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For D.H.W. in gratitude for his many kindnesses.

And for my children, with love.






Historians are dependent on their sources. Had I more time and ability, I should have made this book a novel, for there are so many things the sources do not tell. There are heroisms unrecorded, great moments of beauty and courage that have left no trace, unknowable human experiences that would teach wisdom and understanding… The historian can never construct a record of events. All he can do is construct a record of records.

—J.H. POWELL, BRING OUT YOUR DEAD, 1949



Our Merchants and ears a strange bother have made, with Losses sustained in their ships and their trade; But now they may laugh and quite banish their fears, Nor mourn for lost Liberty, riches and ears.

—ENGLISH STREET BALLAD, C. 1739. (Written upon declaration of war against Spain.)








PROLOGUE At the Georgetown Flea


1.

The medal gleamed in the dealer’s glass case. A tarnished disc, perhaps brass, about the size of an old half-dollar coin, resting incongruously beside pocket watches, silver cigarette cases, and an array of collectible spoons. Sun baked the asphalt; a hot wind blew from the direction of Wisconsin Avenue. A sweaty, heat-struck crowd shuffled between the booths. A few women carried sunbrellas; one man wore a sort of French Foreign Legion hat, the neck kerchief fluttering. This made a kind of sense; Washington, DC, in August is as hot as the Sahara, only with humidity.

The medal was crudely done, cartoonish even, and in dealer-speak had “some age on it,” maybe a couple of hundred years.

The dealer, a large, shaggy man wearing a Hawaiian shirt stepped over, eager for a sale.

“That’s a commemorative piece,” he said. “British. Got some age on it.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “But what does it commemorate?”

“Here—”

Without being asked, he opened the case, placed the medal on a velvet pad and handed me a magnifying glass.

The medal was encased in a clear plastic sleeve. It depicted an eighteenth-century gentleman, periwigged and wearing a tricorn hat, accepting a sword from a kneeling man dressed like a clown. In the kneeler’s other hand a conical fez-like hat; above his head the words DON BLASS, with the “N” backward. Over his shoulder, a sailing ship that looked like it had been rendered by a child. Through the magnifying glass, I could just make out the inscription around the circumference, worn to a sheen by the years but not illegible: THE PRIDE OF SPAIN HUMBLED BY ADM. VERNON. The obverse showed the battlements of a fortified port city defended by cannon and watched over by a church with a tall spire. Four men-of-war stood at anchor in the wavy lines meant to indicate the waters of a bay beneath the city walls. Another inscription here read VERNON CONQUERED CATAGENA with the date APRIL 1 1741.

All this rang a very faint bell. I am a writer of historical narrative, but my era of specialization begins about a hundred years after the date on the medal and ends with the surrender of von Lettow-Vorbeck in the jungles of East Africa in 1919, the subject of my last book.

“What’s your price on this?” I said at last.

“Six hundred,” the dealer said. “It’s a rare piece.”

I dropped the medal to the velvet pad as if my fingers had just been burned.

“A little rich for my blood,” I said.

“Look it up online,” the dealer countered. “Search ‘Admiral Vernon Medals,’ check out the prices. Trust me, they’re a thing.”

I stepped away, but something stopped me. I hesitated. “Do you mind?” Then I pulled out my phone and snapped a few pictures of the medal, both front and back.

The dealer said he’d be here at the flea market in the same spot every Sunday for the rest of the month and that he had a little room to negotiate on the price. I’d do some research and get back to him, I said—but I didn’t. I went to Nags Head to the beach the next weekend and the weekend after that it rained the tropical torrents we get here in late summer and the Georgetown Flea Market was reduced to a few sodden booths, their awnings dripping in the rain, and the dealer with the medal wasn’t one of them.

2.

Months passed. I forgot about the odd little medal, about Admiral Vernon and the kneeling Don Blass. Then, one afternoon, going through the photos on my phone, deleting selfies and shots of the delicious pho at Rice Paper and the crab Benedict brunch at BlackSalt, I came across the photos of the medal and settled myself at my computer and searched “Admiral Vernon Medals” and sat back, astonished at what I found:

There wasn’t just one Admiral Vernon medal but at least a thousand different varieties, so many that they constituted an entire subcategory in the field of numismatics. Scholarly tomes had been written on the subject going back to 1835, with Leander McCormick-Goodhart’s authoritative study taking up a whole issue of Stack’s Numismatic Review in 1945. McCormick-Goodhart, perhaps the most ambitious collector of these medals had amassed over ten thousand examples of nearly a thousand different types before his death in 1965. The most recent addition to what I suppose must be called “Admiral Vernon Medal Studies” came out less than a decade ago: Medallic Portraits of Admiral Vernon, cowritten by a pair of dedicated numismatists, John Adams and Fernando Chao, and published by Kolbe and Fanning Numismatic Books of Gahanna, Ohio. A first edition hardcover is available from Amazon for the exalted price of $149.85, shipping not included.

Meanwhile, several online coin auction sites featured a bountiful array of Admiral Vernon medals for sale, of several different kinds and qualities. Some of the medals were finely wrought, others looked like kindergarten blobs, but they all showed Vernon in various poses and in various places, some at Cartagena with the kneeling Don Blass, some at Chagres or Porto Bello—both located in present-day Panama. Several showed Vernon alone, looking stalwart, the pommel of his sword placed in such a way and at such an angle as to resemble a rather impressive erection. By far the most popular type depicted the Admiral standing in front of a town identified as PORTOBELLO WHICH HE TOOK WITH SIX SHIPS ONLY. A few of the rare ones showed Vernon as part of a triumvirate, like the famous statue of the Byzantine Tetrarchs built into the wall of the Basilica San Marco in Venice—Vernon’s companions here identified as Ogle and Wentworth, whoever they were.

Medals depicting Vernon at Cartagena with the kneeling Don Blass—a few exactly like the one at the Georgetown Flea Market—were relatively plentiful, with examples ranging in price, depending on condition, from around $275 to $1,800. The Georgetown dealer’s price of $600 seemed a little high for the condition of his medal, which looked like it might be rated somewhere between “F” for Fair and G for “Good” by the trade. In addition to the coin auction sites, the medals were available on eBay and Etsy—the latter offering them alongside beaded purses and hand-knitted kitty socks, used Doc Martens and other Etsy-friendly merchandise. The cheapest medal I found, on Seattle Craigslist, had lost the bottom third and most of the remaining details sometime during the last two hundred and seventy-odd years and could be purchased for a mere $29.

Suddenly, Admiral Vernon medals seemed as common as pennies in a penny jar. Could you find them down at the local Walmart? The sheer ubiquity of so many eighteenth-century medals honoring a British admiral I’d never heard of seemed to posit the existence of a parallel historical universe in which an outsized naval hero conquered his way through strange foreign cities where he was forever presented with the sword of a hapless harlequin named Don Blass. Were these real historical figures? Or the mythic figments of some long-gone medal-makers’ imagination, a pot-metal British version of the Baron von Munchausen saga?

I decided to find out.

3.

Days in libraries turned into weeks, months, a year, and resulted in the modest volume you now hold in your hands. I learned many things during this period—among them that Admiral Vernon and the kneeling Don Blass did exist, along with Ogle and Wentworth, though not exactly as portrayed. “Don Blass” for example (a Spanish Basque Admiral, real name Blas de Lezo y Olavarrieta) never knelt to anyone, and not just because he had a wooden leg. And I learned that these four men and many others (including the great British novelist Tobias Smollett and a certain Captain Lawrence Washington, beloved half-brother of the better known George) were players in a forgotten conflict of vast proportions: a war in which an armada of transport vessels carried more than twenty-thousand British soldiers and sailors across the Atlantic to the West Indies to fight Spain as another squadron sailed around Cape Horn and into the Pacific all the way to the coast of China and on around the globe for the same purpose—arguably the first true “world war” known to history.

One of the most respected historians of the period, Harold W. V. Temperley, considers this forgotten war of such great import to subsequent events that the year it started, 1739, is to him “a turning point of history.” Also, as Temperley says, the war prefigures modern conflicts as “perhaps, the first of English wars in which the trade interest absolutely predominated, in which war was waged solely for balance of trade rather than for balance of power.”

Another historian, none other than the famous Thomas Carlyle, gave the war the funny name by which it is now generally known: the War of Jenkins’ Ear. Though, for the record, he called it the War for Jenkins’s Ear, a ridiculous moniker anyway, bequeathed to subsequent generations of historians and scholars offhandedly, in tiny type, in one of the many footnotes to his multivolume History of Friedrich II of Prussia, Called Frederick the Great, written more than a hundred years after the events in question. As Carlyle says:


This War, which posterity scoffs at as the War for Jenkins’s Ear, was, if we examine it, a quite indispensable one… a most necessary War, though of a most stupid appearance. A war into which King and Parliament, knowing better, had been forced by public rage, there being no other method left in the case.



Carlyle got his funny name for the war full of disease, disaster, and fatal miscalculation (“begun, carried on, ended as if by a people in a state of somnambulism!”) from an infamous incident involving—yes—a severed ear, and a mariner named Jenkins, whom we’ll meet in the ensuing pages. But the war itself, a contest between the British and Spanish empires in the Americas which lasted roughly four years and resulted in the deaths of thousands, wasn’t funny at all.


[image: Image]
The Admiral Vernon Medallions








[image: Image]
Sir Robert Walpole




ONE The Incident


1.

On the morning of April 9, 1731, the British trading brig Rebecca, under the command of a tough, choleric Welshman by the name of Robert Jenkins, found herself becalmed in the dangerous waters off the Cuban coast, near Havana. She was London bound, out of Jamaica, carrying a load of sugar for the teas and cakes of England. From dawn, for hours, no wind stirred the Rebecca’s square-rigged sails; her spankers and booms hung slack in the hot, bright air as the sun rose.

