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Preface and Acknowledgments

This book has had a 20-year gestation. Its remote origins lie in a 
master’s dissertation written in 1993–1994, that led on to a doc-
toral thesis begun in the latter year and completed in 1998. I will 
first again express here the gratitude acknowledged in that thesis to 
the individuals and institutions who assisted in different ways in its 
development. Professor John Fisher supervised my doctorate at the 
Institute of Latin American Studies of the University of Liverpool, 
and has been an academic sponsor, and a friend, ever since. Many 
members of the staff of the institute (now defunct, to my real sad-
ness) helped with the research at different times and in different ways, 
as did staff at the University’s Sydney Jones library, with its excellent 
Latin American collections. I would like to acknowledge the assis-
tance of staff at the other main research collections where the work 
was carried out: the Archivo General de Indias in Seville in Spain, 
the Archivo General de la Nación in Lima in Peru, and the Archivo 
Nacional de Bolivia in Sucre. I was also privileged to visit the private 
library of Félix Denegri Luna in Lima in 1996, before his death 
in 1998 and its subsequent transfer to the Pontificia Universidad 
Católica del Perú. My grandmother, Violet Whitaker, who died 
on January 5, 1999, took an interest in my thesis and paid for the 
desktop computer on which it was written. I undertook my doctoral 
studies alongside Tim Marr, who provided much-needed camarade-
rie and has remained among my closest friends. Paul Heggarty was 
already a close friend, and has remained one, as well as an academic 
collaborator in recent years.

It would be impossible to acknowledge all debts accrued over 
the 15 years and more since the thesis was written, and I will not 
attempt to do so. Since 1998, I worked at different universities and 
institutions: the Universities of Warwick and Nottingham Trent, the 
Institute for the Study of the Americas (University of London), and 
King’s College London. I found abundant support and warmth from 
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heads of Department, colleagues, and administrative staff alike at 
all of these places. The present book inched toward its conclusion 
at King’s College and, since summer 2013, the Centro de Estudios 
Históricos at the Colegio de México in Mexico City. I would like 
to express special appreciation of the support of my bosses at these 
institutions: Paul Readman, Catherine Boyle, Ariel Kuri Rodríguez, 
and Erika Pani. Maxine Molyneux was a great boss during difficult 
times at the Institute for the Study of the Americas in 2008–10, and I 
further thank her for accepting this book for publication in Palgrave’s 
Studies of the Americas, of which she is the editor. In this regard, 
thanks also to the anonymous reviewer of the typescript, who sup-
plied many pages of constructive and detailed criticism. Warm thanks 
are further due to colleagues in England and Mexico who took an 
interest in my progress beyond the call of duty: Rebecca Earle, Toby 
Green, and Francisco Bethencourt in Britain, and Bernd Hausberger 
and Carlos Marichal in Mexico.

Three scholars and friends, in addition to John Fisher, read either 
my thesis or the typescript of this book, and were generous enough 
to send me their comments on it. Tony McFarlane served as exter-
nal examiner for the thesis, and also read the present work at a late 
stage. He has been far more influential in my academic career, how-
ever, not least in his invitation to teach at the wonderful School of 
Comparative American Studies at the University of Warwick in 2003, 
when my career was in danger of stalling altogether. Ken Andrien 
supplied abundant notes on my thesis, in which the generosity of 
his language for some time prevented me from seeing the depth of 
the critique, leaving me as grateful for his kindness as for his hon-
esty. I have always found him a model of the generous scholar. Chuck 
Walker also sent helpful and insightful comments on my thesis, and 
gave much encouragement during a parallel stay in Seville in the early 
2000s and over the years since then.

In 2009, I met Frank Eissa-Barroso and became aware of his work 
on early Bourbon Spain and Spanish South America. He has been 
extremely generous with his research ever since, sending me both an 
electronic copy of his outstanding thesis, and a hard copy of his (with 
Ainara Vásquez Varela) Early Bourbon Spanish America, a landmark 
edited collection and the first of its type ever devoted to this period. 
Frank has been the scholar most active in promoting early Bourbon 
studies over the past few years. I have met Allan Kuethe on a number 
of occasions, most recently at a conference on the early Bourbons 
convened by Frank and Ainara at Warwick in 2010, and similarly 
have found him unstintingly generous with his research. I consider 
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myself extremely fortunate, then, that Ken Andrien, Allan Kuethe, 
and Frank Eissa-Barroso, the scholars most active in early Bourbon 
studies at the broadest level, should have displayed such impeccable 
scholarly collegiality toward me.

My thanks also to the staff at Palgrave Macmillan, and especially 
to Sara Doskow, the editor in charge of this project.

My final acknowledgments are more personal. My family has pro-
vided faultless and limitless support over the years during which this 
project came to fruition, through bad times as well as good. I do 
not think that my debt in particular to Cliff and Jackie Pearce, and 
to Kath and Robert Tansley, can ever be repaid. My love also to my 
brother, Martin Pearce, and his partner, Margaret Jennings. My first 
book, British Trade with Spanish America, 1763–1808, was published 
in 2007, when my son, Chilam, was almost two. I write these lines on 
his eighth birthday, and when his sister, Maya, is five and a half; both 
have brought me joy unknown throughout these years.

Lastly, this book is dedicated with much love to Arwen Shirley.
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Introduction

The Early Bourbon Period in Spanish 
South America: An Interpretation

The early Bourbon period in Spanish America is one whose time has 
finally come. Long the least-known era in the history of the Spanish 
monarchy, rivaled in neglect only by the late Habsburg period that 
went before, the reigns of the first Bourbon kings—covering the first 
six decades of the eighteenth century—are now producing substantial 
dedicated research for the first time. This book makes use of this fresh 
research, while drawing primarily on archival sources in Spain and 
Peru to present its own interpretation of early Bourbon rule, particu-
larly in Spanish South America, above all in relation to the much bet-
ter known late-Bourbon era (from the 1760s). Scholarship published 
in the past 15 years or so, and especially in just the last few years, has 
given us a far clearer idea of what occurred in Spanish colonial rule 
during this neglected period. As a result, in many areas of colonial 
affairs, it will become difficult henceforth to discuss late-Bourbon 
government and colonial matters without clear and grounded refer-
ence to the decades that went before.

The history of the Spanish colonies has been written over the long 
term from the extremities inward. The focus of modern historical 
writing rested first primarily upon foundations and collapse: either 
the European invasions and the early colonial period in the sixteenth 
century, or the era of independence in the early nineteenth. For at 
least half a century now, since the 1960s, the majority chronological 
focus has crept forward and backward, into the mid-Habsburg and 
late Bourbon epochs respectively. Scholars of the Bourbon Empire 
in particular have devoted very extensive attention to the sweeping 
reforms and colonial upheaval that characterized the period from 
the 1760s through to Independence after 1808. But for historians of 
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both Spain and America, there has, until very recently, remained a 
little-explored country, still beyond the advancing frontier: broadly, 
the century or so between Spain’s loss of great-power status in the 
mid-seventeenth century, and the heyday of Enlightened absolut-
ism under Charles III in the late eighteenth. Christopher Storrs, a 
leading recent scholar of Spain for this period, dates it more nar-
rowly to the reigns of the last Habsburg and the first Bourbon kings 
(thus, 1665–1746), referred to as “Spain’s Dark Ages.”1 In the title 
of a landmark edited collection, Francisco Eissa-Barroso and Ainara 
Vásquez Varela still stamp the early Bourbon period in Spanish 
America “a forgotten era” (here dated 1700–1759, for the reigns 
of both Philip V and Fernando VI).2 “Little ever remembered era” 
might be more accurate; for when, 15 years ago, I devoted my doc-
toral thesis to early Bourbon Peru, dark indeed was the subject.3 
Eissa-Barroso and Vásquez Varela’s Early Bourbon Spanish America, 
however, was published in 2013, as the first work of general scope to 
be devoted to this period. It will be joined in 2014 by The Spanish 
Atlantic World in the Eighteenth Century, by highly distinguished 
colonialists Allan Kuethe and Ken Andrien, who devote two-thirds 
of their book to the period prior to 1759; the present monograph 
will appear within weeks of that of Kuethe and Andrien. Meanwhile, 
Frank Eissa-Barroso has his own monograph in progress, based upon 
his wide-ranging doctoral thesis on early Bourbon Spain and the 
empire, titled “Politics, Political Culture and Policy Making: The 
Reform of Viceregal Rule in the Spanish World under Philip V 
(1700–1746)” (2010).4 And as we shall see, these broad-based works 
cap a wider surge in high-quality specialist research on the period to 
appear in recent years.

* * *

The thesis from which the present book ultimately derives was 
written in the mid-1990s (between 1994 and 1998). In sketching 
recent developments and the current state of “early Bourbon stud-
ies,” it is important first to underline just how strikingly little dedi-
cated research existed at that time for the period. (This made for an 
unusual and also in some ways a challenging experience of doctoral 
research.) Some valuable material had been published on different 
aspects of the early Bourbon monarchy at different times since the 
early twentieth century, much of it regarding politics and policies in 
Spain itself (this early corpus may be traced through the bibliography 
to the present volume). The period was well served by recent histories 
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of eighteenth-century Spain: whether Antonio Domínguez Ortiz’s 
Sociedad y Estado en el siglo XVIII español, or John Lynch’s Bourbon 
Spain, 1700–1808, which appeared in 1989 and devoted extensive 
original analysis to the first two Spanish Bourbons. There was some 
specialist research of very high quality, such as Gildas Bernard’s Le 
Secretariat d’Etat et le Conseil Espagnol des Indes (1700–1808), pub-
lished in 1972. But the amount of what could reasonably be called 
“modern research” on Spanish America remained remarkably slight. 
Among works embracing the whole of the Spanish colonies, for 
example, the Seville school had demonstrated considerable interest 
in Spanish Atlantic trade: Antonio García-Baquero González pub-
lished the principal wide-ranging study, Cádiz y el Atlántico (1717–
1778), in 1972 (revised in 1988). García-Baquero’s work was later 
complemented by Michel Morineau’s celebrated and controversial 
Incroyables gazettes et fabuleux métaux, that used different source 
materials as well as embracing a broader time frame. It was fur-
ther complemented by the oeuvre of scholars in Andalusia, includ-
ing Antonia Heredia Herrera regarding the trade and merchants 
of Cadiz,5 Pablo Emilio Pérez-Mallaina Bueno and Bibiano Torres 
Ramírez on Spanish Atlantic policy and the Armada del Mar del Sur 
in the Pacific,6 or Carlos Malamud on French trade with Peru during 
the War of the Spanish Succession.7 Elsewhere, Lance Grahn pub-
lished an original monograph on smuggling in New Granada.8 In 
other areas, Mark Burkholder, D. S. Chandler, and Lyman Johnson 
produced outstanding studies of the American Audiencias and their 
ministers covering the early Bourbon era over the decade from 1972, 
while Burkholder further published a biographical dictionary of 
councilors of the Indies in 1986.9

