself that one day I would be able to participate in her liberation but not that I would play the leading role in so great an event.
            

         
 
         He told his later aide, Daniel O’Leary:
 
         
            I worshipped him as the hero of the republic, as the bright star of glory, the genius of liberty … He had himself made emperor, and from that day on, I looked upon him as a hypocritical tyrant, an insult to liberty and an obstacle to the progress of civilization … How dreadful were the feelings of indignation which this melancholy sight [the coronation] produced in my soul, possessed as it was of a fanatical love of liberty and of glory! From then on I was unable to reconcile myself with Napoleon; his very glory seemed to me a glow from Hell.
            

         
 
         However, according to another adjutant, Louis Peru de Lacroix, Bolívar said:
 
         
            You may, no doubt, have noticed, that in my conversation with the persons of my household and others, I never praise Napoleon; on the contrary, when I speak of him or his deeds, I rather criticize than approve them; and more than once, I have called him a tyrant, a despot, and have condemned some of his great political measures and of his military operations. All this has been and still is necessary, though my opinion is different; but I must hide and disguise it to prevent the view gaining ground that my policy is an imitation of that of Napoleon, that my ambitions and plans are similar to his, that I also want to become emperor or king and dominate South America as he has done Europe; all this would have been said had I made known my admiration and my enthusiasm for that great man.
            
 
            My enemies would have gone further still: they would have accused me of wanting to set up a nobility and a military State similar to Napoleon’s in power, prerogatives and honours. Do not doubt but that all this would have occurred had I shown myself, as I am, a keen admirer of the French hero; had I been heard praising his policy, speaking enthusiastically of his victories, commending him as the first captain of the world, as a statesman, as a philosopher and as a man of science.
 
            These are my opinions on Napoleon, but I have taken the utmost care to hide them. The St Helena Diary, the campaigns of Napoleon and everything connected with him are for me the most agreeable reading and the most profitable; there it is that the arts of war, of politics and of government should be studied.

         
 
         In fact, while Bolívar was to share the Emperor’s vanity, he was never to abandon the ideal of liberty that first fired him. Bolívar could be capricious, arbitrary and in practice failed to promote liberty, but he was never corrupted by power in the way Napoleon was.
 
         
             

         
 
         Indolent, spendthrift and sexually exhausted, Bolívar was also a young man in search of a cause on to which to hitch what he was convinced was his genius. He needed no prompting to hurry to Vienna, when he heard that his old tutor, Simón Rodríguez, was there. He found the moody intellectual far from welcoming. The master was disappointed in his star pupil: he told Bolívar that he was wasting his life. The old pedagogue, now obsessed by Rousseau’s The Social Contract, had no sympathy to spare for the sense of emptiness from which Bolívar complained he suffered. 
         
 
         Rodríguez also revealed to Bolívar that he had inherited 4 million francs on his twenty-first birthday, and was now very wealthy indeed; but he chastised him bitterly before abruptly suggesting that they set off on a walking tour of Italy of the kind so common at the time, in an attempt to restore the young man’s physical and mental stability. On 6 July 1805, this odd couple set out. It is not recorded how much of the journey was actually walked.
 
         Bolívar, still obsessed with Napoleon, was keen to reach Milan as soon as possible to witness the coronation of his hero as King of Italy. Watching the ceremony, he:
 
         
            had eyes only for Napoleon, and among the great concentration of men gathered there could see only him. My curiosity was insatiable, and I assure you I was a long way from predicting that one day I too would be a centre of attention or, if you prefer, curiosity for an entire continent and, one can say, the whole world. What a huge and glistening general staff Napoleon had and how simple was his own clothing. All of his officers were covered with gold and rich linings, and he only wore his trousers, a hat with decorations and a tunic without any medals. I like this, and in these countries [America] I assure you I would have adopted this usage myself if I had not been frightened that they would say I had done so to imitate Napoleon, and they would have added that it was my intention to imitate him in all things.
            

         
 
         After this display of power and military might that so impressed the two companions, they visited Venice, Verona, Bologna, Florence and Rome.
 
         On 15 August 1805, as Britain girded its loins against a possible Napoleonic armada from across the Channel while Austria, Prussia and Russia quivered in anticipation of a great land invasion from France, a bizarre, even ridiculous scene was being enacted on top of the Aventine Hill in Rome, the Monte Sacro, where Silenius had once led the revolt of the ordinary people against their patrician rulers. It was one of Rome’s most important feast days, the Assumption of the Blessed Virgin Mary – Ferragosto, the centrepiece of the overpowering Italian summer. 
         