April makes decent sailing weather in the Caribbean, hot and dry, comfortably removed from hurricane season, though occasionally afflicted with periods of deadly calm. The perilousness of the Rebecca’s situation in the Florida Straits that morning came not from wind or wave or underwater obstruction, but from far more sinister man-made dangers: a long series of uncomfortable treaties between successive British monarchs (Queen Anne, George I and II) and Felipe V of Spain, fixing the spoils of war and the parameters of trade between the two countries.

These included the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht which brought the devastating War of Spanish Succession to an unsatisfactory conclusion; subsidiary treaties of December 14, 1715 and May 26, 1716, attempting to clarify certain vague clauses in the Treaty of Utrecht regarding British trading rights with Spanish colonies; the Treaty of London of 1718, establishing the Quadruple Alliance of Great Britain, France, the Holy Roman Empire, and the Dutch Republic against Spain; the Treaty of the Hague of February, 1720, which ended the misbegotten war resulting from that alliance; the Treaty of Madrid of June 1721 and the 1729 Treaty of Seville, officially ending the brief Anglo-Spanish War of the preceding two years.

All this diplomatic paperwork, engineered by royal negotiators in Madrid, London, and elsewhere had in the end created an impossible situation for Jenkins and his crew. According to “refinements” stipulated in the Treaty of Seville, any British merchant ship sailing near Spanish possessions in the West Indies might be stopped and searched for contraband trade goods or the proceeds from such, by the Spanish guarda costa (coast guard) at any time. Says historian Philip Woodfine:


Once a ship had put in close to Spanish colonial coasts, it came under suspicion of being an illegal trader to settlements there, and became liable to investigation by the guarda costas who were commissioned to search and, where necessary, to seize vessels carrying contraband cargo. Ship and crew in such cases were conveyed to a nearby colonial port, where an enquiry, and often seizure, followed. It was enough to have aboard the smallest quantity of Spanish Colonial produce, or the Spanish coin of 8 Reales, the “pieces of eight,” which were the common currency of the whole Caribbean.



This much abused right of search-and-seizure had been negotiated and renegotiated between Spain and Great Britain as a part of the Asiento de Negros. This infamous contract, a monopoly granted by Spain to Britain in the Treaty of Utrecht, allowed the latter exclusive right to trade a fixed number of African slaves each year and a limited amount of manufactured goods to Spanish colonies in the Americas. On paper, the devil’s bargain worked for both parties; in practice, the only way to turn a profit at Asiento trade was to turn smuggler.

The guarda costa’s fleet of fast, armed sloops had been commissioned by the Spanish government to interdict the smuggling everyone knew would inevitably arise—a mission that brought its own inevitable consequences. Guarda costa captains too often brutalized British crews and their captains and took whatever they wanted, including the ships in question, and occasionally the crews to use as convict labor, legal evidence of smuggling be damned. They generally acted, Temperley says, “as pirates toward the Englishmen, while posing as official vessels, very much the same way a clever thief robs a law-abiding citizen by impersonating a tax collector.”

2.

Now, Captain Robert Jenkins watched with growing apprehension from the Rebecca’s taffrail as an oared sloop approached from the direction of the Cuban coast, a low green line about ten miles to the starboard. The vessel drew closer; Jenkins recognized it for a guarda costa, and his heart filled with dread. He had good reason for this uneasiness: scores of British ships had been taken in these waters, their cargoes ransacked and looted, their crews roughly handled, their captains tortured. Jenkins would have been generally familiar with the litany of recent outrages cited by merchant traders in England and later brought to the attention of the king in a series of increasingly aggrieved petitions. Here is a list of just a few of the claims:

The British galleys Betty and Anne seized, taken to Spanish ports and sold at auction, their crews imprisoned in filthy, vermin infested cells; the brig Robert taken, her captain, an Englishman named Storey King tortured for three days (guarda costa bravos had, among other cruelties, fixed lighted matches between Captain King’s fingers and crushed his thumbs with gun-screws); the crew of the sloop Runslet taken, its crew abused with gun-screws in a similar manner, gun-screws apparently a popular form of torture on the Spanish Main that year; a captain named Thomas Weir, “maimed in both arms and confined to his berth” reportedly murdered by Spanish officials, along with eight of his men. And, most gruesomely, a Dutch captain’s hand had been chopped off, the severed appendage boiled then fed to him one finger at a time. The Dutchman finished by eating the whole hand as guarda costa ruffians no doubt loomed about snickering, cutlasses drawn. One hesitates to imagine what he thought of this ghastly meal.

A few years later, in the anxious months leading up to war in 1739, King George II would send an irate memorandum to His Most Catholic Majesty, Felipe V of Spain, citing fifty-two British ships attacked and seized, with damages claimed in the hundreds of thousands of pounds—a mere fraction, British merchants asserted, of actual damages.

The most detailed account of what happened next to Captain Jenkins and the Rebecca, comes from an American source, Benjamin Franklin’s Pennsylvania Gazette in the issue of October 7, 1731, six months after the incident. The wealth of detail offered by Franklin suggests he spoke to an eyewitness, perhaps one of the seamen aboard Jenkins’s ship that fateful morning. A brief description of Jenkins’s ordeal in the Gentleman’s Magazine of June 1731, the captain’s own deposition, and tidbits gleaned from correspondence between Thomas Pelham-Holles, the Duke of Newcastle, Secretary of State for the Southern Department and Benjamin Keene, British ambassador to the Spanish court, add descriptive flourishes—a bit of dialogue, a few conflicting details—to the dramatic scene Franklin presents.

3.

The guarda costa sloop, called either La Isabela or the San Antonio, depending on the source, drew closer across the glassy sea, her sixteen sweeps striking the water, rhythmic, inevitable. Presently, she came within hailing distance, but the sloop’s captain eschewed the hailing-horn and began the conversation with three cannon shots across Rebecca’s bow. He then identified himself as Juan de León Fandiño, a notorious guarda costa privateer (or misidentified himself as the pseudonymous Juan Francisco, according to Franklin’s account). Whatever his name and whatever the name of his ship (let’s call him Fandiño of La Isabela, the generally accepted identity of both captain and vessel), he called for a delegation to bring the Rebecca’s sailing orders and cargo manifest to him for inspection.

Jenkins lowered the ship’s boat and sent his first mate bearing only Rebecca’s clearances from the Governor of Jamaica, expecting “this document would give sufficient satisfaction, it being a Time of profound Peace with Spain.” But Fandiño was not convinced by the clearances. He seized the hapless mate as a hostage and returned the boat bearing a dozen armed men. He then lowered his own boat and followed with another dozen. Once aboard, no courtesies were exchanged. Instead, Fandiño and his contingent of “swarthies,” later described as “negroes, mulattoes, and Indians,” set about ransacking the ship.

“They broke open all the Hatches, Lockers and Chests,” looking for smuggled Spanish raw materials, generally “Logwood, Hides or Tallow, the Product of the Spanish settlements in America,” or quantities of Spanish money generated from the illegal sale of British manufactured goods to Spanish colonists. Jenkins initially welcomed the search of his ship. He understood that per treaty agreement, the guarda costa as “the King of Spain’s Officers… might do their duty, for there was nothing on board but which was the Growth and Produce of Jamaica,” a chief British colony in the West Indies.

Fandiño’s men spent the next two hours at their destructive task as Jenkins and his crew stood by helplessly. At last, finding nothing, Fandiño, in a rage, resorted to the terror tactics for which the guarda costa had become infamous in the West Indies. First, he lashed Jenkins to the foremast and forced the Welshman to watch as guarda costa ruffians brutally beat the Rebecca’s mulatto cabin boy in an effort to extract the location of any money hidden aboard. Perhaps it might be found in a secret compartment somewhere in the hold of the ship, as was often the case. But the cabin boy, knowing nothing, revealed nothing, and collapsed under the beating.

Though later commentators insist that Jenkins must have been a smuggler because everyone else was a smuggler in those days on the Spanish Main, no evidence has ever been found to support this claim. In fact, the known details of Jenkins’s career supports the opposite conclusion: he seems to have been an honest merchant captain, trusted by his employers and bearing nothing more than a load of Jamaican sugar for the London exchange.

Fandiño, however, remained certain the Rebecca concealed hidden treasure; his efforts to find it grew increasingly frenzied. He tied the bleeding, insensate cabin boy around Jenkins’s legs as dead weight, tightened a noose around the Welshman’s neck and tossed the other end of the rope over a spar. Jenkins, unlashed from the mast, was then “hoisted up the Foreyard, but the boy, being light, slipt through… to the Captain’s great ease.” Fandiño ordered Jenkins hoisted into the yards two more times, each time “to the point of Strangulation.” Each time he demanded Jenkins reveal the whereabouts of his treasure; each time the pugnacious Welshman asserted “that they might torture him to Death, but he could not make any other Answer.”

Fandiño then threatened to burn the Rebecca to the waterline along with the crew, who as English Protestants were all “obstinate Hereticks,” and thus good candidates for a Spanish Inquisition-style auto-da-fé. But even under threat of immolation, Jenkins still couldn’t reveal the whereabouts of a treasure he didn’t possess. Fandiño, mistaking innocence for stubbornness, left Jenkins gasping on the deck and conferred with his second-in-command, a man Franklin’s account identifies as Lieutenant Dorce. Perhaps some fresh torture might be devised?

Dorce, “who had just put the rope around [Jenkins’s] neck,” then searched the Welshman’s pocket, stealing a small amount of personal money he found there and also the silver buckles off Jenkins’s shoes. At a gesture from Fandiño, his men then hung Jenkins again, this time leaving him dangling in the foreyards “until he was quite strangled.” At the last possible moment, however, Fandiño ordered his men to release the rope. Jenkins dropped abruptly and with such force he bounced down the forward hatch, crashing onto the ship’s casks of fresh water stored below.

From here, they dragged a bruised and bleeding but still alive Jenkins by the rope around his neck back up through the hatch. For a long time, he lay motionless on the hot deck, beside the broken form of his cabin boy. The long day waned. The sun, now high overhead, dropped in the west over the blue water and the distant coast of New Spain. How much longer could Fandiño and his men tarry aboard the Rebecca, dealing with these ridiculous Englishmen? Maybe there was no treasure aboard this ship after all. Fandiño decided to give it one last try. He ordered Jenkins bound to the mast again and taking up a cutlass and pistol charged at him screaming “Confess or die!”