For the viceroyalty of Peru—which, let it be remembered, in 1700 
still embraced most of Spanish South America—“modern” studies of 
the period were still more limited. They included those of Guillermo 
Céspedes del Castillo for aspects of Peruvian fiscal affairs, includ-
ing the tobacco monopoly, dating to the early 1950s;10 the work of 
Enrique Tandeter on mining for silver at Potosí, of which the substan-
tive monograph appeared in Spanish in 1992 and in English the fol-
lowing year;11 and a series of articles and essays by Kendall Brown on 
mercury mining at Huancavelica, beginning in 1988, with a mono-
graph on the same topic by Miguel Molina Martínez appearing in 
1995.12 There was some excellent material on rebellions and revolts, 
including the work of James Saeger on the Comuneros in Paraguay or 
of Scarlett O’Phelan on indigenous revolts in Peru and Bolivia,13 as 
well as some work on the “rebellion” of Juan Santos Atahualpa in the 
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central montaña in the 1740s.14 The main precursor for early Bourbon 
Peru, however, in modern historiographical terms, was the Spanish 
historian Alfredo Moreno Cebrián: for 30 years from the mid-1970s, 
Moreno Cebrián published a series of often weighty studies, includ-
ing one devoted to the corregidor de indios, and (in 1983) an edition 
and extensive commentary on the key viceregal report of the Conde 
de Superunda (viceroy from 1745 to 1761).15

The foregoing notes, while not quite exhaustive, should give some 
sense of the highly limited and fragmentary nature of research on 
the early Bourbon period in Spanish South America to the mid-
1990s. The research available at that time included excellent work 
on a number of significant topics, but for the most part the period 
remained almost a blank, and there had been virtually no attempt at 
fresh critical overview or interpretation. Even the work published on 
Spain itself during the early eighteenth century was rarely based on 
modern archival research, tending rather itself to draw upon collec-
tions of published primary sources and on secondary analysis dating 
back many decades (or even to the nineteenth century).

Since that time, much has changed: the historiographical waters 
of the early Bourbon period have finally begun to rise. As I write in 
2014, we are still far from flood proportions, but at least their rumor 
can no longer be ignored. Research on this lengthy era of Spanish-
American history remains at an early stage even now, but it has made 
remarkable progress over the past 15 years—and, I would argue, in 
particular in just the past few years. Recent interest in the political 
history of Spain itself under the early Bourbons—always far stronger 
than that in the Americas—has yielded important fruits. The tricen-
tenary of the Bourbon accession in 2000 produced a surge of (often 
rather disappointing) studies and biographies, but also yielded the 
major modern account of Philip V, by Henry Kamen.16 Kamen had 
worked on the period since the 1960s, with seminal studies of the 
introduction of the Intendant system or of the early Bourbon ideo-
logue, Melchor de Macanaz;17 his The War of Succession in Spain, 
published in 1969, was superseded as the standard single-volume 
account of that war only in 2010, by Joaquim Albareda Salvadó’s La 
guerra de sucesión de España. Christopher Storrs’s current project, 
concerned with Philip V and his foreign policy, has already borne 
fruit that includes further work on Macanaz.18 Spanish historians 
also at last turned again to the major ministers of the period, who 
in many cases had languished for decades or even longer practically 
without dedicated study. The first modern biography of José Patiño, 
first prime minister of Spain no less, appeared in 1998, written by 



THE E ARLY BOURBON PERIOD 5

Ildefonso Pulido Bueno, and further material on the man and his 
works has appeared since.19 Patiño’s rival for the title of leading early 
Bourbon minister, the Marqués de la Ensenada, has also received fresh 
attention, with dedicated studies including one by José Luis Gómez 
Urdáñez in 1996.20 And the figure in some sense standing behind 
both Patiño and Ensenada, the Italian cleric and master of Spain in 
the late 1710s, Julio Alberoni, has been the focus of aspects of the 
recent oeuvre of Allan Kuethe, part of a broader project concerned 
with the colonial policies of Philip V.21 Even some key lesser figures 
have received their historiographical due: notably José de Grimaldo, 
the influential minister of the period to 1726, of whom Concepción 
de Castro published a biography in 2004.22 And these studies have 
been accompanied by a burgeoning body of articles and essays, pub-
lished mainly in Spanish journals and edited collections.23

So far as the Americas are concerned, it is Spanish colonial trade 
that has continued to attract the greatest attention over the past 
15 years or so. Spanish historians have sustained their long-stand-
ing preoccupation with detailed study of different aspects of early 
Bourbon Atlantic trade and its organization: noteworthy examples 
include Ana Crespo Solana’s work on the Casa de la Contratación  
and the Intendancy-General of Marine (1996), or Margarita García-
Mauriño Mundi’s book on relations between the Consulado of Cadiz 
and the descendants of foreigners legally entitled to trade with the 
Indies (1999).24 In the Anglophone historiography, these works were 
complemented in 2000 by the appearance of Stanley and Barbara 
Stein’s Silver, Trade, and War, a magisterial account that covers the 
entire period from the sixteenth century to 1759 and includes abun-
dant discussion of early Bourbon affairs, both mercantile and polit-
ical.25 For the trade of Peru specifically, Carmen Parrón Salas has 
worked on the transition from the fleet system to “Free Trade” from 
1740 onward, while Jesús Turiso Sebastián wrote a history of the 
merchants of Lima during early Bourbon times.26 Perhaps the most 
striking work on colonial trade has come in just the last few years, 
in the form of Xabier Lamikiz’s Trade and Trust in the Eighteenth-
Century Atlantic World, and Mariano Bonialian’s study of “The 
Spanish-American Pacific”—seminal works to which I shall return 
shortly.

Beyond its external trade, Spanish South America has benefited 
from a range of studies of further areas in recent years. Alfredo 
Moreno Cebrián followed his edition and commentary on viceroy 
Superunda’s viceregal report of 1983 with a directly comparable work 
devoted to the report of Superunda’s major predecessor, the Marqués 
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de Castelfuerte, published in 2000. He has since continued to work 
on the period, sometimes in collaboration with Nuria Sala i Vila, who 
has herself worked on another noteworthy viceroy of the period: the 
Marqués de Castelldosríus.27 Perhaps the leading dedicated scholar of 
the period, however, is now the Mexican historian Francisco Eissa-
Barroso, who, as we have seen, in 2010, completed his excellent doc-
toral thesis in this area. Eissa-Barroso has since published several 
articles, in particular on the military in the government of the early 
Bourbon colonies, and recently edited (with Vásquez Varela) the first 
collection of essays to be devoted to the period.28

To complete this brief survey, among other recent scholars of 
early Bourbon Peru, Víctor Peralta Ruiz has developed a distinctive 
body of work embracing institutional reform, major ministerial fig-
ures in Spain, and significant writers on colonial themes.29 Kenneth 
Andrien, a leading North American scholar of the colonial Andes, has 
published an important essay on early Bourbon ecclesiastical reform 
in the viceroyalty, as well as work on the origins of a governing ideol-
ogy for the colonies, to be joined shortly by his coauthored mono-
graph with Allan Kuethe on the Spanish Atlantic world primarily 
under the early Bourbons.30 Pablo Emilio Pérez-Mallaina Bueno and 
Charles Walker both took the devastating Lima earthquake of 1746 
as the basis for books that explore society and politics in Peru at a cru-
cial juncture.31 I myself published a brace of articles in 1999–2001, 
focused on administrative reform at Huancavelica and on the census 
of the indigenous population undertaken by Viceroy Castelfuerte in 
the 1720s and 1730s;32 Catalina Vizcarra produced a much-needed 
fresh account of the tobacco monopoly in Peru, introduced from the 
early 1750s;33 Ignacio González Casasnovas has worked on mita and 
mining at Potosí, publishing his principal study in 2000;34 and Jesús 
Cosamalón Aguilar has done valuable work on Lima markets through-
out the entire eighteenth century.35 Neither, it should be noted, have 
the decades prior to 1760 been neglected for other regions of the 
Americas: New Spain, for example, has witnessed a rise in interest 
comparable to that in Peru. Purely by way of examples, Christoph 
Rosenmüller has written a book and a string of related articles on 
early Bourbon Mexico over the past decade,36 while Iván Escamilla 
González has produced a novel and important monograph on New 
Spanish trade during this period.37

* * *

The striking paucity of research on the early eighteenth century up 
to the 1990s left scholars “struggling for a proper characterization of 
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imperial policy under the early Bourbons” (as I myself commented 
at the time).38 The extreme view, but one in fact so widespread as 
practically to constitute the orthodoxy, was that of David Brading, 
the eminent Mexicanist historian. The opening chapter of Brading’s 
classic Miners and Merchants in Bourbon Mexico, published in 1971, 
mentioned no imperial policy or reform at all prior to the reign of 
Charles III; indeed, this work explicitly limited the term “Bourbon 
Mexico,” as a distinctive era, to the period from 1763 onward.39 
Brading expressed essentially the same view in his essay contribution 
to the Cambridge History of Latin America, published in 1984 (while 
nevertheless recognizing that the records of early Bourbon ministers 
José Patiño and the Marqués de la Ensenada had “yet clearly to be 
assessed,” and also that the officials of Charles III “built upon the 
work of these men”).40 The date 1763, of course, is for the Peace 
of Paris, that ended the Seven Years War and returned Havana to 
Spain following its wartime occupation by the British. This episode 
is widely viewed as the key catalyst for late-Bourbon imperial reno-
vation—for which reason, 1763 also stands as the end date of the 
present study.41

Until the past decade or so, those historians who discussed the 
early Bourbon period at all—often in survey histories or, as with 
Brading, the introductory chapters to works devoted primarily to the 
later period—perceived only disjointed and mostly minor reforms 
that, crucially, did not form part of any conscious or overarching 
policy. A few examples will suffice to illustrate this stance. On the 
one hand, there was emphasis upon the conservatism of an early 
Bourbon government that still seemed tied to the outmoded struc-
tures of the Habsburg Empire; thus, the Peruvian scholar Carlos 
Daniel Valcárcel sought to contrast the “traditional absolutism” of 
the early Bourbons with the “renewed” or “renovated absolutism” 
of their later successors.42 On the other hand, the stress was on the 
almost random, because it was essentially passive, nature of the early 
reforms, that merely responded in piecemeal fashion to immedi-
ate stimuli. Anthony McFarlane, in perhaps the finest broad-based 
monograph on Bourbon New Granada, characterized the early mea-
sures as “hesitant in tone and uneven in application,” such that “the 
great age of reform did not arrive until the reign of Charles III.”43 
James Lockhart and Stuart Schwartz, in a survey history, described 
early Bourbon imperial policy as only a series of “ad hoc conces-
sions to specific local conditions” (while also emphasizing autono-
mous eighteenth-century demographic and economic growth in 
Spanish America as the necessary prelude to the subsequent Caroline 
reforms).44 A further influential textbook, by Mark Burkholder and 
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Lyman Johnson, acknowledged that between 1713 and 1762, “some 
new policies were dictated by the financial and defensive require-
ments arising from war,” while finally describing these as “halfway 
measures and ad hoc responses to make the empire stronger econom-
ically and militarily,”45 It is true that Guillermo Céspedes del Castillo, 
one of the few scholars up to the 1990s to have undertaken research 
on the early Bourbon period in some depth, offered a chronologi-
cal scheme that posited a stage of “reconstruction” between the end 
of the War of the Spanish Succession in 1713 and the onset of the 
full reform program after 1750. Significantly, he also made a strong 
and carefully dated case for the seminal importance of the Ensenada 
ministry in the decade after 1743 in the overall program of Bourbon 
reform. But even Céspedes del Castillo was ultimately scathing in his 
characterization of the era prior to 1750 as “completely traditional 
and of the status quo [continuista].”46