 
         A smallish, thin, wiry young man with a furrowed brow, penetrating, feverish eyes, pursed, determined lips and jutting chin knelt alongside an older, slightly dishevelled, disturbed-looking man and a suave, beautifully dressed aristocrat, Francisco, the Marqués del Toro. The young man stretched out his hands in supplication over the city as though blessing the multitudes in biblical style. Any passer-by would have been startled, or burst into guffaws. The eccentric-looking one, the young man’s former tutor, Simón Rodríguez, claimed that the 22-year-old’s eyes were ‘wet, his breathing heavy, his face red, and with an almost fevered manner he told me: “I swear before you, I swear by the God of my fathers, I swear by my fathers, I swear by my honour, I swear by my country that I will not rest body or soul until I have broken the chains with which Spanish power oppresses us.”’ Later he told Rodríguez that this scene was the turning point in his life. ‘Do you remember how we went together to the Monte Sacro in Rome, to vow upon that holy ground to the freedom of our country? You cannot have forgotten that day of eternal glory for us, a day when we swore a prophetic oath to a hope beyond our expectations?’
         
 
         Bolívar’s gaucheness and arrogance earned him the scorn of the very proper Spanish community in Rome – but he was descended from one of the most aristocratic families in Venezuela and with the country’s foremost patrician, the Marqués del Toro, as one of his closest kinsmen he could hardly be disowned or denounced. He further scandalized the Spanish community in Rome when he refused to prostrate himself and kiss the cross on the shoes of the Pope, as was then customary, to the Spanish ambassador’s consternation. Instead Bolívar respectfully kissed the Pope’s ring. Later Bolívar commented: ‘The Pope must have little respect for the sign of the Christian religion if he wears it on his sandals, whereas the proudest sovereigns of Christendom place it upon their crowns.’
         
 
         The youth’s presumption in declaring war upon Spain, then the strongest and most extensive military empire on earth, dominating an entire continent and defended by some 80,000 troops and sailors, drew only sniggers and ridicule. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter 3
 
            THE LONGEST EMPIRE

         
 
         Few major political movements can have had less auspicious beginnings than the struggle for Latin American independence from imperial Spain. The image of Cervantes’s Don Quixote is ingrained on the Spanish psyche: the ridiculous, posturing hidalgo – gentleman or knight – dreaming of honour, caste, his own genealogy, great deeds, splendid victories and beautiful, virtuous women, but who is, in reality, just a man with a broken lance riding an old nag, with a faithful, exasperated but practically minded retainer: the image has echoed down the ages to The Diary of a Nobody, Jeeves and Wooster, and Billy Liar.
         
 
         Bolívar was seeking, with little or no evidence of support among the 21 million people he sought to liberate, to wrest an entire continent of more than 7.7 million square miles, stretching 7,000 miles from a latitude of 30 degrees north of the equator to 50 degrees south, out of the grip of a 300-year-old empire, the longest-lasting European one since Rome. He faced the world’s biggest overseas military machine, which had 36,000 troops in Latin America, as well as 44,000 sailors and marines. This was not a question of tilting at windmills, but at active volcanoes. It must have seemed madness at the time. Yet in his intuitive, farsighted way, Bolívar, absent for a few years, had come to understand the Spanish empire better than his continent-based counterparts. It is to that remarkable entity, so often described as a barbaric, religiously obscurantist behemoth, that we must now turn.
         
 
         Empires have tended in history to divide into two types: those that begin as trading enterprises, usually dotted along coastal regions, which eventually turn into military and administrative empires as it becomes necessary to discipline the rapaciousness of the traders and to protect these outposts from predatory powers: such were the Portuguese, Dutch and British empires, which are sometimes termed ‘accidental’ empires. The others are those which are created primarily by conquest and quickly become political, economic, ideological, administrative and military empires: such as the Roman, Chinese, Aztec, Inca, Moorish, Spanish and French empires, and the brief Belgian, German, Italian and Japanese ones.
         
 
         The enduring nature of the Spanish empire in South America under Habsburg rule arose partly from its autonomy, and relaxed, sleepy, live-and-let-live outlook (underpinned, though, by a vicious treatment of political opponents); and partly from a variety of phenomena which were present at its inception. Spain, uniquely, had been forged as a military-theocratic power; it was occupying a continent with a large indigenous population unevenly distributed around one of the most dramatically diverse geographies in the world; and it was an El Dorado of gold, silver and precious minerals.
         