But the unfortunate Jenkins could not confess. The ship’s money included only what they had taken from his pockets and a small bag of coins—found in his cabin—reserved for operating expenses, consisting of “four Guineas, one Pistole and four Double Doubloons.” A reasonable sum, but not enough to justify the seizure and ransacking of a British ship and the torture of its captain and crew. The Gentleman’s Magazine picks up the narrative from here:

Fandiño, beside himself, “took hold of [Jenkins’s] left ear and with his cutlass slit it down, and another of the Spaniards [Lieutenant Dorce?] took hold of it and tore it off, but gave him the Piece of his ear again and made threats against the King, saying ‘the same will happen to him [King George II] if caught doing the same [i.e., smuggling].’ ” A statement rendered all the more absurd as Fandiño hadn’t been able to find any smuggled merchandise aboard the Rebecca. (An image out of classical mythology suggests itself here: Jenkins bound to the mast like Odysseus approaching the rock of the Sirens—but head bowed, blood pouring down the side of his face, the most consequential severed ear in history lying on the bloody deck at his feet.)

Determined to commit a final barbaric act, Fandiño—according to Franklin’s account—decided to scalp the much-insulted Jenkins; finding the Welshman’s head too closely shaved, he gave up on this idea as impracticable. With daylight fading, and the general appetite for torture nearly sated, Fandiño’s men contented themselves with beating the mate and boatswain “unmercifully.” They then stripped the Rebecca of everything portable, including bedding and the clothes of the crew, leaving them standing naked on the deck. From Captain Jenkins they additionally took a “Watch of Gold, Cloathes, Linnens & etc. on a moderate valuation of 112 pounds, sterling.” They also took a “tortoise shell box” and some old silverware.

Finally, Fandiño himself confiscated the Rebecca’s navigational equipment (maps, sextant, compass) and her store of candles—contraband, Fandiño asserted, made from Spanish tallow. More than an act of theft, a deadly act of sabotage designed to leave the Rebecca wallowing in darkness on unknown seas.

Later, in a letter of protest to the Spanish governor of Cuba, British Rear Admiral James Stewart, ranking naval officer at the Jamaica Station, cited the theft of the Rebecca’s navigational equipment as one of the most serious aspects of Fandiño’s crime, as it indicated his intention had been “that she should perish in her passage [across the Atlantic].”

At last, Fandiño and his ruffians returned to La Isabela and sailed off. Jenkins’ terrified and naked crew then quickly unbound their captain, brought him back to consciousness with rum and water and bandaged his bloody stump of ear. Immediately realizing the Rebecca’s predicament, a revived Jenkins set a course for the closest port, Havana, where he hoped to meet with another British ship from whom he “might procure sufficient necessities to enable him to proceed on his voyage”—and perhaps lodge an official complaint regarding the savage treatment he had received at the hands of the guarda costas. But Fandiño and La Isabela lurked just over the horizon. Coming alongside the British vessel once again, Fandiño called a warning to the mutilated Jenkins: make for open waters or this time he really would set the ship on fire!

So, “rather than have a second visit from them,” Franklin reports, “captain and crew of the Rebecca recommended themselves to the Mercy of the Seas.”

Crossing the Atlantic proved difficult. The crew made rudimentary garments out of sailcloth and sacking. Without candles, they burned oil and butter in the binnacle to steer by; without compass and sextant, Jenkins navigated by the stars and “by his nose,” which is to say he used the excellent seamanship which would save his life and the lives of other crews time and again throughout his long career on the world’s oceans. At last, after two months and “many Hardships and Perils,” on June, 11, 1731, the Rebecca crossed the bar into the River Thames.

4.

Not long after Jenkins’s return, his severed ear “preserved in a bottle,” he personally presented an account of his suffering and the sufferings of his crew to King George II. Perhaps his Majesty might arrange for compensation for Jenkins’s lost ear from the King of Spain. This audience, arranged by Secretary of State Newcastle at the behest of a group of London merchants, set off a brief diplomatic flurry. Furious letters flew back and forth between the Spanish and English courts; British Ambassador Benjamin Keene made a formal protest to the Spanish king; members of Parliament in opposition to the pacific policies of First Minister Robert Walpole agitated for a more vigorous attitude toward the Spaniards in the Caribbean. Rear Admiral Stewart again “specifically mentioned the case to the Spanish governor of Cuba as part of a series of complaints for which he demanded satisfaction.”

Then, nothing happened.

The Jenkins matter was dropped and things went on as before. Anything, Walpole and his ministry believed, was preferable to war with Spain, which he guessed would be far more costly to commerce than a handful of ransacked ships and abused sailors. So the outrages of the guarda costa upon British trading vessels in the West Indies continued as British merchants—particularly the South Sea Company—hungry for profit, ramped-up their smuggling activities under the cover of the Asiento de Negros. Captain Robert Jenkins’ ordeal, after “exciting some little attention” in the press of the day, all but faded from the national consciousness.

Years would pass before the British people heard of him again.
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TWO Deep Background


FROM THE BEWITCHED KING TO THE SOUTH SEA BUBBLE, 1665–1720

1.

The War of Jenkins’ Ear—or Carlyle’s “War for Jenkins’s Ear” or, to the Spanish, la Guerra del Asiento, or the “Anglo-Spanish War of 1739,” so-called by modern historians, who like to suck the juice out of everything—perhaps became inevitable the day Felipe IV of Spain died. The Spanish king breathed his last on October 15, 1665, eyes fixed on the same miracle-working crucifix that had comforted his ancestors since the death of the great Holy Roman Emperor Charles V more than a hundred years earlier.

Though Felipe suffered from a variety of serious ailments—probably exacerbated by syphilis acquired from a lifetime’s indulgence in the brothels of Madrid—it was thought at court that his demise had been the result of sorcery. In fact, evidence of a black magic assassination attempt had been uncovered: the bag supposed to contain holy relics always worn around the king’s neck had been found to contain instead a miniature portrait of himself stuck with pins, a tiny book of evil spells, hair, teeth, and other Satanic odds and ends. The horrified priest who had discovered the contents of the bag quickly burned it on the altar of the chapel of Our Lady of Atocha—alas, too late. This exorcism could not save the king whose death had already been predicted by the appearance of a comet in the sky above Madrid in December 1664. Nor could it extinguish the darker fate brought on by generations of close inbreeding that now descended like a curtain on Spain’s Hapsburg dynasty.

Dying, Felipe left his tragically deformed and perhaps imbecilic son, Carlos II, called el Hechizado, “the Bewitched,” in possession of a globe-spanning empire. The new king’s vast inheritance included half of Europe, the Spanish West Indies, the Philippines, Florida, that portion of South America not encompassed by Brazil, half of North America, and a few scattered cities on the North African coast. But along with all this excellent real estate came a nightmarish array of in-bred genetic infirmities. Carlos II’s father and mother, for example, had been uncle and niece—a pattern repeated several times in preceding generations, going back to a schizophrenic ancestress named Joanna the Mad, every Hapsburg’s crazy great-great-great-great grandmother. Carlos’s degree of consanguinity, expressed by geneticists in the following terms: F,(O.50)3 ×(1)+(0.5)3×(1)=0.25 added up to one of the highest possible inbreeding coefficients, an equation worthy of Satan himself.

Poor Carlos! Despite the presence of Spain’s holiest relics at his birth (the three thorns from Christ’s Crown of Thorns, a piece of the True Cross, a scrap of the Virgin Mary’s mantle, the sacred walking stick of Santiago, and his miraculous belt) he failed to thrive. His sad eyes stare out at us accusingly across the centuries from dozens of royal portraits, though all the artifice of the court painters couldn’t conceal the monstrosity they portray: His enormous misshapen head, terminating in the famous jutting “Hapsburg jaw,” so misaligned that his teeth failed to meet, made it impossible to chew food (wet nurses fed him on breast milk through most of his childhood), while a huge tongue inhibited the ability to speak. His spindly legs barely supported the weight of his upper body. Thus unbalanced, Carlos was prone to falling, a tendency not improved by periodic epileptic fits.

When exhibited to the world in the first royal audience following the death of his father, Carlos at age six was unable to walk on his own. His nurses held him up by strings attached to his limbs, like a marionette.

“The King of Spain supported himself on his feet propped against the knees of his Menina who held him by the strings of his dress,” wrote the French ambassador, M. de Bellefonds. “He covered his head with an English-style bonnet, which he had not the energy to raise…. He seems extremely weak, with pale cheeks and a very open mouth, a symptom, according to the unanimous opinion of his doctors, of some gastric upset… [they] do not fortell a long life, and this seems to be taken for granted in all calculations here.”

Premature loss of teeth and hair, chronic dizziness, and suppurating ulcers—leaking what Carlos’s doctors called “a laudable pus”—posit an additional diagnosis of syphilis inherited from his father. As does his frequent hallucinations and the long bouts of melancholy during which he held strange midnight conversations with the exhumed corpses of his royal predecessors. Ignorant of world affairs, barely able to read or write, his only playmates a surreal collection of dwarves, clowns, and continually lactating nurses, Carlos had been deliberately undereducated by his powerful mother, Mariana of Austria, who sought to rule the kingdom on her own. Still, foreign ambassadors visiting the Spanish court found him lucid and reasonably intelligent, if under the thumb of his domineering mother and her favorites.

But Carlos’s early death, constantly predicted, eagerly awaited by some, never came to pass. For thirty-five years after the puppet show of his first audience, he stubbornly refused to die. In his obstinacy, in his reverence for the Spanish Crown which he hoped to pass undiminished to another generation, and most of all in the enormity of his suffering, he might be accounted among the noblest of the Spanish Hapsburgs, second only to Charles V himself, Holy Roman Emperor and illustrious founder of the dynasty.