Many of these authors seem to make a perfectly reasonable dis-
tinction between the early and late Bourbon eras, acknowledging 
some of the attempts and achievements of the former, while perceiv-
ing a far greater ambition, coherence, and simply scale of reform 
during the latter. Benjamin Keen recognized, in his History of Latin 
America, that “the first Bourbon . . . concentrated his efforts on an 
attempt to reduce smuggling and to revive the f leet system,” so 
that “the work of national reconstruction began under Philip V.” 
Nevertheless, Keen concluded that this work “reached its climax 
under Charles III,” who he described a “great reformer-king.”47 Still 
more strikingly, Peter Bakewell, in his own History of Latin America, 
acknowledged explicitly that “naval and trade reform was pursued 
energetically in the 1720s,” based upon the Proyecto para galeones, 
y flotas (discussed at length hereafter in chapter 3). Bakewell further 
identified the creation of the viceroyalty of New Granada as “the 
one large reform in government made in America before the mid-
century.” But he then followed the scholarly consensus in perceiving 
the Seven Years War as the key stimulus to imperial reform, that 
finally fuelled the resolve in Madrid “to cultivate and draw upon the  
colonies’ wealth to an extent and with a degree of intentionality and 
design without precedent in either the Bourbon or the Habsburg 
eras” (the emphasis is mine).48 And such views remain substantially 
current to the present day: John Fisher, in his Bourbon Peru, 1750–
1824 (2003; the title itself merits notice here), contrasts the “patchy 
and inconsistent” changes of the first half of the century with the 
“more structured approach” and “dynamic program” of the second.49 
John Elliott, in his Empires of the Atlantic World, published in 2006, 
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wrote of the absence of “any systematic programme of reform” for 
the Indies under the early Bourbons, whose few colonial measures 
“were responses to immediate problems of defence and administra-
tion, rather than part of a larger strategy.” Indeed, “except where 
matters of commerce and war were involved . . . inertia, bordering on 
neglect, appeared to be the order of the day.”50 The most recent major 
survey history is Matthew Restall and Kris Lane’s Latin America 
in Colonial Times, published in 2011; this work regards the early 
reforms as having “focused mostly on the related problems of coastal 
defense and contraband trade,” with some measures also “focused 
on more efficient administration.” These measures gave way only 
after 1763 to “a much more ambitious program encompassing curbs 
on church power, appointment of Spanish-born officials to new colo-
nial offices, the raising of tributes and a host of other taxes, and the 
improving of mining output.” And yet, as will be seen throughout 
the present work, all of the latter policies and reforms had clear roots 
running back to the late 1710s, if not before.

* * *

The principal argument of this book is that two of the major pre-
conceptions held of the early Bourbon period in Spanish colonial 
government can no longer be sustained, and that as a result, our view 
of the early eighteenth century and in particular of its relationship 
with the later period now requires fundamental revision. The first 
preconception is that little reform of real significance was under-
taken or implemented in the Spanish colonies prior to the reign of 
Charles III, or, indeed, prior to the mid-1760s; a view that always 
carried some caveats, but that can now be seen still more clearly to 
be erroneous. The second preconception is that what reform was 
undertaken was ad hoc or piecemeal, formed part of no overall or 
conscious policy, and for these reasons bore scant (if any) relation 
to the projects and policies of the great late-Bourbon ministers and 
reformers. This second view is the most ingrained in the historiog-
raphy and has received smallest challenge to date, for which reason it 
requires still more direct challenge in these pages. The core chapters 
that make up the book are based on extensive archival research on 
early Bourbon South America, particularly Peru, placed in relation 
to a body of modern historical literature that, as we have seen, has 
made rapid strides from all but a standing start in recent years. These 
chapters aim to demonstrate that important change and innovation 
came to the Spanish colonies during the first six decades of Bourbon 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA10

rule, and particularly between the 1720s and the 1750s. Indeed, it 
can now be reasonably argued that the switch from fleets to register 
ships as the dominant vehicle for Atlantic trade, that fell squarely in 
the middle of this period (in the late 1730s), was among the single 
most important reforms of the entire Bourbon era. What is more, the 
concerns, interests, and even the literature that informed the men 
who designed and implemented reform during this period were so 
similar to those of the ministers of Charles III that the sort of radi-
cal, “before and after,” division made to date between the decades 
either side of 1763 simply no longer makes sense. This is true for 
one reason more than any other: the late Bourbon period of colonial 
policies and reforms cannot be fully understood without a proper 
understanding of the early decades.

* * *

It has long been recognized that major reform did, in fact, take 
place in colonial government under the first Spanish Bourbons. This 
could hardly be denied, when unquestionably the most fundamental 
of all reforms affecting the highest level of colonial administration 
not only took place during the early eighteenth century, but during 
only its second decade. The separation from most aspects of colonial 
government, after two hundred years, of the Consejo de Indias, the 
rise in its stead of the Secretariat of State for the Indies, the radical 
reorganization of the Casa de la Contratación or House of Trade, 
and the transfer of both the Casa and the merchant guild from  
Seville to Cadiz—all took place in the late 1710s. The entire late-
Bourbon machinery of colonial government, then, was put in place 
almost half a century before 1763. In the colonies themselves, it was 
similarly impossible for historians to ignore the creation of the first 
new viceroyalty since the sixteenth century, that of New Granada, 
first assayed in the late 1710s and then permanently from 1739. But 
these and other measures already known to scholars seemed isolated 
features in an otherwise largely barren field of view, their signifi-
cance further diminished by the sense that they formed part of no 
true Enlightened project.

This book argues that more measures of real substance were 
undertaken in Spanish South America by the early Bourbons than 
has been recognized. In part, the lack of recognition accorded these 
measures has been just that: a product either (in my view) of a mis-
taken downplaying of the significance of particular reforms, or in 
some cases of their outright omission, due in straightforward terms 
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to a lack of research. It also remains the case that a much greater 
volume of reform, part of it of a much more radical nature, was 
undertaken in the late Bourbon era than the early one. The Caroline 
reforms were more ambitious and wide-ranging than those of their 
early Bourbon predecessors; no amount of fresh archival research 
or secondary analysis is likely to challenge this central truth, and 
this book certainly has no intention of doing so. But of course, this 
does not diminish the significance of the reforms and other mea-
sures that took place prior to the 1760s (much less so when in most 
cases, these reforms were the direct precursors of those of the later 
period). The development of this argument lies in the chapters that 
follow, but the most significant reforms included introduction to 
Peru of the tobacco monopoly, with a striking impact on Peruvian 
finances almost from the first; return of most taxation to direct royal 
administration, and wholesale reform of the colonial Mints and cur-
rency; and radical and successful reforms in the mining sector, par-
ticularly in mercury mining, but also in silver (the subject of both tax 
reform and significant administrative reorganization). Other mea-
sures discussed in these pages include, but are not limited to, the 
abolition of sales to colonial bureaucratic posts, as well as a switch 
in policy regarding the appointment of Spanish-Americans (creoles) 
to these posts; the legalization of repartimiento de mercancía, or 
forced distribution of goods to native peoples and communities; the 
substantial reinforcement of viceregal powers, particularly in the fis-
cal sphere; and an early assault on the regular Orders of the Church, 
notably via secularization of native parishes administered by their 
members. Taken together, the late-Bourbon reforms have cast these 
early measures into a shadow which is only now dissipating in the 
light of fresh research. But on their own terms, these were measures 
neither of negligible importance in themselves, nor of scant impact 
in the colonies.

The best example of major reform in the colonies under early 
Bourbon rule also provides the foremost case study of the way in 
which new research and historiographical trends are transforming 
our understanding of the period. The traditional system for Spanish 
Atlantic trade, of regular fleets and trade fairs organized under a 
strict monopoly, operated since the sixteenth century. It collapsed 
by stages during the eighteenth century: the key moment came in 
the late 1730s, when the trade fleets were suspended and substi-
tuted by single ships sailing at will under register (navíos de registro). 
Soon afterwards, in 1740, the navigational route via Cape Horn was 
opened to Spanish shipping for the first time since the 1500s, making 
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possible direct voyages to the Pacific coasts. Although intended as 
a temporary suspension, and though the fleets to New Spain were 
indeed restored in the 1750s, finally disappearing only in the late 
1780s, the Peruvian fleets were never restored, such that in South 
America, the switch to register ships was permanent from this time.

The significance of the switch to register ships and the opening 
of the Cape Horn route has long been understood in some quarters. 
In his Bourbon Spain, John Lynch named it the greatest innovation 
in colonial trade in two hundred years, while decades ago, an emi-
nent Chilean historian already considered it the most important of 
all the Bourbon commercial reforms.51 But it is only as the result 
of research carried out in the past few years that these views have 
become both thoroughly documented and all but indisputable. One 
landmark study was Lamikiz’s Trade and Trust in the Eighteenth-
Century Atlantic World, published in 2010, which suggested for the 
first time at length just what was the impact of the register system on 
how trade functioned and who took part in it (including the surpris-
ing conclusion that the system worked to favor Spanish nationals, to 
the detriment of previously ubiquitous foreign merchants and agents). 
A further key work is Mariano Bonialian’s El Pacífico hispanoameri-
cano, dated 2012, which told us how the registros altered profoundly 
the prevailing patterns of Spanish-American trade in the Pacific, both 
between Peru and New Spain and with Asia; he termed this impact 
“a veritable revolution in commerce and consumption in the impe-
rial system.” My own British Trade with Spanish America, 1763–1808, 
published in 2007, had similarly dwelt upon a striking reconfiguration 
of Anglo-Spanish trade in the Caribbean from ca. 1750, observed by 
scholars since the early twentieth century. This reconfiguration saw 
Spaniards displace the British as the primary carriers of mutual trade 
in the region, with lasting consequences; but neither I nor previous 
historians of the subject had offered any very convincing explanation 
for it, until the work of Lamikiz, Bonialian, and other scholars indi-
cated that such changes must form part of a single sweeping pattern, 
brought about by the switch from fleets to register ships. And other 
scholars there are: Jesús Cosamalón Aguilar’s very recent study of 
Lima markets dates their transformation to ca. 1750, again attribut-
able to the switch to register ships, explicitly controverting the pre-
vailing view that the key shift came with the Free Trade regulations 
of 1778.