 
         The first phenomenon arose from the protracted Moorish occupation of Spain. In order to reconquer the country from the Moors, it had been necessary to create a strong military tradition to do the fighting, supported by a Christian ideology, which surfaced as the strongest expression of the militant Catholicism of the time. Catholic Spain became the most serious prosecutor of the Inquisition (although its extent has been much exaggerated), which was notably less tolerant than the somewhat relaxed Islamism espoused by the Moors. Long before most countries, Spain developed a genuine sense of unity (while Britain was still only just emerging from dynastic wars), symbolized by the marriage of Ferdinand of Castile and Isabella of Aragon, unifying what was in fact a very disparate nation before the Moors. Without this sense of nationhood, the centuries-old struggle would never have been won. The Moorish occupation was rolled back province by province throughout Spain.
         
 
         The expulsion of the Jews in 1492 – the same year that Columbus, funded by the Spanish crown, reached the New World – marked the apotheosis of this military-theocratic-nationalistic ideological triumvirate: for the Jews represented commerce and scholarship rather than militarism, a different religion and a deeply suspect quasi-universalism. From that moment on the Spanish state glorified military prowess, religious purity and subordination to the crown above commerce, industry and material gain.
         
 
         With the discovery of Latin America, the opportunity arose to channel Spain’s military and nationalist energies into conquest. The era of the conquistadors was the result, spearheaded by the figures of Hernán Cortés, a cultivated if ruthless man and brilliant general, and Francisco Pizarro, uncouth, brutal but hugely effective militarily. The contrast with the British penetration of eastern North America could not have been more striking. Essentially the British colonies were trading outposts with a relatively small military presence until they required protection from the French and Spanish, and to a lesser extent from native Americans.
 
         Following hard on the heels of the conquistadors was the Church, abhorrent to some in its hostility towards the Indian cultures, but also civilizing and seeking to counter the excesses of the warriors; and then the crown administrators of the Spanish nation. The lure of South America was its fabulous mineral wealth and plenty was found, in particular in Peru and Mexico. There was enough to provide Spain itself with a glitteringly prosperous court and central administration, even though little of it filtered beyond its European empire through to the more backward provinces. This river of gold and silver across from Latin America further confirmed the Spanish state in its prejudice against commerce: for did it not show that a country became extremely rich by military conquest rather than trade? Hidalgos were vaunted, merchants despised.
         
 
         A second distinguishing feature of the Spanish empire was its conquest of other peoples. In this it contrasted sharply with the position in North America where the British colonial settlements were for 200 years restricted to the western coast and where there were relatively few native Americans (although a good many more than initially admitted). The Spanish conquered and colonized the habitable parts of their new continent with determination, bravery and often savagery. The achievement was all the more remarkable in view of the immense distances and geographical obstacles the continent presented. Only the inhospitable interior of Portuguese Brazil went unconquered and unsettled, with its continent-sized Amazon basin and extensive highland Mato Grosso plateau largely ignored by the Portuguese coastal settlers.
         
 
         The Spanish empire acquired differing characteristics, despite the common language and culture and the superficial unity epitomized by almost identical, beautiful grid-patterned one-storey colonial cities and towns, originating from the simple Moorish style, grouped around their Plaza de Armas of cathedral, bishops’ palace and municipality. There were areas almost entirely populated by white settlers, in particular what is now southern Argentina, Chile and, in the north, southern California, New Mexico, Texas and Florida. By contrast, indigenous peoples abounded in Mexico, Central America and the northern Andes, particularly modern Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador and parts of southern Colombia. These were the prosperous highlands, with temperate climates, away from the sultry and uninhabitable areas near the Equator, but not as high as the southern Andes, where the mountains form a narrow range and the lowlands are temperate and habitable (Paraguay was a special case with a large indigenous population and a quasi-tropical but survivable climate). By contrast, Caribbean Latin America and Brazil, as the slave trade expanded, became a magnet for blacks, both slaves and freemen.
         
 
         A further feature that distinguished the experiences of South and North America was the absence of a racialist prohibition on intermarriage and interbreeding, which prevailed particularly in the slave states of the southern British colonies. In part this was because very few white women travelled across from Spain to Latin America; and in part because the Spanish did not suffer from the same type of racism and puritanism as northern European Protestantism. In large areas of South America there were just as many slaves as the north but no such furious social segregation and stigma: the hues of brown, black and white, indigenous and Caucasian features were as varied as the colours of the rainbow.
         