Unfortunately for Hapsburg dynastic survival, Carlos’s most severe deficiency lay in the sexual realm. Married twice to women from aristocratic families of exemplary fertility, he failed to provide the required heir. Urologists now suspect that his habit of premature ejaculation had its causes in a “posterios hypospadias”—he passed urine and ejaculate through an opening half way down the penile shaft—or that he may have been intersex, with ambiguous genitalia.

2.

The greatest challenge of Carlos’s fraught reign awaited him in his last weeks of life. Leaving no heir, he was forced to choose the next king of Spain, the inheritor of her European provinces and endless overseas empire. Two leading candidates emerged: a cousin, the Archduke Charles of the Austrian branch of the Hapsburgs, and Carlos’s grandnephew, Philippe, Duc d’Anjou of the French House of Bourbon, grandson of Louis XIV, the glittering Roi Soleil of France.

Carlos wavered. Royal lawyers drew up two wills, the first favoring Archduke Charles, the second Philippe—which one would he sign? Europe held its breath. Most worried that Bourbon control of both France and Spain would ruin the carefully orchestrated balance of power that had kept Europe in a relative state of peace since the ruinous Thirty Years’ War that had ended in 1648. Such a union, they said, would “level the Pyrenees,” the spiky mountain range separating the two kingdoms, and create a massive superpower that might dominate the world.

Factions of the Spanish court and half of Europe lined up behind one candidate or the other: Austria, half of Spain (including Catalonia and Aragon), Portugal, the Dutch Republic, and certain German principalities of the Holy Roman Empire all backed the Archduke Charles. England (seven years before the Act of Union transformed her into Great Britain) also backed Archduke Charles. The rest of Spain, Louis XIV’s France, Catholic Bavaria, and other ducal odds and ends backed Philippe.

On his deathbed, Carlos writhed in an agony of pain and indecision. His second wife, Maria Anna of Neuberg, nursed him tenderly through his final torments, feeding him “milk of pearls” (pearls crushed in wine or vinegar), standing by anxiously as the doctors put “cantharides” (the aphrodisiac Spanish Fly, which in a poultice does double duty as a blistering agent) on his feet, dead pigeons on his brow to cure his headaches, and laid the entrails of freshly slaughtered lambs on his stomach to keep him warm. Pulled this way and that, swayed by courtiers who favored the Archduke, now by those who favored the French candidate, Carlos finally stood on his own two feet, figuratively speaking: he signed the will naming Philippe d’Anjou as his heir—though, to become Felipe V of Spain, the latter would have to renounce any claims to the Crown of France.

Carlos fell back exhausted. He had just completed the hardest work of his life. He lingered in terrible pain for another week.

“Many people tell me,” he gasped, “that I am bewitched, and I well believe it, such are the things I experience and suffer.”

At last, on All Souls Day in 1700, he died, a “quintessence of weakness” but one upon which “men and women of strong will and fierce ambitions broke as against a granite rock.”

The autopsy, performed by the court physician, probably exaggerates the extent of Carlos’s deformities—but barely: “His corpse did not contain a single drop of blood,” noted the autopsy report, “three large stones resided in his kidneys,” also “his heart was the size of a peppercorn; his lungs corroded, his intestines rotten and gangrenous. He had a single testicle, black as coal, and his head was full of water.” It is that solitary testicle, shriveled as a raisin, dangling over history like a curse, that in the end haunts the imagination.

The general opinion in Madrid, wrote the Austrian ambassador “is that the death is due to witchcraft.”

3.

Whatever the cause of Carlos II’s death, the last of the Spanish Hapsburgs had gone to meet the ancestors with whom he had so often conversed as they lay decomposing in their coffins. He had made his decision. But would the silver mines of Peru, the gold of the Incas, the orderly cities of the Spanish Netherlands, the rose-red castles of Aragon, the fat provinces of Italy, the galleons full of treasure, the numerous rivers and impenetrable forests of the New World, the plantations with their thousands of African and Indian slaves—would all of it go to a Frenchman without a fight because Carlos the Bewitched had scrawled his name on a bit of parchment?

A titanic struggle ensued over the resolution of this troubled bequest: the War of Spanish Succession. Its protracted sieges and bloody battles whose names, though fading, still echo down the centuries (Blenheim and Oudenarde, Ramilles and Denain and Malplaquet); its epic marches and countermarches and grand strategies; the famous soldiers on both sides, the incomparable John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, great-great-great-grandfather of Winston; the brave, diminutive Prince Eugene of Savoy; the magnificent French Marshals, Villars and Vendome and Bouffleurs—all this is best reserved for another volume.

Suffice to say that at Malplaquet, on September 11, 1709, over a period of seven hours 30,000 men died. It was the bloodiest battle of the eighteenth century—indeed, one of the bloodiest in history to that point—with a single-day butcher’s bill unequaled until World War I’s Maxim guns and gas attacks. British soldiers fighting over the same ground in 1914 reportedly discovered skeletons lying beside rusted muskets in sunken earthworks crossing the Wood of Sars, scraps of red cloth stuck to the bones, all from the 1709 clash. (The battlefield in Northern France remains remarkably unchanged today—the same bleak fields, the same woods and thickets. There are one or two crumbling monuments; grass has grown over the graves of the dead. In the nearby village of Taisnieres, in a café on the place, you can drink a Cognac fine a l’eau not far from the spot where the cavalry of the Maison du Roi, led by Boufflers himself, charging six times, drove Prince Eugene’s Allied cavalry back through the battered redoubts.)

The slaughter at Malplaquet sickened a Europe poised on the threshold of the Age of Enlightenment, but it did not end the war. Shortly after the battle, Britain rejected a peace treaty offered by Louis XIV granting all the Allies major demands. The French king even acceded to Charles of Austria’s elevation to the Spanish throne—cutting out his own grandson—against the advice of Marshal Villars, who saw the Allied victory over the French at Malplaquet as pyrrhic. “The enemy cannot afford many such victories,” he told his royal master. But Marlborough wanted to crush France. Nothing less than the total destruction of Louis’s showy regime would answer his ambitions.

The blood of Malplaquet soaked slowly into the ground.

4.

Six years later, with the great Marlborough deposed and discredited by his political enemies, England at last made a separate peace with France and Spain. She thus broke a promise to her allies to fight on; the Dutch in disgust closed the gates of their fortresses to retreating, exhausted English troops who had thrown down their arms.

The terms of the peace looked like this: Charles of Austria formally renounced his claims to the Spanish throne; Spain retained her overseas empire but relinquished her provinces in Northern Europe, including the Spanish Netherlands (present day Belgium), Luxembourg, and her provinces in Italy (Milan, Naples, Sicily), but kept her French Bourbon king who renounced his right to inherit the French throne. Gibraltar and Menorca went to England; Sicily to Savoy; Sardinia to Austria. European maps had to be redrawn; territory and allegiances shifted. As Carlos the Bewitched had intended, Philippe, Duc d’Anjou would now be acknowledged by all as His Most Catholic Majesty Felipe V of Spain. He began a long, weird reign during which he would exhibit his own share of Hapsburg madness, inherited through the maternal line.

And yet, England’s armies under Marlborough had been largely victorious. She would be compensated for her success on the battlefield. She was now in a good position to acquire through negotiation long-sought trading rights with Spain’s South American colonies as one of the spoils of war. These trading rights embodied in the notorious Asiento de Negros—the exclusive contract to supply African slaves to Spain’s South American colonies—had been held by France for the previous dozen years.

5.

The history of the Asiento de Negros begins in 1517 when Holy Roman Emperor Charles V (also Carlos I, King of Spain) granted the original slaving contract to a court favorite, a Flemish nobleman, Laurent de Gouvenot. Not wishing to sully his hands with commerce of any kind, particularly not with the dirty business of slaving, Gouvenot immediately sold his contract to a cabal of Genoese merchants based in Seville for 25,000 ducats.

The Portuguese had dominated the nascent trade in African slaves for the hundred years or so preceding the first Asiento. Bartolomeu Dias, the Portuguese mariner, rounded the Cape of Good Hope in 1418, the first European to do so. Where he went, Portuguese slavers would follow. African slaves worked sugar plantations on the Portuguese island of Madeira as early as 1460; the Portuguese built the first European slave fort off the coast of what is now Ghana in 1481. Most have forgotten that the Portuguese were the original European explorers of West Africa, the original European colonizers, the original European slave traders.

In the early years of Spain’s empire in the New World, colonists made use of an easily accessible labor source—the indigenous inhabitants of the Americas—whose abuse the Dominican Friar Bartolomé de las Casas decried in his famous, controversial tract A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies. After twenty-five years of harsh Spanish rule, a brief generation, the indigenous population of New Spain had nearly collapsed. Wars, torture, insurrection, but mostly disease, had swept away untold thousands. Ravished from pristine forests by brutal conquerors, uprooted from a state of primeval freedom, the native people preferred to die rather than work the silver mines and bean fields for their Spanish oppressors. Thus, the importation of enslaved Africans became necessary for the survival of Spain’s colonial enterprise.

But few Spaniards cared to pursue the lamentable trade. Nor were the resources available in Spain (the ships and men, the expert knowledge of African coasts) so they farmed it out to others via the Asiento. The original 1517 contract offered a monopoly of the slave trade for eight years, with a maximum of 4,800 slaves sold per year to Spain’s colonies, divided between male and female, young and old for a price not exceeding 45 ducats per slave. An additional complication divided each slave into fractions of a slave called piezas de Indias—literally “Indian Pieces”—units of trade that graded each slave like a slab of supermarket beef graded today by the USDA.

“When a slave ship arrived in a Spanish-American port, the royal officers examined the negroes for disease and measured them as so many units of piezas de Indias in order to compute the duties due to the King of Spain,” writes John G. Sperling, one of the foremost experts on the Asiento. “Negroes in perfect health were counted as follows: from 5 to 10 years they equaled 1/2 of a pieza, from 10 to 15 they equaled 2/3, from 15 to 30 they equaled 1, and above thirty they equaled 3/4. Smallness, deformity or sickness altered the measurements.”