The grounds for considering the switch to register ships as perhaps 
the greatest of all the Bourbon commercial reforms also lie out with 
the early period, since they naturally further reflect current shifting 
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perceptions of the importance of the much better-known reforms 
based around “Free Trade.” If, as we are coming to realize (in partic-
ular since further seminal work by Antonio García-Baquero González 
in 1997), the impact of Free Trade in overall commercial terms may 
have been very substantially less than we have been accustomed to 
believe, then the more wide-ranging impact on commercial patterns 
and practices of the registro system from the 1740s onwards can all 
the better be appreciated.52 Skeptics will reason that this “reform” 
was no such thing, and cannot be considered so, given that it was 
imposed on an unwilling Spanish government by the failure of suc-
cessive trade fairs for Peru, and above all by the wartime destruction 
by the British of their venue, Portobelo on the Isthmus of Panama. 
The imposed, provisional nature of the suspension of the fleets seems 
beyond dispute; and we have already seen that what is viewed as the 
passive nature of early Bourbon imperial policy, its victimhood of 
external circumstances, has been used to question or dismiss its signif-
icance as a whole. But it is surely now long past time to move beyond 
what is clearly a false dichotomy: one that on the one hand suggests 
that only active or conscious reforms, as opposed to passive measures 
implemented under immediate stimuli, could be of significance in 
the colonies; and on the other, ignores the role of just such stimuli 
in the genesis and development of late Bourbon reform. To remain 
with Atlantic trade, was the onset of Free Trade in the 1760s any less 
the consequence of wartime disaster (the seizure of Havana by the 
British) than was the suspension of the fleets and the rise of navíos de 
registro in the late 1730s? Where does the line between “reform” and 
“innovation” or “change” leading to structural improvement truly 
lie? Surely the key point is that arguably the most important com-
mercial revolution of the eighteenth century took place in the 1740s, 
under the early Bourbons, rather than subsequent to the 1770s, when 
the Free Trade reforms acted upon a system already transformed three 
decades earlier.53

* * *

Neither can the second major preconception regarding early 
Bourbon reform—that it responded to no overall program, and 
consisted merely of a series of ad hoc measures with little relation 
between them—be any longer sustained. Indeed, if it is now clear 
that important innovations were introduced in colonial government 
and affairs during early Bourbon times, it is still more self-evident 
that these measures did indeed form part of conscious planning 
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and project making. This is true both in the general and the spe-
cific senses. In general terms, what is striking about the reforms 
discussed throughout this book is that their agenda can be seen 
to have coincided so closely with that of the late Bourbon reforms 
(even when the latter were more self-consciously “Enlightened”). 
That is to say, the same concerns were evident from at least the 
1710s as drove the Caroline program from the 1760s: concerns for 
more efficient and rational administration of resources, to increase 
revenues and commandeer a greater proportion for the royal exche-
quer, to ensure a greater responsiveness of colonial administration, 
to bring wayward or autonomous sectors of society more closely 
under the royal mandate, and even to make more thorough survey 
of the colonies in pursuit of all these ends.54 The “ethos” of the 
early reforms was recognizably the same as for the later program; 
which is to say, colonial government was recognizably “Bourbon” 
almost from its origins, and not only from 1763. This point is further 
apparent, of course, in the theoretical literature produced during 
the early period, long recognized as having exerted a fundamen-
tal inf luence over late-Bourbon ministers and reformers precisely 
because it ref lected so closely their concerns and understanding of 
the colonial problem. The writers on economic themes Jerónimo de 
Ustáriz, Bernardo de Ulloa, or Bernardo Ward number among the 
most distinguished of the Bourbon age;55 while the Nuevo sistema 
económico para América of José del Campillo, completed in 1743, 
is acknowledged as “the reformers” bible, the definitive text which 
inspired this [late-] Bourbon revolution in government.”56 This 
ensures that even those early measures that seem to stand isolated 
from conscious colonial programs in fact emerged from the same 
ethos, the same common understanding on either side of the (fast-
eroding) divide of the 1760s.

Nevertheless, in finding that conscious policy and planning stood 
behind the early Bourbon reforms, I am referring to a specific as well 
as a general phenomenon. This book is organized around two major 
cycles of early Bourbon reform, perceptible in the archival sources 
for the period and also through the secondary literature. The first of 
these cycles had its origins in the late 1710s and ran through until 
the mid-1730s. It was concerned primarily with Spanish Atlantic 
trade, though it was rooted in a far more wide-ranging program of 
measures affecting government and the economy in Spain itself, and 
in its turn affected a far broader gamut of affairs in the colonies. 
Following a hiatus of a decade or rather less, a second cycle then 
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began in the mid-1740s, that spanned a further decade in both Spain 
and the viceroyalty of Peru; the focus of this second cycle was less 
on Atlantic trade, and more upon colonial administration and the 
augmentation of royal revenue in the empire. This second cycle lost 
impetus from the mid-1750s, so that a further decade passed before 
the onset of late-Bourbon reform after the conclusion of the Seven 
Years War.

The fact that such cycles can be detected at all, it needs hardly 
be remarked, further belies the notion that no “guiding hand” was 
in evidence—that early Bourbon government generated little in the 
way of conscious programs of colonial reform.57 What is more, each 
cycle had its own clearly identifiable originators and sponsors: all 
of them servants rather than holders of an early Bourbon Crown 
that took scant personal interest in colonial policy in most spheres. 
The key figures associated with the first cycle are Julio Alberoni, 
at the peak of his power between 1715 and 1719, and José Patiño, 
who was already a leading figure in the late 1710s, but reached his 
own peak as chief minister from 1726; my dating of the end of this 
cycle is for Patiño’s death in office in 1736. Alberoni is the more 
curious figure in historiographical terms, a statesman exceptionally 
well-known to historians of the nineteenth century, and ignored 
in almost equal measure by those of the twentieth. Relatively little 
attention has been devoted to his labors in the Peninsula, while 
his colonial program was virtually ignored until the past few years 
(when we have seen that Allan Kuethe has devoted considerable 
attention to it). In my view, Alberoni’s fecund role in early Bourbon 
government, of lasting significance, has been obscured on the one 
hand by the brevity of his administration and the debacle of his 
fall during the War of the Quadruple Alliance, and on the other 
by the failure to set his colonial reforms within the context of his 
extensive and radical program for Spain; a program that included 
naval restoration and state-sponsored industrialization, as well as 
administrative centralization.58 It is true that only some portion 
of his program was implemented before he was driven from power, 
but much of it was completed by his successors in later years and 
even decades. Earlier historians were well aware of Alberoni’s foun-
dational role in later eighteenth-century reform. As long ago as 
the 1810s, William Coxe argued that “he extended his views to 
a gradual and permanent amelioration in the whole system of the 
Spanish monarchy,” while we shall see in due course that 80 years 
later, Edward Armstrong wrote (in my view with considerable 
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justification) that “almost all the beneficial projects of the century 
may be traced back to him.”59

Following the fall of Alberoni, José Patiño became the early 
Bourbon minister primarily responsible for the development and 
implementation of colonial policy. As I argue in chapter 3, Patiño 
has been the victim of a misguided historiographical tradition that 
regards him (in the words of John Lynch) as merely “a superior civil 
servant,” and one whose hands were tied to all productive purpose 
by the irrational foreign policy of his monarchs, in pursuit of territo-
rial conquests in Italy. And yet Patiño’s policy priorities, both dur-
ing his rise and his years in power, are neither difficult to identify, 
nor were they either set or indeed thwarted in any perceptible sense 
by Philip V or his domineering wife, Elisabeth Farnese (as opposed 
to by Alberoni, Patiño himself, and other leading figures in Spanish 
government).

The focus of the first cycle of reform for the colonies, which 
it fell primarily to Patiño to implement, was Spanish Atlantic 
trade; and to the 1730s, most other areas of colonial policy were 
made subordinate to the commercial question. Trade policy was 
f irst based around the Proyecto para galeones, y flotas of 1720, an 
attempt to make the traditional Habsburg trading system operate 
effectively and profitably once more. The Proyecto, much like its 
sponsor Patiño, has been derided throughout most of the litera-
ture as conservative, unimaginative, and hamstrung by the early 
Bourbon diplomatic entanglements and foreign wars. But while 
with hindsight the Proyecto surely represented a mistaken strat-
egy in the international commercial context of its day, it neverthe-
less seems clear that it represented a genuine national approach, 
rather than (as has been suggested) one simply imposed by war-
time defeat and foreign treaties. Moreover, its true significance has 
been obscured by the failure to recognize that it stood not alone, 
but as part of the much broader program for the national renewal 
of Spain devised and in part implemented under Julio Alberoni. 
And the significance of the commercial program has been fur-
ther obscured by the failure to acknowledge the extent to which 
its objectives and assumptions lay behind other colonial policies 
and reforms in the period from the 1710s to the 1730s. Thus, in 
my view, essentially commercial priorities conditioned both the 
establishment of the viceroyalty of New Granada in 1717 and its 
 abolition in 1723; the halving of taxation on silver mining in 1735, 
as perhaps the most important reform in Peruvian mining prior to 
the Visita General of the 1770s; and a shift toward the favoring 
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of military officers in the principal colonial posts, apparent from 
ca. 1720, among other measures.

Ironically, as we have seen, it was the failure of the trade program, 
with the renewal of warfare in the Atlantic, that led to what became 
arguably the most important innovations in colonial commerce of the 
entire Bourbon era—the switch from fleets to register ships in 1735 
and the opening of the sailing route via Cape Horn in 1740. In my 
view, the switch to registros, along with the definitive creation of the 
viceroyalty of New Granada in 1739, have tended to obscure what 
was in fact a hiatus in active early Bourbon reform in the late 1730s 
and early 1740s (both these major measures had clear roots in the 
first cycle of colonial reform, already described).60 The second cycle 
of active colonial policies and reforms commenced around 1745, at 
the hands of the third major ministerial figure to dominate the reigns 
of Philip V and Fernando VI: Zenón de Somodevilla, Marqués de 
la Ensenada, in power from 1743 to 1754. Ensenada was abetted in 
Peru by the capable viceroy for the long decade and a half from 1745, 
José Manso de Velasco, Conde de Superunda.

This second cycle, based on what (in chapter 6) I dub the 
Ensenada—Manso de Velasco program for colonial affairs, differed 
in its focus from the cycle overseen by Alberoni and Patiño. Although 
Ensenada himself took an interest in Spanish Atlantic trade, and 
indeed this period witnessed the further consolidation of the registro 
system, he and Manso were primarily preoccupied with the reform of 
colonial administration on the one hand, and increasing revenue to 
the colonial Exchequer on the other. Their activities in these spheres 
were such that some historians have preferred a model for the devel-
opment of Bourbon reform overall that commences in earnest ca. 
1750 (as opposed to 1700, the 1710s, the 1760s, etc.).61 Their efforts 
yielded the introduction to Peru of the tobacco monopoly, from as 
early as 1752 (15 years earlier than in New Spain), as well as the per-
manent abolition of sales of posts in the colonial bureaucracy, from 
the Audiencias down. They also witnessed a very substantial rein-
forcement of the powers of the viceroys, above all in fiscal matters. 
Other measures of real substance included a raft of reforms at Potosí 
that clearly foreshadowed those of the late Bourbon era (a new gover-
norship, and progenitors of the later School of Mines and Royal Bank 
of San Carlos); the secularization of native parishes run by regular fri-
ars; legalization of repartimiento de mercancía; and royal operation of 
the Mints in both Lower and Upper Peru, with establishment of new 
Mints in Santiago de Chile and Popayán. This was by any standards 
a significant clutch of reforms, then, that had a substantial impact in 
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the colony before impetus in Madrid was lost once more with the 
overthrow of Ensenada in 1754.