 
         That is not to say that race did not matter. It did, immensely: a person’s social standing could often be judged by the colour of his skin: the paler, the more upper class he was likely to be; the more indigenous or black, the lower down the scale. But racialism was not written into law; the races were not forbidden to interbreed on pain of criminal sanction or social ostracism and there was a real measure of toleration.
         
 
         The evolution of these three categories of Latin American countries – pure white, those white with a massive indigenous underclass but also many people of mixed blood (mostly urban middle class), and those white with a black slave underclass and, again, many of mixed blood – created three distinct cultures behind the apparent unity of Spanish America, with its common heritage. Argentina and Chile, lacking a racial underclass and workforce, and also enjoying temperate climates, were reasonably well run by industrious whites (except in the north where there were indigenous peoples working plantations). Mexico, Guatemala, Peru, Bolivia and Ecuador were slave societies except in name: the indigenous peoples lived in great privation and formed a brutally ill-treated workforce for the powerhouse of the Spanish empire, its silver and gold mines, as well as the big estates producing tobacco and cacao (although it should be acknowledged that these formed a minority in the indigenous Indian economy and the people working there were actually better off than those living in pre-Inca sharecropping backwardness on the remote mountains). Gran Colombia, with its prosperous middle class and miscegenation in its fertile and temperate uplands, was a kind of lost world of prosperity plunging down to the coast, where there were large black slave plantations, as well as plenty of free blacks.
         
 
         In addition, the Spanish empire enjoyed a great degree of autonomy, as long as the silver and gold flowed. So often caricatured as a despotic, centralized and backward entity, the empire survived much longer than other ones due to some of its regionalized characteristics. The white-populated south had few tensions, while the white-dominated northern Andes with their overwhelmingly Indian populations had only a minority working the mines, and a few more on the ranches and plantations; the same was true of Mexico and central America. The racial tensions there, although immense, were containable.
         
 
         In the Caribbean area of northern Spanish America, black resentment, while significant, was not so prevalent or angry as in the West Indies and the southern states of North America, and it was much leavened by interbreeding. The Spanish crown was skilful at playing upon the fears of the white minority, both in the largely Indian northern Andes and in the Caribbean littoral with its large black population, arguing that without its military protection, uprisings and racial bloodbaths would ensue.
         
 
         Another pillar of Spanish domination, apart from that of being able to protect the whites against racial upheaval, was moral: as in Spain, religious influence was pervasive, although often in conflict with the political authorities. The intolerance applied in the campaigns against the Moors was extended to Latin America and in particular to indigenous religions, which were extinguished or absorbed at an often terrible cultural loss. But the Church also brought humanity and enlightenment to offset the militarist drive of the Spanish empire. Between 1520 and 1830 the Inquisition in Spanish America judged just 6,000 cases – an average of fewer than 20 a year, and only 100 were burnt at the stake in 300 years, although others died of torture in prison. Most were pardoned and released.
 
         The Church became the defender of the indigenous people. As Gerhard Masur, in his magisterial biography of Bolívar, writes of this military-theocratic system:
 
         
            In any considered understanding of the Spanish method of governing the colonies, we must not forget that Spain was the mediaeval country of modern Europe, the land without a Renaissance, and the politics of Spain during the sixteenth century carried the inevitable stamp of absolutism – for the reason that the country had been in the front line of the war against the Moors. Administratively, Spanish rule seemed absolute: in 1511 the Council of the Indies had been set up in Madrid, directly responsible to the crown, both to administer government and justice: an elaborate structure of viceroys and councils ruled their administrative districts, which were adapted to meet each region’s special needs – for example the viceroyalties of Peru and Mexico followed the examples of Naples and Sicily, while Bogotá and Quito were modelled on the systems in Granada and Valladolid, while Venezuela and the regions around the River Plate – modern Argentina and Uruguay – were under military rule.
            