(This idea—that a single enslaved African might be divided into fractions of himself—had a discomfiting afterlife. Surely its echo can be seen in the Three-Fifths Compromise at the US Constitutional Convention of 1787, in which delegates agreed, for the purposes of census taking, to count slaves as 3/5 of a human being.)

From Gouvenant and the Genoese, the Asiento de Negros quickly passed back to the Portuguese and through many other hands, though, like a hot potato, none held it very long: A succession of Portuguese merchants through the sixteenth century gave way to the Dutch in the seventeenth. Despite their blindingly white lace and Calvinistic probity, the Dutch made enthusiastic slavers. In the end, sharp business practices and Dutch-Spanish hostilities brought them down. Then, in 1702, the French, in the guise of a state-owned enterprise called la Compagnie de Guinée, received the Asiento as a reward for backing their own candidate, the Archduke Charles, for the Spanish throne in 1700.

It had taken the War of Spanish Succession to reverse this bequest.

6.

In Bristol they called him the “Sunday Gentleman.” A failed hosiery salesman, cat farmer, tile maker, importer of Spanish wines—also an inexhaustible pamphleteer, political journalist, novelist, and all-around literary genius—named Daniel Defoe. But geniuses generally make terrible businessmen. In those days, debt was a criminal offense; debtors’ prison loomed for the insolvent. Often on the run from the collapse of one-or-another moneymaking scheme, some plausible, some ridiculous, Defoe fled London for Bristol in March 1692. (All this happened about fifteen years before he sat down to write a book called Robinson Crusoe. Only the Bible has been translated into more languages.)

In Bristol, Defoe hid from the authorities, firing off letters to London friends begging loans; to creditors, craving indulgence; to his disappointed wife, explaining himself: Admittedly, the cat-farming hadn’t gone well. These weren’t ordinary cats, but civets, valued for scent glands indispensable to the making of strong perfumes in a stinky age. Picture cages full of angry felines awaiting their fate at the hands of the gland extractors and the difficulties of such an undertaking becomes clear. Also, he had sold the cats to two different investors simultaneously while defrauding his mother-in-law of 400 pounds. Even after the lapse of three centuries, you can almost hear the writer equivocating: he’d had no choice, he was very sorry, but he needed the money and had to unload the cats.

Like most writers, Defoe had a taste for showy clothes: lace cuffs, velvet coats, silver-buckled shoes; not to mention the extravagant wigs of the era, rising above his steep forehead like a cumulonimbus full of heat lightning. He emerged from his secret Bristol lair every Sunday in his best duds to stroll the town since custom forbade the arrest of debtors on Sundays—hence the “Sunday Gentleman.”

A decade and many schemes later, authorities caught up with the dandyish Defoe at last. Government wanted posters offering fifty pounds for information leading to his arrest described him as


the author of slanderous and seditious Publications… a middle-sized, spare man, about 40 years old, of a brown Complexion… wears a Wig, a hooked Nose, a sharp chin, grey Eyes, and a large mould near his Mouth. Was born in London and was for many years a hose factor… a Seditious man of a disordered mind and a person of bad name, reputation and Conversation.



An acquaintance betrayed him to the authorities; since the days of Judas there’s always been some rat around willing to perform this function for cash. Convicted of “Seditious Libel,” the writer received a heavy sentence at the hands of a notorious hanging judge with the sinister name of Salathiel Lovell: first, three days in the pillory at Stoke-Newington, a stone’s throw from the Defoe family home (this location deliberately chosen for its humiliation value), then a heavy fine and incarceration in the dreadful Newgate Prison until that fine might be paid in full. For a man of Defoe’s epic insolvency, this amounted to a life sentence. And yet he feared the pillory most of all. Men had died on the pillory, head and hands locked in the iron stocks, pissing themselves, exposed to the weather and the abuse of sadistic crowds, pelted with rotten vegetables, stones, excrement.

Defoe, tougher than he looked, survived the pillory, and was eventually freed from Newgate’s “stench and nastiness” by a political enemy, a prominent Tory politician, Robert Harley, later Earl of Oxford. Let’s consider for a moment the political landscape in England of Defoe’s day. English parliamentary politics of the eighteenth century allowed for only two parties, Tory and Whig. The former generally aristocratic, conservative, isolationist, on the side of a strong monarchy; the latter generally middle-class, business oriented, and comparatively progressive, in favor of more liberty for more people as long as those liberties coincided with the making of money. The nation swayed back and forth between these two poles. The Whig vs. Tory political struggle—marked by assassination attempts, power grabs, and deadly rivalries—at times played out like a Jacobean revenge play, but no more corrosive to the public good than the bitter party politics of our own era.

Even by eighteenth-century standards, Robert Harley was an alcoholic. Heavy drinking affected his behavior and speech; he was often drunkenly inarticulate in the presence of the reigning monarch, Queen Anne. When Harley did manage to get the words out, it was not easy to understand what he meant, complained the poet Alexander Pope.

“That lord,” Pope asserted, “spoke with serpentine convulsions and talked of business in so confused a manner that you did not know what he was all about; and everything was in the epic way, for he always began in the middle.” Harley “flustered himself daily with claret,” added the historian Macauley, though this drinking habit, “was hardly considered a fault by his contemporaries.” It was a hard-drinking age.

Claret-flustered or not, Harley possessed a clear political vision. He knew England would most probably soon acquire the Asiento de Negros from Spain as spoils of war, and that the nation would have to create a vehicle to administer this acquisition. And he needed Defoe’s genius to help him devise a scheme that would harness the Asiento’s potential for profit-making and enrich both himself and the nation in the process. The writer had long been fascinated by the South American continent—specifically that part bordering the “South Seas,” by which he meant Chile’s lengthy Pacific coast and the coast of Peru, an area that would later become the fictional setting for his masterpiece Robinson Crusoe. Defoe thought the “South Sea Coast” of South America ripe for exploitation, the perfect arena for British investment and colonization. As Defoe wrote in An Essay on the South-Sea Trade in 1709:


Great Quantities of Silver which the French squadrons, and Private Merchant Ships, have brought Home from the South-Seas have been spoken of… frequently accompanied with Reflections, and a general Regret, that these happy Advantages should pass by us. That the English nation, who are so much better qualified in every Way, both by their Manufactures to Trade with, Islands to Trade From, and Naval Strength to manage and protect that Trade, should so long lie still and leave unattempted a Trade, which in the Enemies Hand, is so fatal to us, and which in our Hands might be so fatal to them.



He further recommended “the Planting of our own People in those Rich Climates, where, by laying a Foundation of Trade which was never yet ingaged in, Our Subjects might come to be enrich’d.”

And so on for several thousand words.

England’s acquisition of the Asiento would dovetail nicely with Defoe’s South American fantasies and Robert Harley’s political schemes.

Meanwhile, created Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1710, Harley faced an insurmountable national debt brought on by the War of Spanish Succession, nearing its tenth year. The nation’s “floating,” that is, short-term debt, largely caused by the war, now stood at nearly ten million pounds and threatened economic stability.

“This ‘unfunded’ debt in the form of tallies, interest arrears, and other claims on government spending” explains forensic economist and historian Richard Dale, “would be rolled over if it could not be refinanced longer term. By 1711, interest arrears had built up and… was being traded in the secondary market at deep discounts averaging around 32%.” National insolvency, a black mountain covered with ice, grew ever higher, looming over everyone’s shoulder.

Harley wanted a single scheme to solve several key matters, all intertwined; one that might: (1) lessen the government’s dangerous level of indebtedness, (2) secure a profitable peace with France and Spain, and (3) reduce the financial power of Harley’s Whig political enemies.

For inspiration, he turned to his creature, Defoe. The writer soon dreamed up a concept of characteristic genius, eventually known as the “South Sea Scheme,” which Harley just as characteristically presented as entirely his own—despite Defoe’s contributions and the involvement of a trio of shady “stock jobbers” (speculators), Elias Tuner, Jacob Sawbridge, and George Caswall.

These men hoped for immense profits from the Defoe/Harley scheme which advocated the creation by act of Parliament of a public-private joint-stock corporation to be called the “South Sea Company.” This company would eventually derive—it was assumed—vast profits from the Asiento trade. It would also privatize the vast national debt by “persuading [the government’s] creditors to accept shares in the South Sea Company as payment. The Government would be relieved of an enormous burden… and would only need to find the money to pay the interest.”


7.

On September 8, 1711, after a season of heavy politicking and a couple of assassination attempts against his life, Harley at last pushed the South Sea Company through Parliament, with himself as its first governor. This trading firm, derisively dubbed “Harley’s Masterpiece” by the skeptical Whig opposition, would become the commercial vehicle to administer the Asiento, should it land in England’s lap—which everyone counted on. From the beginning, the South Sea Company took shape as an unholy public-private partnership, ripe for exploitation by unscrupulous politicians and financiers, with shares traded in the coffee houses of “Exchange Alley,” London’s eighteenth-century version of Wall Street.

A corrupt speculator named John Blunt drafted the company charter, taking the Bank of England as a model. Blunt however added certain stipulations that made stock manipulation and corruption inevitable. Following Harley’s tenure as governor, “control of the Company would pass to a small group of directors,” explains Sperling—a fraction of the Company’s unwieldy thirty-three member board, who would be “given the unique power to act in anything committed to them as fully as the entire Court of Directors might lawfully do. This seemingly innocuous provision was designed… to enable them to take over power once the politicians had left the scene.”

The governorship eventually became a figurehead position and later passed to the ruling monarch, King George I. Any criticism of the Company’s financial dealings thus became tantamount to treason.

The South Sea Company quickly established its headquarters in an impressive new building at the corner of Threadneedle Street and Bishopsgate in London. It was granted a coat of arms by the College of Heralds, described in heraldry speak as “Azure, a globe wheron are represented the Straits of Magellan and Cape Horn all proper and in sinister chief point two herrings haurient in saltire argent crowned or, in a canton the united arms of Great Britain.” Translation: two crossed fishes wearing crowns dangling over a map of the ass end of the world. They took as their motto “From Cádiz to the Dawn,” a reference to the Spanish port city of Cádiz, from which Spain’s treasure galleons traditionally set out for the West Indies.