* * *

A final significant conclusion of this work concerns the authorship 
of reform and colonial policy under early Bourbon rule. We have 
seen that a number of key ministers are readily identifiable, among 
them primarily responsible for devising or overseeing most impe-
rial policy under Philip V and Fernando VI: Alberoni, Patiño, and 
Ensenada. This authorship and direction of what I have suggested 
were two distinct cycles of early Bourbon reform provides further 
evidence for its purposefulness and consistency, contradicting earlier 
views that see policy during this period as haphazard or piecemeal 
in character. But these men and others at the imperial center did not 
act alone: they acted in collaboration with the key officials in the 
colonies, and above all the viceroys. Two figures stand out above all 
others: the Marqués de Castelfuerte in the 1720s and 1730s, and 
José Antonio Manso de Velasco (made Conde de Superunda after 
his appointment) in the 1740s and 1750s. In this book, I argue that 
these viceroys in particular played a far more active and influential 
role in the development of early Bourbon rule in the viceroyalty of 
Peru than has been recognized, and that this matters for our overall 
assessment of the period. It matters because it reinforces the princi-
pal broader arguments of the work: that more reforms of significance 
were undertaken during this period than is generally thought; and 
that these reforms displayed a coherence and common purpose previ-
ously denied them. And it also has further implications for the way 
we think about colonial rule and relations between Peru and Spain, 
between Lima and Madrid.

The Marqués de Castelfuerte was appointed in 1724 as the first of 
the military viceroys of the Bourbon age, a man who had fought for 
the new dynasty during the War of Succession and identified closely 
with its priorities for the colonies. Not for nothing did Alfredo 
Moreno Cebrián subtitle his study and edition of Castelfuerte ś 
Relación de gobierno “the first Bourbon attempt to reform Peru.”62 
I myself, 15 years ago, made the case that Castelfuerte brought a rec-
ognizably Bourbon ethos to his viceregal administration, that marked 
a real change in the character of government there. He supported 
diligently the program for colonial affairs overseen by José Patiño, 
and devoted the greatest part of his energies to support of its com-
mercial dimension, directed toward restoration of the fleet system 
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for South America. He took a strong and direct hand in implementa-
tion of other aspects of the first cycle of reforms for Peru, notably 
in fiscal and monetary affairs, where he oversaw both the return of 
most taxation to direct royal control, and the beginnings of reform 
of the Peruvian currency and Mints. Most strikingly, Castelfuerte 
undertook a major fiscal reform, implemented alongside a census of 
the native population of Upper and Lower Peru, that resulted in sub-
stantial increases in tribute payments and in draft labor service for 
the viceregal mines.63 Had this reform—which made large numbers 
of migrant native Peruvians liable for tribute and mita service for 
the first time—been undertaken by decree from Madrid, or after the 
1760s, it would have long taken its place among the recognized and 
effective Bourbon reforms. But Castelfuerte undertook it entirely on 
his own initiative, only informing the Crown after the fact: a feature 
that helps explain why it was missed in the historiography for so 
long, while underscoring this active role of viceroys in early Bourbon 
government in South America.

Castelfuertes’s administration also brought a watershed for the 
post-Habsburg viceroyalty in relations between Church and colo-
nial state. As we will see in chapter 4, his dealings with the viceregal 
Church were aggressive in ways that gave leading clerics a first sense 
of what was to be the relationship with the Bourbon state in the colo-
nies; this, even before reforms of consequence were apparent in this 
area. The episode illustrates a further broader point regarding the 
two leading viceroys of the age: they could have an important impact 
in the colonies even where easily identifiable reforms were absent, or 
had not yet made their mark. I am not the only historian to allude to 
this phenomenon: Charles Walker has shown most persuasively how 
Manso de Velasco, Castelfuerte ś successor-but-one, exploited the 
reconstruction of Lima after the catastrophic earthquake of 1746 to 
impose Enlightened, and recognizably Bourbon, principles of urban 
organization on a recalcitrant elite population, both ecclesiastical and 
secular.64 Manso’s urban initiative, then, demonstrates how vicere-
gal actions could bring about “Bourbonizing” change in the culture 
of the colonies, alongside the more specific impact of reforms. And 
major reforms were still more apparent during Manso’s viceregency 
than during that of Castelfuerte: he enjoyed a particularly close rela-
tionship with the Marqués de la Ensenada, and the two men may have 
discussed the reforms and innovations required for the viceroyalty 
prior to his arrival in Peru in 1745. Once there, he played a central 
role in the development of the major policies of his time, across a num-
ber of key areas. Thus, he not only implemented but actively devised 
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large-scale reforms that included the introduction of the tobacco 
monopoly, the legalization of repartimiento de mercancía in native 
communities, and the secularization of native parishes held by the 
regular Orders. In the latter case, a policy suggested and designed by 
Manso de Velasco in Peru was not only adopted by Madrid, but was 
extended to New Spain too, so that the viceroy influenced imperial 
policy throughout the colonies.65 This active role of the two major 
early Bourbon viceroys in the formulation as well as the implemen-
tation of policy, therefore, is a further important aspect discussed 
throughout the chapters that follow.

I should emphasize that the claim here is not that the active role of 
viceroys was unique to the Bourbon era; it may well have characterized 
the administrations of viceroys of earlier periods as well. But it does 
seem to have broader implications for our understanding of Spanish 
colonial government, not least in drastically reducing the distance 
between the locus of at least some colonial decision making and the 
territories in which the resulting decisions were to be implemented. 
It seems possible that the role played by viceroys Castelfuerte and 
Manso de Velasco made Spanish colonial rule more effective, from 
an imperial perspective, because it was better informed and closer to 
daily realities in the colonies.

* * *

This book, then, seeks to present a new interpretation of the early 
Bourbon period in Spanish South America: above all in the vice-
royalty of Peru, which embraced most of Spanish territory in the 
Continent during most of the period to 1739. New Granada, which 
was administered independently of Peru brief ly in 1718–23 and per-
manently from 1739, is also discussed, albeit in less depth. Early 
Bourbon New Granada, both before and after its creation as a vice-
royalty, has as yet benefited from no general survey, but does have a 
growing specialist literature of its own, referenced in these pages.66 
The interpretation of the early Bourbon period set out in these 
pages rests ultimately on the attempt to demonstrate the essential 
continuity of Spanish imperial policy over the early and late periods, 
either side of the traditional divide of the 1760s. This continuity, 
above all in the aims of reform, but also quite clearly in many of its 
specific manifestations, in a wide range of areas, are what render 
the late Bourbon era not fully comprehensible, in my view, with-
out reference to the early one. The better to illustrate the point, 
the book is organized in straightforward chronological fashion, 
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structured around the two major cycles through which I regard the 
early reforms as having developed. Thus,  chapters 2–4 are devoted 
to the first cycle, that ran from the late 1710s to 1736 and had the 
restoration of Atlantic trade at its heart. Chapter 5 discusses the 
slackening of colonial initiative apparent between the mid-1730s 
and the mid-1740s, while chapter 6 is devoted to the second cycle, 
that began around the latter period and was concerned inter alia 
with administrative reform and the increase of royal revenues. The 
conclusions, in  chapter 7,  further seek to emphasize how the early 
period provided the necessary foundations for the latter one, in spe-
cific policy areas, from mining, to colonial administration, relations 
with the Church, or Atlantic trade.

First, though, the essential context is provided to all Bourbon 
colonial endeavor, with a chapter devoted to the War of the Spanish 
Succession and the first two turbulent decades of Bourbon experi-
ence of both Spain and South America following Philip V ś accession 
in 1700.



Chapter 1

Imperial Hiatus: War in Spain and  
Crisis in Peru, 1700 to 1720s

Introduction: The War of Succession and Its Implications

Spain’s eighteenth century opened in war. The Bourbon succession 
was contested by the British, Austrian Habsburgs, Dutch, and lesser 
powers, in what became the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–
13). This war was for the control of Spain and its colonies in Europe 
and the Americas, and pitted the Allies and their candidate, the 
Austrian Archduke Charles, against the Bourbon Crowns of France 
and Spain, in the person of Philip V.1 The war, with all its attendant 
circumstances, made the following quarter-century a unique period 
in Spanish history. Large bodies of foreign troops campaigned on 
Castilian soil for the first time in centuries, and the last before the 
Napoleonic invasion. The conflict was not only a general European 
one with a major theatre in the Peninsula, but a Spanish civil war that 
pitted Castile against the eastern kingdoms of Aragon, Valencia, and 
Catalonia. Much of the Castilian nobility opposed the new dynasty, 
and the Catholic Church itself splintered along lines of region or 
hierarchy. A further distinctive characteristic was the great influence 
of foreign factions at court, where the French dominated from 1700 
to 1709, to be displaced thereafter by Italians. The physical disrup-
tion and damage caused by the war, consequent fiscal ruination, and 
bitter factional strife surrounding Philip V combined to create an 
extreme political instability that paralyzed government. In the lon-
ger run, as we shall see, the war acted as both pretext and catalyst 
for change, and major reforms were introduced that rationalized and 
streamlined government and gave it the form it retained until the 
collapse of the “Ancien Regime.” But these very reforms, at their 
inception, accentuated the chaos they were designed to eliminate. 

 

 

 

 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA24

And all these factors affected not only the Peninsula, but also the 
administration of the American colonies, such that in America as in 
Spain, this first quarter-century had a peculiar quality, quite unlike 
the later periods of Bourbon rule.

The progress of the War of Succession cannot be followed here 
at length, but given its implications for early Bourbon government, 
some brief sketch is required.2 For three years, it was fought mainly in 
Italy and the Netherlands, while Allied attacks on the Peninsula were 
limited to raids on the coast. In one such raid, the British secured a 
lasting beachhead at Gibraltar; in another, at Vigo in 1702, the greater 
part of Spain’s diminutive navy was destroyed, obliging a reliance on 
the French for maintenance of Spanish trade and communications.3 
The war proper came to the Peninsula in 1705–6, with the rapid fall 
to the Allies of the eastern kingdoms, after which the country was 
never free of foreign troops until 1713. Within a shifting balance of 
power and fortunes throughout these years, there were two moments 
of clear crisis for Philip V and the Bourbon succession. In 1705–6, 
Spain finally lost control of its historic colonies in the Low Countries 
and Italy, while in the Peninsula, more than a third of the country 
lay in the hands of Archduke Charles. Madrid itself was occupied by 
the Allies, an event that precipitated the defection to the Habsburg 
cause of part of the high aristocracy.4 There followed a victory at 
Almansa (April 1707) and a Bourbon recovery; but a second and still 
greater crisis then occurred in 1708–10, when a harsh winter and 
severe famine struck both Spain and France.5 Exhaustion and heavy 
military reverses in Flanders obliged Louis XIV to sue for peace, and 
he withdrew most French forces from Spain, seemingly abandoning 
his grandson to inevitable defeat. The Allies advanced once more, 
and occupied Madrid for a second time, while the Pope recognized 
Charles as the legitimate king of Spain.