         
 
          
         Latin America, at the time of the continent’s first great uprising against Spanish rule in 1781, was divided into five viceroyalties: that of New Spain, embracing the Audiencia of Mexico and the Audiencia of Santo Domingo, as well as the Captaincies-General of Guatemala and Cuba; the Viceroyalty of New Granada, including the Presidency of Quito (roughly equivalent to modern Ecuador), the Audiencia of Santa Fé de Bogotá (modern Colombia), and the Captaincy-General of Caracas (modern Venezuela); the Viceroyalty of Brazil, under the Portuguese crown; the Viceroyalty of La Plata, which was subdivided into the Audiencia of Buenos Aires (Argentina), the Presidency of Asunción (Paraguay), the Presidency of Charcas (Bolivia) and the Banda Oriental (Uruguay); and the richest, the Viceroyalty of Peru, embracing the Audiencia of Cuzco and the Captaincy-General of Santiago de Chile.
 
         Of these subdivisions, Mexico was extremely rich, powerful and productive, but its southern zone was impoverished, wild bandit country and its northern reaches, which extended into modern California, New Mexico, Texas and Florida, were sparsely populated, much of it desert. The uplands around Quito and Santa Fé de Bogotá were remote but prosperous, while Caracas was wealthy too, and temperate, in stark contrast to the torrid wilderness of much of the rest of Venezuela. Colonial Brazil was in reality just a string of settlements on its long coastline. Buenos Aires was a commercial centre stimulated by a thriving contraband trade with Europe that distant Spain had difficulty in policing. In the north, La Plata, Tucuman and Chuquisaca were prosperous colonial cities, while Chile was a remote settlement of about half-a-million people cut off by the Andes in the east, by Araucanian Indians and virgin forests in the south, to the west by the Pacific, and to the north by the Atacama Desert.
         
 
         The vibrant yet decadent heart of the whole system in South America (Mexico dominated the centre) was the Viceroyalty of Peru where silver mines had created a glittering city, Lima, of idle rich living alongside a teeming and wretched Indian underclass, and provided the wealth needed to keep the parasitic and crumbling Spanish economy afloat.
 
         So powerful was Peru in this system that it sought to ban Buenos Aires from trading and, ludicrously, all commerce with Spain was required to take place through the ports on the Pacific coast, brought there either by sea and land across the isthmus of Panama, or by sea alone around Cape Horn in twice-yearly crossings by convoys accompanied by Spanish warships. Goods for Buenos Aires had to be carried overland from Lima across the Andes and down from Potosí, a journey of 3,000 miles, which took three months. Only the ports of Cádiz and Seville in Spain were permitted to trade with Spanish America, even by this route. Merchandise was sold for five or six times its original costs of production. Trade with other countries was strictly forbidden.
         
 
         In practice, contraband flourished, in particular in the River Plate estuary and the Orinoco basin. A contemporary British officer and traveller, Captain Basil Hall, sums up the system:
 
         
            The sole purpose for which the Americas existed was held to be that of collecting together the precious metals for the Spaniards; and if the wild horses and cattle which overrun the country could have been trained to perform this office the inhabitants might have been altogether dispensed with, and the colonial system would then have been perfect.
 
            Unfortunately, however, for that system, the South Americans … finding that the Spaniards neither could nor would furnish them with an adequate supply of European products, invited the assistance of other nations. To this call the other nations were not slow to listen, and in process of time there was established one of the most extraordinary systems of organised smuggling which the world ever saw … conducted by the Dutch, Portuguese, French, English, and latterly by the North Americans … Along with the goods no small portion of knowledge found entrance, in spite of the increased exertions of the Inquisition … Many foreigners, too, by means of bribes and other arts, succeeded in getting into the country, so that the progress of intelligence was encouraged, to the utter despair of the Spaniards, who knew no other method of governing the colonies but that of brute force.
            

         
 
         This centralization, and the growth of a powerful upper class of whites in Latin America, was counterbalanced by municipal councils elected on a very restricted suffrage based on property, which represented the interests of townspeople. These councils were to be in the vanguard of the drive towards independence. In 1680 a codification of the Laws for the Indies was drawn up, which was relatively liberal and lenient for the time. The Spanish crown also declared that the indigenous population were free men – at least in theory.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         With the motherland several weeks’ sailing away, the reality on the ground was very different. As the great friar Bartolomé de las Casas wrote in his History of the Indies the Indians were reduced to the status of slave labour by repressive laws both in the mines and the fields. A great number sought refuge in the remote mountains and jungles where they could not be got at, living desperately poor, short lives and rapidly diminishing in number. Masur describes the indigenous peoples pithily as a ‘people servile but resentful, talkative but dishonest, complacent but lacking in confidence, vigorous and vengeful’ and quotes the poet Chocano: ‘Oh ancient and mysterious race / With your impenetrable gaze / Who without enjoyment sees happiness / and without suffering sees pain.’
         