To go along with this fanciful logo, the South Sea Act granted the Company an equally fanciful monopoly on trade with “the kingdoms, lands etc of America, on the east side from the river Aranoca [Orinocco], to the most southern part of the Terra del Fuego, on the west side therof, from the said most southern part through the South Seas to the most northern part of America, and into, unto and from all countries in the same limits reputed to belong to the Crown of Spain, or which shall be hereafter discovered.” Additionally, the Company would receive “an annual payment from the Exchequer of £568,279, to be secured on specific customs revenues… representing 6 percent return on £9.5 million of outstanding short-term government debt.” This to be converted by its holders into South Sea Company stock:


“The Company would acquire claims to the same value against the government,” in what Richard Dale calls “a large-scale debt-equity swap…. In less than ten years the South Sea Company was to become a corporate monster with a market capitalization of over £200 million, although like the modern dot.com equivalent, its trading operations remained minimal and mostly loss-making.”



Two years later, the South Sea Company, to this point something of an empty vessel, received the bitter liquor for which it had been designed: according to the Treaty of Madrid, signed on March 26, 1713, as part of the general Utrecht agreement, Great Britain at last officially became the twenty-fifth recipient of the Asiento de Negros slave trading contract in just under two hundred years. It was a dream of cornucopia, an inexhaustible source of gold bullion, silver ingots, and emeralds in exchange for African slaves and British manufactured goods. But this dream came with responsibilities. The contract to be administered by the South Sea Company, boiled down, looked like this:


	English “Asientists” were required to transport the traditional 4,800 piezas de Indias annually to Spanish America each year for thirty years—a pieza being here defined as an African slave between the ages of fifteen and thirty, at least fifty-eight inches tall, with no physical defects.

	Payment for both African slaves and trade goods could be received in money, gold, silver bullion, or “fruits of the country,” that is, via barter.

	African slaves could be carried by English vessels to all Spanish-American ports.

	English Asientists had the right to send each year a single navio de permiso—permission ship—containing 500 tons of trade goods to the fairs at Cartagena, Porto Bello, or Vera Cruz. The King of Spain was to receive 283/4 percent of the profits from this venture.

	Factories, comprising warehouses, slave pens, offices, and living quarters, staffed by four to six Englishmen could be established to carry out the Asiento trade, but they could not be fortified.



Sperling concludes:


This contract was drawn up on the assumption that Spain’s colonial system accorded with Spanish colonial theory, and that the Asiento company would adhere to the terms of the agreement. “Unfortunately, the agreement was incapable of working smoothly. No amount of explanation or clarification of the terms of the contract, nor bribing of Spanish officials could mask the incompatibility between the Company and the Spanish colonial system.



By the end of 1713, the Company was ready to engage in the new transatlantic “negro trade” to the Spanish colonies. They had set up factories in Porto Bello, Cartagena, Vera Cruz, Havana, Caracas, and Buenos Aires and transported 1,540 African slaves before the fall of 1714.

More slave ships followed; most of their human cargo was purchased from British Royal African Company’s castles along the Guinea Coast, and from private traders at the slave “refreshment stations” at Jamaica or Barbados. But the Spanish objected to slaves who had spent more than a few days in English colonies, regarding them as possibly “tainted with Protestantism,” and dangerous to the Catholic faith. What they wanted were bozales, slaves brought directly from Africa—and thus generally considered adherents of a primitive animism and ripe for conversion. For their part, Jamaican slave dealers regarded the latter as potentially diseased (infected with yellow fever, malaria, and other tropical maladies) and imposed an illegal tax on each slave, over and above the duties already required by both the Spanish and British crown.

“The many disabilities under which the slave trade labored inclined the South Sea directors to consider various plans—to contract with other traders to supply the negroes, or to allow trade by license,” Sperling explains. “This would lead one fairly naturally to the conclusion that the slave trade was not profitable… the tendency of the Spanish officials to reduce their value by registering them as pieza de India rather than by head, loss of negroes through sickness and finally the competition from interlopers made it a losing game.”

Here we are confronted with one of the great ironies of a history, already replete with too many: That the “legal” slave trade, though possessed of a certain dark glamour, was not profitable. And the annual permission ship couldn’t legally carry enough trade cargo to cover the loss. Still, the South Sea Company tried to make it work. Four trade ships sent between 1714 and 1718 netted the Company £105,250—no great amount for a trading concern that had been founded on vast golden dreams, but roughly 75 percent of legal profits made over a twenty-five-year period. This left only the “illegal” smuggling of British manufactured goods in slave ships as a reliable source of profit.

Thus, the shadow of corruption falls early across the already shadowy business of the South Sea Company. No doubt the entire system of Anglo-Spanish trade as organized under the Asiento would have been renegotiated, more in England’s favor—as South Sea grumblers soon demanded. But another Anglo-Spanish war ended both legal and illegal commerce abruptly with a few well-placed cannon shots off Cape Passaro, Sicily, in August 1718.

8.

We now return to Spain, groaning beneath the haphazard administration of her first Bourbon king, Felipe V. Hagridden, melancholic, prone to fits of antic madness alternating with episodes of catatonic lethargy, he had inherited more than his share of Hapsburg afflictions—a worthy successor to his “bewitched” great-uncle, Carlos II. And, like Carlos, he was tenacious: for forty-six years, longer than any other Spanish monarch, Felipe held the throne like a captain clinging to the bridge of a sinking ship.

The Hapsburgs and their cousins, the Bourbons, alternated from one generation to the next between extreme libidinousness—Felipe IV, Carlos’s father, had produced at least thirty known bastards—and a kind of sex-phobia, symbolized by Carlos II’s uncertain genitalia. Felipe V seemed to combine both impulses in one person: though a devout and morbidly superstitious Catholic, horrified by the thought of adultery, his carnal appetites rose to the level of a sex addiction—which could only be slaked in the flesh of his wife. Married at seventeen to the thirteen-year-old Maria Luisa of Savoy, Felipe became, as one biographer put it, “a passionate slave to lovemaking.” Exhausted by her husband’s constant physical demands, Maria Luisa produced four children before succumbing to tuberculosis a few years later.

Felipe, “persuaded only with difficulty to forsake his wife’s bed the night before she died,” acted with apparent indifference afterward, eschewing her funeral for the usual day’s hunting. He watched from a distance, astride his horse, as Maria Luisa’s catafalque wound its way toward the Escorial Palace, that gloomy pile wherein lies entombed Spain’s royal dead. Then he wheeled about without a word and hoofed it back into the woods. Of course, no one can say what grief filled his secret heart that day. But the great eighteenth-century French diarist Saint-Simon reacted with his usual acerbity when told of this incident:

“Princes, are they human?” he asked.

Perhaps not.

Denied the pleasures of the marriage bed by the early death of his wife, and refusing to accept the consolations of a mistress, Felipe suffered from cold sweats, headaches, and nightmares every bit as terrifying as those which had afflicted Carlos II. Soon, he fell into a fit of melancholy and refused to get up in the morning. Clearly, a suitable bride had to be found before the king’s sexless condition drove him completely mad. Several candidates emerged and were rejected: a Bavarian princess—too ugly; a Portuguese princess—a known harridan; another Savoyarde—too capricious; a French duchess—too French. (The mood in the Spanish court, forever flip-flopping, had recently turned against France, Spain’s erstwhile ally.)

An acceptable candidate finally emerged: twenty-two-year-old Elizabeth Farnese, Princess of Parma. This small but strategic principality, then as now known for its pungent cheeses and other culinary delicacies, lay sandwiched between Tuscany and the Papal States. Elizabeth, the step-daughter and niece of the current duke (her mother had married her deceased husband’s brother) had been proposed by Parma’s ambassador to Spain, a talented and completely unscrupulous priest-diplomat named Giulio Alberoni. Some said Alberoni suggested this match sotto voce at Maria Luisa’s funeral; most considered him too wily for such an ill-timed breach of etiquette—though they otherwise described him as an unprincipled adventurer who would stop at nothing to advance Parma’s interests, as long as those interests coincided with his own.

Born in the tiny village of Fiorenzuola d’Arda, the son of an impoverished gardener and a seamstress, as a youth Alberoni had earned a few pennies ringing the bells at the Duomo in Piacanza, the nearest large town. There, he’d been singled out for his vivid personality and precocious intelligence by the pastor and educated at parish expense. Entering Parma’s diplomatic corps, he quickly rose in the service of his country. Saint-Simon, fond of scandalous tales, relates the following anecdote: During the War of Spanish Succession, the Duke of Parma sent Alberoni as special envoy to the notoriously rude French soldier, the Duc de Vendome. Alberoni resisted outrage when Vendome, in a typical display of contempt for all priests, defecated and wiped his ass in Alberoni’s presence. Alberoni’s predecessor, the Bishop of Parma had previously stalked out at this crude, oft-repeated display, resigning his position in a huff. The adroit Alberoni instead knelt and kissed the Duc’s poopy posterior, exclaiming “O culo di angelo!” This quite literal brownnosing amused the Duc and made Alberoni’s name in European diplomatic circles.

Before long, the ex-bellringer found himself hobnobbing with field marshals and kings as Parma’s ambassador to Spain. His rapid rise can’t be accounted for by natural intelligence alone, or a nicely timed talent for flattery. Alberoni was also an excellent chef, famous for his complicated and delicious pasta dishes. Now he made good use of what has been called his “sausage and pasta diplomacy”—mated with a low-down, Mafiaesque cunning—to seduce allies and enemies alike into supporting the Parmegian candidate for the Queen of Spain. Alberoni’s “voluminous correspondence… is an incredible catalogue of detailed orders for hams, cheeses, olives and truffles,” one biographer wrote. “Delays, or the shipment of less than choice items, brought reproaches that carefully planned friendships at court were at stake.”