The Crown was saved for Philip V partly by military victory at 
Villaviciosa in December 1710, and partly by changing international 
circumstances, which made Charles the Emperor of Austria (and so 
a less palatable champion to his British and Dutch allies). By the 
Treaty of Utrecht of 1713, Philip was confirmed in his possession 
of both Spain and the Indies, though the Spanish Empire in Europe 
was lost to Austria, while Britain won both Gibraltar and Minorca, 
as well as commercial privileges in America (discussed further in 
both this and the following chapters). While Utrecht ended the War 
of Succession, however, the conflict dragged on in Spain until the 
conquest of Barcelona in September 1714 and of Mallorca the fol-
lowing year. And even then, peace was f leeting; Spain was at war 
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once more in Italy by 1717, and the War of the Quadruple Alliance 
in 1719 again saw Galicia and Guipúzcoa invaded by British and 
French troops.6

The circumstances of this long war—of rampaging armies and 
a peripatetic court—naturally presented formidable challenges to 
Spanish government. The government itself fell victim to the for-
tunes of war: having retaken Madrid in late 1706, Philip purged or 
reformed the royal councils for their collaboration with Archduke 
Charles, and dismissed, exiled, or even imprisoned many high 
officials. Perhaps more critical still was a desperate fiscal crisis, 
mitigated only in part by the rapid growth of revenues under a 
French-directed program of reforms.7 And at least as importantly, 
throughout much of this period, Spain’s royal court was “a focus of 
constant rivalry and intrigue, as each faction sought for supremacy 
and drew upon itself the hatred of all others.”8 Much of this fac-
tionalism grew out of resentment of the inf luence of the French 
in Philip’s early governments. Whether through the offices of the 
Princesse des Ursins, his personal agent in Madrid, or of a series of 
French ambassadors, Louis XIV exerted a powerful inf luence over 
Spanish affairs, which became all but absolute under Ambassador 
Michel-Jean Amelot (1705–9), “the unquestioned ruler of Spain.”9 
The ascendency of the French excited the hostility of the Spanish, 
widespread among the people and endemic among the aristocracy. 
And the latter group found further cause for grievance in the emas-
culation of the royal councils, which they had dominated under 
Habsburg rule. As a result, parties were formed, and conspiracies 
hatched against the regime, in 1705, 1708–9, and (three times) in 
1718.10

The outright dominion of the French in Spanish affairs was 
checked by Louis XIV’s partial withdrawal from Spain in 1709, 
although in fact, Des Ursins and the financial wizard Jean Orry 
continued largely to run government until 1714. Already by 1711, 
the rise of a new faction, that of the Italians, was apparent, riding 
on the train of Philip’s first wife, María Luisa of Savoy. Italians 
enjoyed a moment of supremacy after late 1714, when the arrival 
of Philip’s second wife, Elisabeth Farnese of Parma, provoked yet 
another wholesale revolution in government. The French and their 
sympathizers were now banished, to be replaced by a f lood of 
Italians, of whom Julio Alberoni was but the first. A French agent 
now remarked that “the court of Spain is totally different from 
what it was ten days ago. It is a completely new court and a com-
pletely new system.”11 And, as if this chronic factionalism was not 
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enough, in 1717–18, Philip himself experienced a bout of insanity, 
the first of similar episodes he would suffer periodically for the rest 
of his life.12 It is true that around this same time, the entrenchment 
of the secretarial system in Spain, and the dynamism of the regime 
led by Alberoni, brought a renewed sense of purpose to peninsu-
lar government and a first burst of Bourbon reform in America 
(discussed in the following chapter). But at the time of Alberoni’s 
own spectacular fall in December 1719, parts of Spain were once 
more under foreign occupation. The year 1724 witnessed Philip’s 
extraordinary abdication and the “lightning reign” of the boy-king, 
Luis I;13 and this was followed by the administration of the Baron 
de Ripperdá, a true validazgo as absurd as that of Manuel Godoy 
in a later period, and only less damaging in that it was so brief (late 
1724 to  mid-1726).14

Only with the rise to the chief ministry of José Patiño after 1720, 
then, was Spanish government finally freed from domestic war, for-
eign influence, and chronic factionalism, to achieve a semblance of 
real stability. As we shall see, a major step forward was taken with the 
demotion of the Councils of State and the creation in their place of 
ministries or secretariats, which concentrated executive authority and 
increased the efficacy of government. At their inception, however, 
the secretariats caused considerable confusion; and this was nowhere 
more apparent than in colonial administration. The Consejo de Indias 
was an early victim of the War of Succession; disgraced by some of 
its members’ collaboration with the Austrian pretender during the 
Allied occupation of Madrid, it suffered a purge and a drastic reduc-
tion in membership, from 24 members to 8. In November 1714, 
the first “Secretariat of State for Indies and Marine” was created, its 
incumbent the francophile Bernardo Tinajero, and this might have 
provided an important impetus to the direction of colonial affairs. 
But the secretariat succumbed to the bureaucratic revolution that 
followed the arrival of Philip’s second queen, Elisabeth Farnese, in 
December the same year, and was abolished in April 1715. From this 
time until its reestablishment in 1721, there was no specific portfolio 
for the Indies, whose affairs were rather shuffled between secretaries 
with responsibility for peninsular policy, themselves subject to fre-
quent changes of titular official or fields of competence.15 In point 
of fact, the Consejo de Indias continued to discuss policy and to pre-
pare decrees much as it had done before, but decrees of January 20 
and September 11, 1717, finally stripped it of most of its functions, 
after which it was restricted to a largely advisory role, retaining direct 
authority only as the supreme judicial court of appeal and over secular 
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and ecclesiastical patronage.16 When it is further noted that, until the 
fall of Julio Alberoni in late 1719, the secretaries themselves were 
largely ciphers, subject to his arbitrary will, it becomes clear that this 
was a period of extraordinary disorder at the highest level of colonial 
administration.

In the American colonies themselves, too, the impact of the War 
of Succession and the accompanying turmoil in government was con-
siderable, though not always in the areas anticipated. The military 
impact was relatively slight, restricted to Atlantic privateering and to 
attacks on towns on the Caribbean and Pacific coasts.17 A rising for 
the Habsburgs in the colonies—much feared, and not unreasonably—
failed to materialize.18 The greatest direct impact was commercial, 
since Spanish trade with Peru virtually dried up altogether during 
the war.

Nevertheless, the first quarter-century in Peru was marked by a 
chronic disorder in government that paralleled the situation in Spain 
and was at least in part a product of it. The last of the Habsburg 
viceroys, the Conde de la Monclova, died in office in Lima in 
September 1705; and from this date until the arrival of the Marqués 
de Castelfuerte in May 1724, the viceroyalty experienced no fewer 
than eight governing administrations, for an average of one every 
fewer than 30 months. What was more, three of these administra-
tions were by governing Audiencias rather than viceroys, during a 
period when the Audiencia of Lima was dominated by creoles. A 
further three administrations were interim and held by high clergy; 
only two (those of the Marqués de Castelldosríus in 1707–10 and the 
Príncipe de Santo Buono in 1716–20) were formal administrations of 
selected officials dispatched from Spain. In part, this “instability of 
viceroys” (as the twentieth-century Peruvian historian Rubén Vargas 
Ugarte called it) was the product simply of misfortune, including the 
death of incumbents or appointees en route to Peru.19 But the trans-
national factionalism that prevailed at court during these years also 
played its part, evident in both the appointment of Castelldosríus (a 
former ambassador to the French Court, and the personal nominee 
of Louis XIV) and Santo Buono (an Italian whose wife formed part 
of Philip V’s closest circle in 1714).20

What was more, none of the earliest Bourbon viceregal admin-
istrations in Peru can be considered a success. The Conde de la 
Monclova, a competent albeit conservative governor, was wearied 
by almost two decades’ service as viceroy in both New Spain and 
Peru, and his last years in Lima wasted away in lethargy.21 His suc-
cessor, the Marqués de Castelldosríus, cut among the most striking 
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viceregal figures of the age, as a cultured man steeped in the ambi-
ance of Versailles who brought a powerful breath of fresh air to 
Lima’s stagnant cultural life. Unfortunately, he was also both inor-
dinately loyal to the French Bourbons, rather than to the Spanish, 
and extraordinarily corrupt. Accused of playing a major role in the 
boom in French contraband with Peru that took place during his 
administration, he was actually dismissed from his post in 1709, 
though he won a reprieve that permitted him to die in office in 
April 1710.22 His own successor, Bishop Diego Ladrón de Guevara 
(1710–16), seems to have been honest and humane, but little suited 
to the exercise of the highest colonial office, and he was fined 
after his departure for further permitting French trade to f lourish, 
among other misdemeanors.23 The nervous and impulsive Príncipe 
de Santo Buono, meanwhile, was devastated by the death of his wife 
on the sea voyage from Spain, and swiftly sought recall, returning in 
1720 after less than three and a half years in his post. Lastly, Diego 
Morcillo Rubio de Auñón, archbishop of Charcas and later Lima, 
was the period’s second prelate-viceroy (after Ladrón de Guevara). 
He held the post twice, for 50 days in 1716 and for four and a half 
years from January 1720. By the latter date he was already 74 years 
old, prompting opponents to label him decrepit; and it was alleged 
he purchased favor, and possibly even his post, through lavish gifts 
at court. Often his actions smacked more of naivety or incompe-
tence than corruption, though he later faced charges comparable to 
those of his predecessors, including complicity in contraband.24

The “Decadent Viceroyalty”: Peru, 1700–24

In short, it can be stated with little exaggeration that from soon after 
1700 and until the early 1720s, the viceroyalty of Peru was deprived 
of government in most active or coherent senses. But, more crucial 
still, this breakdown in government coincided with, and exacerbated, 
the worst period of decline—understood from the perspective of 
Madrid—experienced by Peru throughout the whole of its colonial 
history. During the first quarter of the eighteenth century, the vice-
royalty experienced a deep crisis that affected every sphere, whether 
commercial, economic, administrative, or even demographic. This 
crisis—of what John Fisher described more than 40 years ago as 
“the decadent viceroyalty”25—is discussed in this chapter at some 
length, since it conditioned both the early Bourbon experience of 
the empire in South America, and Bourbon attitudes toward imperial 
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reform throughout the decades that followed. Thus, the viceroy-
alty of Peru up to the 1720s, with other major parts of the empire, 
conditioned Bourbon attitudes and expectations toward the colo-
nies. When Bourbon reform commenced, it was of course directed 
at characteristics of imperial organization and affairs that had roots 
deep in the Habsburg period. But these characteristics were experi-
enced by Bourbon ministers and viceroys in particularly acute form 
during the disordered period at the dawn of the eighteenth century. 
It hardly needs stating that from the perspective of creoles in Peru, 
major features of this period represented not crisis, but exceptional 
opportunities. Indeed, this same period can even be described as a 
“golden age,” within the colonial period, for creole elites in Peru. 
Nevertheless, from the viewpoint of Madrid, the answers to what 
required reform in colonial affairs lay precisely in this earliest period 
of Bourbon rule—and perhaps nowhere so clearly as in Peru.