 
         The Church pressed in particular for laws to protect the Indians, although in the early years of the empire it had been blamed for ruthlessly suppressing much of the religious culture, some of it extremely cruel, of the indigenous populations. The Laws of Burgos of 1512, for example, provided for Indian self-government in Church lands. In 1537, Pope Paul III declared that the Indians were ‘truly men’, and should be converted to Christianity. This was a radical document for the colonizers, who regarded the Indians as subhuman to the extent that, for instance, they believed there was no sin involved in seducing indigenous women (Cortés had an Indian mistress). The resulting children, the ‘mestizos’ (half-castes), were treated as a subcaste. De las Casas staunchly upheld their cause in Europe, but except in the areas it controlled, the Church failed to make much impression on the Spanish system of punishment, repression, forced labour, extortionate taxation and virtual slavery.
         
 
         Under the mita system Indians were forced to work in the mines, where they earned half the meagre wages of agricultural labourers. They were not allowed to wear certain clothes; and those among them who obtained an education found they could study only the humanities, not science. The Spaniards argued that the Indians were better and less cruelly treated than they had been under their ruthless ancient empires, such as the Maya, Aztec and Inca. This may have been true, but it was an ugly system nevertheless.
         
 
         For a long time the Church managed to preserve a number of model communities, theocracies, in which the Indians were treated with a measure of human dignity. In Chile the Capuchins established stable settlements even among the primitive, nomadic and often murderous Araucanians. In New Granada and, more successfully, in the Orinoco basin, they set up a series of exemplary mission settlements. The most celebrated of the Church’s ‘states within a state’ was the system of Jesuit ‘reductions’ in an area sprawling over the borders of present-day Paraguay, Uruguay and Argentina. Some 100,000 people lived in these 48 settlements, which were economically viable and humanely run. Soon they attracted the attention of the slave-bosses of Brazil, the bandeirantes, who captured more than half the Indians in raids before the Jesuits led them out of reach, below the Iguazu Falls, in a mass migration between 1627 and 1631. The Jesuit reductions continued to attract controversy, both for the way they suborned the colonial caste system and because they represented a challenge to the political power of the state. In 1768, following the expulsion of the Jesuits from Spain, the reductions were also dissolved, and a major experiment in enlightened rule in Spanish America ended.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The royal administration soon degenerated into an immense bureaucracy based on jobbery, favours and corruption. Land in the colonies was theoretically owned by the crown, but was parcelled out to its followers as vast encomiendas (labour systems), which in turn became private haciendas, worked by the indigenous people in a new form of feudalism. When the Spaniards arrived there were at least 13 million indigenous people. Within a century the number fell to 3 million, and then returned by 1800 to around 8 million ‘indios’, compared to 4 million whites (‘criollos’), 3 million blacks (‘negros’), 5 million of mixed white and indigenous descent (‘mestizos’), 0.5 million of mixed white and black blood (‘mulattos’) and a few hundred thousand of mixed Indian and black blood (‘zambos’). 
         
 
         A major feature of the first 250 years of the Spanish empire was its deliberate and enforced isolation from the rest of the world. Spain viewed Latin America as its treasury of precious minerals, and as a captive market for its own goods, but was not interested in developing its industries. The locals were not only forbidden to trade with other countries, but between themselves, with goods being shipped to Spain and then re-exported back across the Atlantic to other parts of the empire. In practice Spain’s own underdeveloped industries failed to meet the demand from the colonies and, as mentioned, contraband trade with other countries flourished. One of Bolívar’s most famous and bitter passages was his description of Latin America as exploited by Spain, ‘to cultivate fields of indigo, grain, coffee, sugar cane, cacao, and cotton; to raise cattle on the empty plains; to hunt wild beasts in the wilderness; to mine the earth for gold to satisfy the insatiable greed of Spain’. Culturally, too, Latin America was straitjacketed by the mother country. The Laws of the Indies contained no fewer than 15 laws strictly regulating the flow of books into Spanish America.
         
 
         Isolated politically, commercially and culturally, run by a corrupt if often locally recruited bureaucracy, an enormously wealthy class of landowners and a military presence, with the Catholic church acting as its protector and conscience, the Spanish empire lasted for a full quarter millennium without serious disaffection. It was sleepy and sometimes cruel and obscurantist, but also reasonably contented, well-ordered, and tolerant, with different races rubbing shoulders together: such was Habsburg Spanish rule.
 