The statesman-priest-chef Alberoni learned an important lesson in his years as Parma’s ambassador: that a well-prepared Coppa del Cardinale—the savory pork dish named after him—served with a side of Agnolini Parma, a nice green salad, and a decent Lambrusco could work diplomatic miracles.

9.

On September 16, 1714, Felipe V and Elizabeth Farnese, Princess of Parma—henceforth known as Isabela, Queen Consort of Spain—wed by proxy in Parma’s cathedral. On Christmas Day, after a refresher ceremony performed by the Patriarch of the Indies, Felipe and his new queen consummated their union in the village of Guadalajara, Spain. In those days, Spanish royal weddings were often celebrated in such out-of-the-way impoverished hamlets, as tradition exempted residents from taxation for a year: marriage in a large city might have bankrupted the state treasury.

Felipe emerged from the bridal chamber the next morning, wobble-legged and satiated, delighted with his lusty, young Italian wife. It was more than love this time, he told a courtier, he was now her “slave for life.” Indeed, Isabela soon established herself as the dominant power in Spain. Though she later ran to fat and walked with a limp, one imagines her, in this period as lush and infinitely desirable—looking a little like the earthy Italian actress Claudia Cardinale at twenty-four years old, in Visconti’s classic film Il gattopardo—that masterful, melancholy evocation of an aristocracy in decline. Initial reports, engineered by Alberoni, had falsely described her as demure and biddable; the opposite was in fact the case: strong-willed and acid-tongued, Isabela soon earned the sobriquet bestowed by British diplomats at Madrid. To them, she was the “Spanish Termagant.”

There had been earlier warnings of Isabela’s strident personality. She had refused to accept Felipe’s marriage proposal until covered with the jewels of her choice—among these a heart shaped necklace composed of 130 perfect pearls, a rosary of massive coral beads and an emerald ring weighing 74 carats. The Spanish “Plate Fleet” of 1715, already loaded down with three years’ worth of silver and gold, lingered at Havana weeks into hurricane season, waiting for Isabela’s jewels to arrive from far-flung corners of the empire. On July 31, a murderous storm caught them outward bound in the Florida Straits. Scattered by hundred-mile-per hour winds, eleven of the twelve heavily laden galleons foundered on reefs or capsized; 1500 sailors perished.

Two hundred and fifty years later, legendary treasure hunter Kip Wagner located the first wreck site off what is now Vero Beach, Florida—perhaps the Nuestra Señora de Nieves, Our Lady of the Snows. Eventually, he dredged up millions in silver cobs and gold ingots. The Queen’s jewels, however, are still buried somewhere in the reefy shallows off Florida’s “Treasure Coast.”

10.

The weak-willed, sex-addicted Felipe soon relinquished the running of the kingdom to his wife, retiring to bed for increasingly long stretches. His Hapsburgian tendency toward depression gradually metamorphosed into a kind of hysterical anxiety; this now alternated with the catatonia he’d already displayed. He came to rely on Isabela in all matters and couldn’t be away from her for more than thirty minutes without suffering a nervous collapse. He moved into the Queen’s apartments where both slept in the same bed—an outlandish habit that scandalized the court.

“[Felipe] loves his wife above all things, leaves all affairs to her and never interferes with anything,” commented a contemporary observer. “He is very pious and believes he should be damned if he committed any matrimonial infidelity. But for his devotion, he would be a libertine, for he is addicted to women, and for this reason he is so fond of his wife… and because he is very easily led, the Queen won’t lose sight of him.”

The ubiquitous Saint-Simon, on a visit to Spain, writes of being received by the king and queen “in a bed of four and a half feet at most, of crimson damask with four bed posts.” The king, dressed in a sleeping cap and his wife’s dirty nightgown, lay propped on pillows beside her while she embroidered. State papers lay scattered about, the Queen’s yarn balled atop trade agreements and diplomatic correspondence.

Physical charms aside, Isabela came encumbered with a heavy piece of political baggage—carried on her behalf by Alberoni: the recovery of those Spanish territories in Italy stripped and handed off to Austria and Savoy by the Treaty of Utrecht. The children of Felipe’s first marriage to Maria Luisa would rule Spain by hereditary right, with Isabela’s own children—eventually six in number—reduced to secondary roles. For them, the Spanish throne itself would be forever out of reach.

Isabela’s ambitious nature found this certainty unacceptable. Her own father, Odoardo, Duke of Parma and her father/uncle, Francesco, also Duke of Parma, had died with no legitimate offspring; her second uncle the current Duke also seemed unlikely to reproduce before his demise. This would naturally leave her first son Carlos, Infante of Spain as the inheritor of the Duchy. Seized with a kind of desperation, she became obsessed with the idea of obtaining an Italian kingdom for her second son. Urged on by Alberoni, she schemed to reclaim the former Spanish provinces of Sardinia and Sicily, both torn from the “seamless garment” of Spanish possessions by the Allies. Over these “Lost Provinces” her current and future offspring might rule as independent monarchs.

Felipe, deep in a bout of lethargic melancholia and completely dominated by his wife’s ambitions, acquiesced to the grand strategy concocted by the pair of aggressive Parmegianos. Alberoni, an energetic logistician as well as a master chef, managed to assemble an invasion force consisting of several hundred vessels bearing 33,000 troops, 8,000 horses, hundreds of cannon and other armaments, under the command of the Marquis of Lede. On June 17, 1717, this armada, said to be the largest in Spanish history, sailed for points unknown—acknowledged by everyone to be the Sicilian coast.

The perilousness inherent in the enterprise now drove the fragile Felipe into one of his increasingly bizarre manic fits. Nightly, during the first few hours of restless sleep, he tore at his cheeks with his fingernails, waking to a pillow soaked in blood. Unknown bodily secretions produced a weird phosphorescent effect: his pajamas and sheets were suffused with an eerie glow that no amount of vigorous laundering could wash away. More than once he flung himself from his bloody, neon bedding, seized a sword and ran around the palace screaming “Murder, murder!” at the top of his lungs—until subdued by specially appointed guards.

Meanwhile, Spanish troops occupied both Sardinia and Sicily unopposed. Suddenly it seemed that a reinvigorated Spanish empire loomed—or its consequence, a new bloody pan-European war.

11.

On August 11, 1718, in the choppy wine-dark seas off Cape Passaro, Sicily, the Spanish and British fleets encountered each other in a naval battle that can only be called decisive. Buoyed by the spirit of optimism emanating in ripples from the new Queen, Alberoni—now promoted Spain’s First Minister—had already sent a letter warning the British to prepare for a humiliating defeat. Such letters are, in hindsight, perhaps better not sent.

Admiral Sir George Byng, commander of the British fleet, was one of those supremely confident professional military men who appear again and again throughout Britain’s vigorous eighteenth century. The son of a bankrupt country squire, he had been, as he put it “raised in the King’s service,” entering the navy as a “King’s Letter Boy”—that is, on a sort of naval scholarship—at the age of fourteen. Over the following decades, rising through the ranks, he fought pirates off the Malabar Coast, served in North Africa, the West Indies, the Baltic, and with distinction during the War of Spanish Succession. Under the command of the euphoniously named Admiral Sir Clowdesley Shovell, he participated in the defeat of the French fleet at Vigo Bay in 1702. For his services thwarting a Spanish-backed attempt to place the Stuart pretender James on the throne of Great Britain, he was knighted and given “a diamond ring of great value” by King George I, who succeeded Queen Anne in 1714.

Now, at Cape Passaro, the Spanish, confident of victory, fired the first shots—or so the British later claimed. And in the engagement that followed, they put the lie to Spanish ambitions: “Sir, We have taken and destroyed all the Spanish ships and vessels which were upon the coast,” read a typically terse dispatch from Captain George Walton, one of Byng’s sub-commanders. These few words concealed a multitude of seaborne horrors: witheringly accurate British cannon fire; nearly six thousand Spanish sailors and marines killed, captured, or drowned; dozens of Spanish warships set on fire and sunk or, in a few cases, deliberately run aground by their despairing captains.

The conflict known as the War of the Quadruple Alliance had begun. It wouldn’t last long, but does presage some of the geopolitics that lead to the War of Jenkins’ Ear. Here’s the war in brief outline: Spanish and Allied forces—this time France, Great Britain, the Netherlands, and Austria united against Spain—engaged at sea and on battlefields in both the old world and the new. Britain and France invaded Spain. Isabela, wearing a dashing blue and silver uniform custom made in Paris and sporting two large pistols, put herself at the head of a Spanish regiment at the front. Meanwhile, Spain invaded Scotland in support of the Jacobite rising only to be defeated at the Battle of Glen Shiel in 1719; the French captured Pensacola, Florida, preempting a planned Spanish invasion of South Carolina. In all these arenas Spanish arms met with failure—but none so devastating as the initial defeat at Cape Passaro, where the British Navy showed itself to be the most potent military force in the world. In other words, Alberoni and Queen Isabela’s grand strategies were utterly thwarted for the moment.

“Human schemes unaided by Divine Providence are of little use,” Alberoni shrugs wistfully in his Memoires. “The plans I devised—had but one of them been successful—would have been enough to upset the enemy’s designs.”

He died many years later in Piacenza at age eighty-eight, a cardinal of the Catholic Church, vastly wealthy, the honored founder of a seminary for poor boys which still bears his names. Admired for his audacity and clever stratagems by Voltaire and Frederick the Great, among others, Alberoni remains an exemplar of the adage that a scoundrel who lives long enough becomes respectable, or, in his case, an elder statesmen.



As with many eighteenth-century conflicts, when the War of the Quadruple Alliance ended in 1720 and the cannons fell silent, not much had changed. Only the South Sea Company had suffered any really serious losses—and these to the bottom line. Their profits depended on peaceful trade with Spain. Just a few years before, they had established their factories in the Spanish-American colonies at great expense. After the Battle of Cape Passaro, these factories were seized by Spain, along with all Company goods and all ships flying the Union Jack in Spanish harbors. Up to that point, the Company had made a good faith effort to turn a profit from the “legitimate” slave trade and the infrequent permission ships bearing the allowable tonnage of trade goods to Spanish-America.