Spanish Atlantic Trade

The aspect of colonial affairs that pressed most urgently upon the 
consciousness of ministers in both Madrid and Lima was that of 
Spanish Atlantic trade.26 For by 1700, it was already quite clear 
that Spanish colonial commerce in its traditional form—based on a 
strict monopoly, limited to a small number of ports and merchants 
in the Peninsula and America, and with single f leets leaving Spain 
once per year for Peru and New Spain—was in serious crisis.27 The 
clearest external symptom of the decline of the monopoly was a 
slowing in the rhythm of departure of the trade f leets: whether 
the galeones f leet, that served Peru via Cartagena de Indias and 
Portobelo, or the flota, that served New Spain via Veracruz. By 
1700, the originally annual departures of these f leets were barely a 
memory. Only 19 f leets sailed for Peru throughout the second half 
of the seventeenth century, for example, and by the century’s end, 
trade fairs were held at Portobelo only once every five years.28 The 
50 years to 1700 thus accounted for barely one-fifth (22%) of all 
the traffic of the seventeenth century; and gross tonnage figures 
fell too, from 7,345 tons per year in the 1640s, to less than 5,000 
tons per year in the 1670s and less than 3,500 tons per year in the 
1690s.29 On this most basic of levels, then, it was clear that Spanish 
Atlantic trade was in  sclerotic crisis.

The f laws inherent to Spain’s colonial trade, and which are 
emphasized by historians working in this area, were already 

  



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA30

identified by contemporary critics.30 One factor was the hopelessly 
 complex and burdensome system of commercial taxation, accom-
panied increasingly by confiscation of private silver by a crown ever 
more desperate for fresh sources of revenue.31 The very structure of 
the monopoly encouraged merchant beneficiaries to delay sailings, 
so as to increase demand and prices at the trade fairs, in addition 
to the broader drawbacks of excluding many merchants altogether 
(and stif ling entrepreneurialism even among those who could par-
ticipate). A further major concern in the eyes of the Crown was con-
traband, which offered the colonial population alternative supplies 
of goods, often of higher quality and at lower prices. Smuggling 
was rife in the f leets themselves, while Cadiz—the major monopoly 
port, replacing Seville from the 1680s—was the center of a smug-
gling industry employing perhaps 2,000 people.32 The merchants of 
Andalusia increasingly imported their wares from northern Europe, 
eventually becoming mere commission agents for the traders of 
other countries.33 And illicit trade was boosted in the Americas 
by the readiness of rival nations to sell merchandise, produce, and 
slaves in markets often chronically undersupplied through monop-
oly routes. Peru received contraband via at least three major routes: 
from the Caribbean coasts of New Granada and Panama, whence 
imports continued by sea or overland to Quito and the north of the 
viceroyalty; overland from the River Plate and Portuguese Brazil; 
and along the Pacific coast from New Spain, including reexports of 
goods imported from Asia.34

All we shall see, taxation, problems of organization, and smug-
gling preoccupied early Bourbon ministers’ attempts to reform colo-
nial trade. But in fact, these much-debated themes represented only 
part of the problem of Spanish Atlantic trade, and were not neces-
sarily decisive to its long-term decline. For a further major factor was 
the growing self-sufficiency, indeed the economic autonomy, of the 
colonies themselves, as they reached maturity in the decades after 
1600. This theme has been explored by historians engaged in vigor-
ous, sometimes splenetic, debate regarding a putative “seventeenth-
century crisis” in America, notably in New Spain, itself understood 
in the context of the contemporary crisis in Europe.35 Though this 
long-running debate was arguably less resolved than neutralized in 
“a plaintive cry for more work,”36 the broad point—that New Spain 
(like Peru) in the seventeenth century retained more wealth for its 
own purposes, remitting less to Spain and participating less in formal 
Atlantic trade—holds true. This development represented a “crisis” 
mainly from an imperial perspective, then, since from the perspective 
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of the colonies it brought many manifest advantages, making it “a 
crisis of change rather than stagnation” (in John Lynch’s persuasive 
formula).37 But this was of scant consolation to Spanish ministers 
contemplating the state of imperial trade, or calculating the immense 
losses to royal revenues occasioned by smuggling or by the decline of 
the trade fleets into the later 1600s.

If the decline of the formal structure of Spanish colonial trade was 
already manifest prior to 1700, the War of Succession brought it to 
profound crisis, and one from which, in truth, there would be no full 
recovery. The trade of Peru was the worst affected throughout the 
empire. The first trade fleet to reach Portobelo since 1696 arrived 
only in 1708, and that which followed did not arrive until 1722: a 
single trade fair to supply the viceroyalty in a staggering 25 years. The 
resulting lack of supplies was met by a massive expansion of smug-
gling, so that by the early 1720s, the Peruvian market had been very 
substantially supplied by smuggling for a full quarter-century. In a 
major recent study, Mariano Bonialian has argued persuasively and in 
considerable detail for the impact of Pacific trade in particular in the 
crisis and ultimate collapse of the galeones to Peru.38 And among the 
many contributions of Geoffrey Walker’s outstanding research on this 
topic was the demonstration of how the war transformed the charac-
ter of Spanish American trade, not least because the long severance 
of commercial ties with the metropolis further fostered a sense of 
commercial autonomy among American merchants, rendering them 
still less inclined to engage with the official apparatus of fleets and 
trade fairs.39

Spain’s enemies and allies alike saw the war as an opportunity 
to gain or expand their access to American trade.40 At the outset, 
France seemed the country best placed to do both; and this goal was 
vigorously pursued by the French agents and ambassadors who fol-
lowed Philip to Madrid.41 At first they sought legal, formal access to 
Spain’s American trade, but their efforts were mostly frustrated by 
the stubborn reticence of Spanish ministers.42 In the event, France’s 
wartime gains derived rather from illegal than legal trade, since in 
the context of Spanish impotence and dependence on France during 
the early part of the War, French smuggling direct to Peru and Chile 
now developed on a massive scale. Between 1700 and 1725, more 
than 150 French vessels traded on the Pacific coasts, and in the four 
years to mid-1708, the value of this trade was estimated at 20 mil-
lion pesos.43 This is a huge but not incredible figure, since the total 
silver exported by French traders may have amounted to more than 
two and a half times this sum.44 Recently research has emphasized 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA32

that the French also developed a direct trade between Peru and 
Asian ports, from the Philippines to China.45 The result was the 
ruination of such regular trade as survived the war, with contraband 
playing a major part in the delays and commercial disasters attend-
ing the trade fairs held at Portobelo in 1708 and 1722. Contraband 
had implications throughout the Peruvian economy, notably in the 
mining sector, where it encouraged smuggling of both mercury 
and silver and so depressed recorded levels of production.46 And, 
as Spanish ministers were well aware, smuggling on this scale could 
only occur with the connivance of the local populace, including at 
the highest levels of colonial administration. Viceroy Castelldosríus 
provided perhaps the most notorious case, establishing a company 
to channel the profits of smuggling, and sponsoring an unofficial 
“trade fair” in contraband goods at Pisco on the coast south of 
Lima.47

Direct French trade declined from the late 1710s, with the last ship 
disappearing from Peruvian waters in 1725. But the decline of French 
interloping brought little respite for Spanish Atlantic trade, since the 
role played by France was rapidly taken up by other commercial rivals, 
and above all by the British. The Treaty of Utrecht, that ended the 
War of Succession, gave an important boost to direct British trade 
in the Americas, which had displayed strong growth since at least 
the 1670s. Under the treaty, the Asiento de negros, embodying the 
right to supply the Spanish colonies with African slaves, was trans-
ferred to Britain’s new South Sea Company; and, whether under 
cover of the legal rights acquired with the Asiento, or through fur-
ther smuggling within or beyond its framework, a notable expan-
sion of British trade via the Caribbean ensued.48 The great focus of 
the trade was out of Jamaica, operating above all along the northern 
coast of South America and in Panama. A second focus was on the 
River Plate, far to the south, where some 60 British ships entered 
Buenos Aires in the quarter-century to 1738.49 Most striking was 
the South Sea Company’s right, won at Utrecht and expanded in a 
subsequent Anglo-Spanish treaty of 1716, to send a ship to partici-
pate in American trade fairs alongside Spanish vessels. This “Annual 
Ship” constituted the first ever legally recognized breach of Spain’s 
commercial monopoly in the colonies, surpassing any earlier conces-
sions to foreign nations. It provided a source of highly prized and 
keenly priced goods that both competed directly with the trade of 
the Spanish fleets, and served as a vehicle for introduction of large 
amounts of contraband. British smuggling, with that of the Dutch 
in the Caribbean and the Portuguese via Brazil, thus survived the 
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commercial collapse of the wartime years and remained a formidable 
threat to Spanish interests into the 1720s and beyond.

Fiscal Affairs

The virtual collapse of Spanish Atlantic trade was an important 
 factor in a further major aspect of the crisis in Peru: that which 
affected the Peruvian treasury. In the first decades of the eighteenth 
 century, royal income in Peru slumped to the lowest levels of the 
entire colonial period. The nadir was reached in the 1710s, when 
receipts to the treasury totaled just under 9 million pesos for the 
whole of the decade: a fraction of income in the peak years around 
a century earlier, and only about half of revenue even in typical 
decades of the late seventeenth century. In a number of years, total 
income scarcely exceeded half a million pesos; in the worst (1714) 
it fell to a negligible quarter of a million pesos.50 A treasury thus 
circumstanced, in a viceroyalty at war, could only with difficulty 
generate a surplus for remission to Spain; and inevitably, remissions 
of bullion on the royal account also fell to their lowest ever levels in 
the period between the late 1690s and 1725. In many years, indeed, 
no royal silver reached Spain from Peru at all.51 The supply of silver, 
especially royal silver, was the most immediate and direct benefit 
the Crown drew from the Indies, one with what might be termed 
“psychological” as well as practical significance. Its near disappear-
ance, at a moment of great need, was traumatic, and there is little 
doubt, shaped Bourbon perceptions of the problem of the colonial 
treasuries at a very early stage. Even after the end of the war in the 
1710s, revenue levels remained depressed for some time, only show-
ing clear signs of growth from the mid-1740s.