         
             

         
 
         In the mid-eighteenth century there began the process that would unravel the bonds that held the colonies captive. With the replacement of Habsburg by Bourbon rule in Spain coinciding with the European Enlightenment, colonial rule was revolutionized from the largely self-governing benevolent autocracy that had kept the colonies steeped in backwardness and poverty for a quarter millennium. The Bourbons at that time considered themselves children of the Enlightenment, as in France, but they were also fiercely dirigiste, desiring state control of both economic and social matters. Philip IV and Ferdinand III began the process by ending tax-farming, appointing French-style intendants to run the regions and slashing both the privileges and the numbers of provincial noblemen in a centralization of authority in Spain.
         
 
         Charles III, a clever, shrewd man whose sharp, foxy face and eyes peer amusedly out of Goya’s portrait, came to power in 1759 and appointed the Marqués de Sonora, an able administrator, to carry out reforms in the colonies. Sonora was a mirror image of George Grenville, Britain’s incorruptible and administratively brilliant prime minister who imposed the eminently rational Stamp Act on Britain’s North American colonies without regard for local sensibilities.
 
         Tobacco taxes were increased and sales taxes raised. Goods from Spain flooded in, while exports were stifled. Mexico’s textile industry was ruined by imports, and only its silver mines flourished. Controversially, Sonora initiated the expulsion of 700 Jesuits from Mexico, leaving the many thousands who attended their missions leaderless and causing an insurrection which he brutally put down. But he was also responsible for the seizure of New Orleans from the French, and the colonization of California as far north as San Francisco. His successor, Antonio María de Bucareli, introduced popular social reforms. Educated criollos became infected by modern concepts regarding administration, commerce, agriculture, industry, science and even political rights. They found it increasingly difficult to understand why they should be ruled by low-born peninsular officials, or why their economies should be so brazenly exploited. By the late eighteenth century, such seditious ideas, challenging authority, were commonplace in schools, universities and in upper-class salons, but they were still a long way from active revolt.
         
 
         Under Charles III a big effort was made to boost the wealth coming from the Indies, with the emphasis on agricultural products now that mineral revenue was declining. A policy of freer trade was introduced instead of the annual rigorously controlled bullion convoys – although this was monopolized by a great Basque enterprise from Guipúzcoa, upsetting colonial merchants. In the space of a decade, non-mineral trade between Spain and the colonies, also for other reasons, jumped from 148 million to 1.1 billion reales. In 1784 the monopoly of the Caracas company was withdrawn and imperial free trade was extended to Venezuela five years later. Between 1784 and 1789 trade doubled in value. But the Spanish still controlled imports and exports and administered ‘the spirit of monopoly under which this province groans’. The goal was to increase the wealth the crown enjoyed from the colonies but there were positive outcomes of the liberalization of trade. Restrictions on books were also lifted and the works of Adam Smith – the apostle of free trade – Descartes and Newton, but above all Rousseau, were disseminated in the Americas.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The consequence was an unprecedented era of prosperity in Latin America as a whole, and in particular in Venezuela, hitherto a sleepy tropical backwater compared to the great mineral-producing viceroyalties of Mexico and Peru, even though it was the closest province to the motherland and Europe. This is how Mariano Picón Salas, the Venezuelan historian, portrays it, if a trifle rosily:
         
 
         
            The second half of the eighteenth century in Venezuela was a period of prosperity and happiness. With agriculture booming, cities and villages were developed in even the furthest corners of the country, and the criollo class, which loved luxury and refinement, asserted its power. There was a spiritual development, which, if lacking the magnificence of the great vice-regal capitals, attracted European travellers like Segur and after him Humboldt for its amiable modernity. Caracas was the Latin American city in which Humboldt found the greatest interest in European politics, in its laughing streets and its charming lively people. [Venezuela was more Bourbon than the still largely Habsburg-inspired Spanish colonies.] The closeness of the British and Dutch colonies, which were nests of contraband, allowed some of the surge of criticism and subversion and the propaganda of the capitalist nations of Europe to penetrate the colonial monopoly of the state.
            

         
 
         More controversially, Picón Salas argues that the fear of the white minority of a vengeful uprising among the indigenous population that existed in Peru and Mexico was largely absent in Venezuela. The black minority had been ‘assuaged by 200 years of Catholicism and loved singing and fiestas, in spite of their oppression; their imagination was more docile than that of the resentful and reserved Indians of the uplands’. The blacks, he argues, were more integrated with the whites than the slaves of the nearby British colonies, although they were forbidden by law, bizarrely, from carrying walking sticks, sunhats or umbrellas. We shall see later how correct Picón Salas was in this analysis, for race was to play a key part in Bolívar’s revolution.
         