The war finished what historians, fond of such labels, define as the “first period” of the Asiento, 1715–1718. Losses for the South Sea Company would grow to the hundreds of thousands of pounds by the time peace returned with the Treaty of the Hague in 1720. According to its terms, Felipe V and Queen Isabela, expansionist dreams defeated, withdrew Spanish troops from both Sardinia and Sicily—later swapped by Austria and Savoy—and abandoned for the time being any claims to her former possessions on Italian peninsula; Felipe dismissed Alberoni from his service—a prerequisite demanded by the victors who feared the cardinal’s political acumen—and reaffirmed Spain’s pledge to abandon any claims on the French throne, as already specified in the Treaty of Utrecht; French and British armies withdrew from Northern Spain; Pensacola was returned a smoking ruin to Spain by the French.

For Spain and her allies, the European balance of power had moved only slightly, like a glacier sliding inch by inch to the sea. For the South Sea Company—as shall be seen—the shift was seismic.

12.

Sometime in late 1719, the directors of the South Sea Company looked across the English Channel to France and their hearts filled with both envy and alarm: a roguish Scottish speculator, gambler, duelist, and financial maverick named John Law had formed, in conjunction with the French government, a trading company similar to the South Sea. Its goal was to both alleviate the national debt and develop France’s newly acquired territory in Louisiana.

In August 1717, acting on authority granted him by Philippe d’Orleans, the pleasure-loving Regent of France, Law organized the Mississippi Company, another public-private partnership along the lines of England’s South Sea Company, and like that speculative entity, based on a chimera: against the immeasurable riches sure to accrue to France from the as yet unfounded Louisiana colony, Law issued stock at 500 livres per share. He hoped to raise a million livres on the initial offering, all of which would be spent at his discretion on the establishment of a permanent French settlement in the Mississippi Valley. This settlement would repay the Mississippi Company’s stockholders by becoming a prosperous colony and thus drive up share prices. The French nation immediately went speculation mad, never mind that la Louisiane remained a swampy, hurricane-prone, inhospitable place full of mosquitoes and Indian tribes reluctant to accept the benefits of French civilization. The value of Law’s Mississippi stock rose a thousand percent in a period of months; the world’s first true financial bubble was born. Law had meanwhile taken complete control of the French economy.

“You must henceforth consider Law as the First Minister,” wrote Lord Stair, the British ambassador in Paris, “whose daily discourse is, that he will raise France to a greater height than ever she was, upon the ruin of England.” If Law and the French could make so much money by selling stock which supposedly derived its value from as yet unrealized profits sourced in the wilderness of Louisiana, why couldn’t the South Sea company make the same kind of money off their own less-than-lucrative trade with the Spanish colonies—which surely, someday soon must turn a profit?

“It must have been clear to the directors,” Sperling comments, “that financial manipulations were less problematic, less trouble and more profitable than the Asiento trade. It is small wonder that they concentrated on these activities when their trade was closed down by war in 1718.”

The shady stockjobbers involved with the foundation of Harley’s South Sea Company decided to follow Law’s example and expand the business of the Company into a purely financial arena. The original speculators—Blunt, Sawbridge, Caswall, and Turner—now expanded their cabal to include the Company treasurer, Robert Knight, and government figures like James Craggs, the postmaster general, and his son James Craggs the Younger, of the Foreign Office. But Blunt’s greatest coup was convincing John Aislabie, the new chancellor of the Exchequer to join their scheme. “When one considers the career and characters of Blunt, Sawbridge, and Caswell,” Sperling asserts, “the union with Aislabie and Craggs meant the project was in really dangerous hands.”

Nor, in all likelihood, would their manipulations be restrained by Parliament. The Tory ruling party had been swept out of power with the death of the previous monarch, Queen Anne. Harley had been forced into retirement after a stay in the Tower upon the accession of the Whig-supported German king from Hanover—George I. The next few decades would belong to the Whigs and their able minister, Robert Walpole. A massive figure both physically and politically, brash, rude, and powerful, Walpole weighed by some estimates, more than twenty stone, which is to say more than three hundred pounds. He was also—so his enemies charged—personally corrupt.

The apotheosis of the stockjobbers had now arrived. Hardly a voice was raised against the wave of ruinous speculation that would soon inundate England.

13.

“It was while Law’s plan was at its greatest height of popularity, while people were crowding in thousands to the Rue Quincampoix and ruining themselves with frantic eagerness, that the South Sea directors laid before Parliament their famous plan for paying off the national debt.”

So begins Charles Mackay’s account of the financial disaster that became known as the South Sea Bubble, in his seminal volume Extraordinary Popular Delusions and the Madness of Crowds, one of the first studies of crowd behavior and mass hysteria, published in 1841. (Among skeptical essays on fortune tellers, magnetizers, witch hunters, alchemists, and other quacks, Mackay pauses to examine the emergence and spread of urban slang, which he sees as “one of the popular follies of great cities.” One expression, “What a shocking bad hat!” made the rounds of London society circa 1820 before fading out a decade or so later. Like many other slangy refrains, its original meaning—that the person at whom it was aimed wore a really awful hat—expanded over time. Eventually the phrase came to be used as a general exclamation of surprise or derision in any number of circumstances. In the opinion of this writer, it begs for a revival!)

Mackay, however, reserves his greatest scorn for the perpetrators and victims of the South Sea Bubble, which burst over England in 1720, as he put it, “when knavery gathered a rich harvest from cupidity… and both suffered when the day of reckoning came.”



John Blunt, who “had been following Law’s activities with particular interest” emerges as the chief culprit of the debacle. Blunt possessed all of Law’s slipperiness, with none of that Scotsman’s charm or brilliance. A Baptist, fond of quoting Scripture and urging others to live the virtuous life he failed to live himself, he came from artisan stock: his father had been a shoemaker in Rochester. Blunt began his professional life as a public letter writer in London’s Birkin Lane, where he wrote letters for the illiterate for a few shillings and performed minor legal services. Extremely thrifty, he managed to save enough from his penny-ante business to set himself up as a moneylender, for which activity he charged usurious rates. This blatant loansharking enabled Blunt to build up enough of a fortune to indulge his primary passion—the creation of joint stock companies, that is corporations of like-minded investors who hoped to profit off a variety of business or improvement schemes.

Blunt’s two major enterprises in pre–South Sea days (a linen cloth manufacturer and a wacky sort of aqueduct on wheels intended to provide fresh water to London) ended in losses for all stockholders involved except one, Blunt himself. He had escaped with a small fortune from both failed enterprises, and with these failures had somehow established a reputation as a businessman of great ability. A contemporary portrait of Blunt shows a vigorous man, of forty or so, dressed in a conservatively styled but expensive looking coat, his silver-curled periwig artfully arranged. But it is his expression—confident, smug—that strikes the viewer.

“Burly and overbearing, glib, ingenious and determined to get on,” writes one biographer, Blunt was “well fitted to make his way in the business jungle…. In the techniques of his profession, he was unequaled, and his coarse character contained just the trace of titanism which was to carry him for a moment or two to the summit of politics and finance.” Or, in the words of another: “Blunt was a short, plump, unscrupulous little man who loved the feel and manipulation of money.” Both these descriptions fail to include the fierce confidence caught by the portraitist; an attitude without which any eighteenth-century “Projector” (speculator) could not prosper.

Blunt’s confidence at last earned him a place among the directors of the South Sea Company, which in turn led to an upwardly mobile match with the daughter of a former governor of Bengal. His new wife, an awkward woman named Susannah Cradock, had already outlived two husbands. Uncomfortable at the levees and parties her husband’s financial prominence would soon necessitate, she eagerly sought the background as he rose through glittering layers of society to a baronetcy.

14.

In direct emulation of Law’s Mississippi scheme then at the height of its maniacal popularity in France, Blunt proposed that the South Sea Company absorb the entire national debt of Great Britain, which amounted to £51,300,000. This sum mostly consisted of “terminable annuities,” money lent to the state by private citizens in return for which they would receive a fixed yearly income for life. Blunt explained matters thusly to the astonished South Sea board: The South Sea Company would receive interest at 5 percent for ten years on money they loaned to cover the debt, which would thereafter be reduced to 4 percent. The government could only benefit from this arrangement, Blunt asserted, as the Company would additionally pay £3,500,000 outright for the privilege of lifting the debt off the nation’s shoulders. But what would the Company get out of the arrangement? the directors asked.

“The advantages hoped for by the Company were much greater though not equally obvious,” answers the editors of the Britannica’s venerable 11th Edition.


The aim of the Directors was to persuade the annuitants of the state to exchange their annuities for South Sea stock. The stock would be issued at a high premium and thus a large amount of annuities would be purchased and extinguished by the issue of a comparatively small amount of stock.



The scheme as perfected by Blunt was poorly understood by the Whig ministers who for the moment held the reins of government: the “Two Earls” Lords Sunderland and Stanhope. The aloof Sunderland, an unfortunate choice for First Lord of the Treasury, disdained all financial matters as beneath his dignity. He had already passed on most of his duties to the decidedly unaristocratic John Aislabie, who had been a merchant associated with the Baltic trade (herring, timber, salt, and other unexciting commodities) and whom he had made chancellor of the Exchequer based on an ability to sell quantities of smoked fish to the English public.

Aislabie at first didn’t quite grasp Blunt’s purpose when the speculator presented his new South Sea scheme at a private meeting in January 1720. Aislabie was, asserts a historian of the Bubble, “a sly… basically stupid Yorkshireman.” But after Blunt slowly explained the details, Aislabie, “startled” by its magnitude, suggested a smart adjustment: the Company would only subsume that portion of government debt owed to private investors, bringing the amount covered down to about £30,000,000. Adjustment made, Aislabie, satisfied, offered his critical support.
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