 
         John Lynch, in his magisterial study of Bolívar, sees racial tension as underpinning many aspects of Venezuelan life. Mestizos in Caracas were more commonly called ‘pardos’, of whom there were some 400,000 out of a total population of only 800,000; there were also some 200,000 poor whites of descent from the Canary Islands, virtually treated as ‘men of colour’, 120,000 Indians and 70,000 blacks. Dominating these were some 2,500 creoles or ‘Mantuans’, the wealthy landowning upper class, and around 1,500 ‘peninsulares’ (Spanish-born administrators).
         
 
         The uncrowned king of Venezuelan criollo society was the Marqués del Toro, Bolívar’s companion on the Monte Sacro in Rome, along with 13 other families, including those of the Conde de Tovar (from whom Venezuela’s greatest painter, Tovar y Tovar derived), the Conde de la Granja, the Conde de San Xavier, the Moreno family, the Marqués de Casa León, Marcos Ribas and Juan Vicente Bolívar, father of Simon. Bolívar’s father was worth some 350,000 pesos, compared to around 500,000 owned by the Marqués del Toro. Bolívar senior owned four houses in Caracas, three cattle ranches, and an indigo plantation, a sugar plantation and two cacao plantations, as well as a copper mine.
 
         Along with the trade liberalization and enlightenment of Bourbon rule came a centralization of political authority: Charles III’s ministers concluded that the criollo aristocracy was a reactionary and exclusive caste likely to resist Spanish reforms. So it appointed peninsulares to administrative posts previously occupied by American-born criollos to carry out the reforms. As the Jesuit Juan Pablo Viscardo y Guzman wrote bitterly, Spaniards were appointed ‘to the permanent exclusion of those who alone knew their country, whose individual interest is closely bound to it, and have a sublime and unique right to guard its welfare’. Fatefully, Venezuela was taken out of the Viceroyalty of New Granada in 1776 and was placed under the economic control of a Spanish intendant, and in the following year under the political control of a captain-general directly responsible to Madrid. In 1786 a supreme court – audiencia – was set up in Caracas, and not a single one of its 14 members between then and 1810 was American-born. A consuldor – trading guild – was also set up in 1793 responsible to Spain, as was the Caracas Company, which monopolized trade.
         
 
         Alongside this surge in prosperity and centralization came a far-reaching measure, the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1767, decreed by the minister Carlos Aranda, which was intended to crush a main rival for power of the Spanish crown, as well as to eliminate the theocratic and, to an eighteenth-century follower of the Enlightenment, obscurantist element of Spanish rule there. It was a disastrous move. At a stroke 2,500 of the cleverest and most educated men in Latin America, founders of the great universities in Mexico City and Lima, as well as countless educational institutions, were torn away from their schools and congregations and left to roam in poverty in Europe and abroad. They became inveterate enemies of the Spanish crown, fomenting and plotting for the freedom of its American subjects and, not least, stirring dissent among the Indians whose protectors they had been for so long. In the swirl of secret societies and Masonic lodges that incubated the South American revolution, the expelled Jesuits played no small part.
         
 
         At around the same time another Spanish hammer-blow struck at the sleepy hierarchy of Venezuelan society: the mixed-race pardos were given the right in 1760 to join the militia and become officers. In 1795 they were allowed to buy certificates of whiteness which permitted them to be educated, marry whites, hold public office and become priests. The white criollos were furious: these measures, they said, were ‘a calamity stemming from ignorance on the part of European officials, who come here already prejudiced against the American-born whites and falsely informed concerning the real situation of the country’. For ‘the whites of this province to admit into their class a mulatto descended from their own slaves’ was abhorrent. ‘The establishment of militias led by officers of their own class has handed the pardos a power which will be the ruin of America, giving them an organization, leaders, and arms, the more easily to prepare a revolution.’ It was wrong to grant them, ‘by dispensation, from their low status, the education which they have hitherto lacked and ought to continue to lack in the future’. In 1789 the Spanish issued a slave law which sought to codify and improve the conditions in which slaves were held: after furious protests from the criollos, this was suspended in 1794, triggering off a slave revolt.
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