Bare statistics of income do not convey the full extent of the crisis 
afflicting Peruvian fiscal affairs at this time, which has perhaps been 
described most effectively by Kendall Brown.52 When the governing 
Audiencia handed over to viceroy Castelldosríus in May 1707, the 
Lima treasury—the most important in Peru—was indebted to the 
tune of some 4.65 million pesos.53 What was more, with large annual 
deficits of income over expenditure, this debt grew rapidly, until by 
August 1710 it stood at 6.375 million pesos. If the debts at other 
treasuries in the viceroyalty, including the second treasury at Potosí, 
are included, the total Peruvian debt stood at some 12.83 million 
pesos at the latter date. This when, as we saw immediately above, total 
income to the Lima treasury languished at some 9 million pesos for 
the whole of the previous decade. Such was the extremity of the need 
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that in 1706, Philip V actually sent begging letters to Peru, some of 
them addressed to the six richest merchants of Lima.54 But even this 
expedient was insufficient to provoke an adequate response, and the 
less than 1.4 million pesos eventually remitted to Spain by Viceroy 
Castelldosríus was gathered only by suspending ordinary payments, 
raiding ecclesiastical revenues and bureaucratic salaries, and appropri-
ating other reserved funds.55

Fiscal crisis had long been a feature of Peruvian government, but 
never had the revenue base itself been so low. The factors underlying 
the crisis had roots stretching back many decades, but all were aggra-
vated by the War of Succession and by the breakdown of imperial gov-
ernment that accompanied it. With the Portobelo fleets suspended, 
and little other regular trade with the viceroyalty going on, revenue 
from the principal taxes on trade plummeted. At the same time, 
mining production attained historic lows, while the French contra-
band trade stimulated trafficking in contraband mercury and silver, 
so that revenue from mining taxes slumped too.56 And, a final and 
tragic body blow, in 1718–23 the last great epidemic of the colonial 
period devastated native populations throughout Peru as far north as 
Huamanga (the modern Ayacucho), and the indigenous population 
now fell to its lowest level of the entire colonial period: little more 
than 600,000 people for the whole of the Audiencia districts of Lima 
and Charcas.57 The impact of the epidemic was then compounded by 
fraud and underreporting of survivors; and as a result, revenue from 
the Indian head-tax or tribute, too, fell sharply.

If the viceroyalty experienced an acute fiscal crisis during the War 
of Succession, and remittances to Spain virtually ceased altogether, 
it was also because defense costs naturally soared. Of the royal debt 
of 4.65 million pesos accumulated by 1707, for example, more than 
two-fifths represented unpaid wages to the garrison at Callao, Lima’s 
port, alone! And a further, final, factor in the fiscal crisis was cor-
ruption in the administration of the treasury. Although the point is 
controversial, fraud in fiscal affairs seems to have been most serious 
where American Spaniards (creoles) controlled the administration of 
revenue in their home regions—an increasing trend since the sev-
enteenth century, as the Crown sold ever more bureaucratic posts 
of different types. Indeed, corruption appears to have become more 
widespread during the War, as still more posts were sold and cre-
oles enjoyed a high point of influence in colonial administration.58 
One example of this trend is the immense debt owed the Crown by 
the guild of the mercury mining town of Huancavelica, that I have 
argued elsewhere arose directly through a corruption scam involving 
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the treasury officials, the royal governor of Huancavelica, and at least 
one of the viceroys (Castelldosríus). This debt reached over 1.6 million 
pesos by 1718, in unrepaid mining subsidies.59 And the Lima mer-
chant guild, too, amassed its own debt to the Crown in unpaid taxes 
on trade, of more than 1.3 million pesos by 1707.60 More broadly, 
inevitably, where treasury officials themselves were corrupt, all and 
any revenue was at risk.61

The Mining Sector

The growth of the miners’ debt at Huancavelica, described in the 
preceding paragraph, was no isolated feature, but formed one aspect 
of a severe crisis that also affected the whole of the Peruvian min-
ing sector at this time. Production of silver at the greatest of the 
Andean centers, Potosí in Upper Peru (modern Bolivia), for exam-
ple, had experienced measured but persistent decline following its 
early seventeenth-century peak;62 but production hit bottom pre-
cisely during the period under discussion, in the 1710s, beginning 
a prolonged trough that lasted until the late 1740s. Output now 
averaged less than 150,000 marks per year, with Potosí’s share of all 
American  silver reduced to just one-twelfth (these figures had stood 
at 900,000 marks and two-thirds of American output in Potosí’s 
heyday ca. 1600).63 Production of mercury at Huancavelica—a 
metal second in importance only to silver, as the main catalyst in the 
production of the latter—was subject to much wider f luctuations; 
but here too, output reached a historic low during the first decades 
of Bourbon rule.64 Between 1700 and 1720, some 3,300 quintales 
(hundredweight) of mercury were produced at Huancavelica in an 
average year, compared with 6,000—8,000 quintales in the mine’s 
heyday around 1600. Mining remained the mainspring of the 
Peruvian economy; its crisis contributed directly and significantly 
to the decay of Spanish Atlantic trade, to the fall in revenue to the 
royal treasury, and the drying-up of remissions of bullion to Spain 
apparent at this time.65

Like the factors that operated to depress royal revenues, those that 
affected the Peruvian mining sector were many decades in the mak-
ing, but were exacerbated by the peculiar circumstances of the first 
quarter of the eighteenth century. Primitive mining technology and 
infrastructure, and a crude and fragmented administration of min-
ing at Potosí, aggravated the impact of the progressive exhaustion 
of the richest ores.66 The one great state support to silver mining at 
Potosí, the vast labor draft termed the mita, was steadily eroded by 
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the decline of the native population on which it drew, until by 1700 
the original weekly quota of 4,500 forced laborers had dwindled to 
less than one-third that number.67 It became increasingly difficult 
for miners to obtain even this number of workers, and absent draft-
ees had to be replaced with wage labor, an addition to costs and a 
further deterrent to production.68 A preoccupation with immediate 
revenue over long-term output meant that the rate of taxation on 
silver production, the quinto real (royal fifth), was maintained in 
Peru throughout the seventeenth century, despite the decline in the 
richness of the ores, and this too surely acted to depress production. 
And the same factors that operated in silver mining also prevailed 
with regard to mercury mining at Huancavelica, where, moreover, 
administrative failings and irregularities were probably still more 
serious than at Potosí.69

The War of Succession and its attendant circumstances further 
degraded the already lamentable condition of Peruvian mining. 
Smuggling of both silver and mercury boomed in response to the 
huge French contraband trade on the Pacific coast.70 Indeed, strong 
French demand at this time may actually have stimulated silver 
 production in Peru, reversing its downward trend some 20 years ear-
lier than official records suggest; though by definition, the benefits 
eluded the royal treasury.71 The industry was dealt a further blow 
by the epidemic of 1718–23, which devastated the native labor force 
at Potosí, and provoked anguished pleas for the suspension of the 
mita for as long as it lasted.72 The final year of this epidemic wit-
nessed the absolute nadir of silver production at Potosí, of less than 
120,000 marks, and there seemed little prospect of any recovery. 
Viceroy Marqués de Castelfuerte, who arrived in 1724, argued that 
the most that could be achieved was to hold production at the cur-
rent low level and avoid further decline; a common contemporary 
viewpoint.73

Nowhere was the turn-of-the-century disorder more severe than 
at Huancavelica, where standards of administration (rarely high) 
now slumped still further. As we have seen, mean levels of mercury 
production were very low, and in several years they were minimal: 
of fewer than 1,600 quintales in 1705, and barely 2,000 quintales 
per year in 1710–12.74 Shortages of mercury in the silver-mining 
 centers ensued, although the smuggling of mercury undoubtedly 
also soared to match the contraband trade in silver, since silver 
could only escape official attention if refined with mercury not 
registered at the local treasury.75 The Huancavelica mita remained 
officially fixed at 620 workers per year from the 1640s, but by the 
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early eighteenth century only 447 Indians actually served, with 
many commuting their labor into a cash payment, that enabled 
mining entrepreneurs to hire free-wage workers, but deprived them 
of cheaper draft labor.76 More insidious still was the grant by suc-
cessive viceroys of an ever-greater proportion of draft laborers to 
members of the elite who resided not in Huancavelica, but in Lima, 
whence they were leased back to active miners in return for a cash 
payment.77 And we have already seen that an enormous debt, of 
more than 1.6 million pesos by 1718, accrued in royal credit unre-
paid by the mining guild, the result of a corruption scam headed by 
the governors of the town. The lack of this credit in turn encour-
aged both the smuggling of mercury by cash-starved miners, and 
the exploitation of forbidden zones in the mine, at the hazard of 
the long-term stability of the workings. It was scarcely to be won-
dered that the number of miners in the gremio fell sharply, from 38 
in 1683 to 21 in the early 1720s—of whom only 13 were active in 
exploitation of the mine.78

Administration and Society

The general malaise (from a peninsular perspective) of the “deca-
dent viceroyalty” went beyond indices of trade, revenue, or mining 
production, and extended to the fabric of colonial society itself. The 
society of early Bourbon Peru was a large, complex, and mature one, 
in many ways more responsive to the needs of the dominant creole 
population than ever before (or indeed, arguably, at any period prior 
to Independence). The growing laxity of imperial control through-
out the late seventeenth century permitted creoles a greater measure 
of control over their lives and over the resources of the colony than 
they had ever enjoyed. If we speak of the corruption and inefficacy 
of colonial administration during this period, this is of course to 
be understood from the viewpoint of the Crown; from the native 
white perspective, by contrast, colonial government functioned in a 
highly satisfactory manner. As we shall see, the surrender of effec-
tive authority to local interests reached its severest degree during the 
first quarter of the Bourbon century. The memory of this period 
then exerted a powerful influence over creole attitudes, both to royal 
authority and to their own position in society, for the remainder of 
the colonial age.

Of greatest concern to ministers in Madrid was the growing 
unresponsiveness and autonomy of both colonial officialdom and 
elite society. No factor contributed to this process so much as the 
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sale by the Crown of positions in the colonial bureaucracy, which 
became widespread throughout the 1600s. Thus, from 1633, posts 
in the royal treasuries were sold; from 1678, corregimientos (provin-
cial magistracies) might be purchased; and from 1687, judgeships in 
the Audiencias or royal courts of justice themselves were offered for 
sale.79 By the turn of the century, there is evidence that even the post 
of viceroy could be purchased by aspiring noble candidates.80 Only 
the most important positions in the colonies offered an income and 
perquisites rich enough to attract purchasers from the Peninsula, so 
that these sales quickly brought about a dominant creole presence in 
many sectors of the colonial bureaucracy. Certainly, by 1700, both 
the Lima treasury and the Tribunal de Cuentas were already firmly 
controlled by native officials, or by long-serving peninsular men with 
well-established local links.81 Within 20 years of the advent of sales 
of Audiencia positions, meanwhile, native sons came to dominate the 
royal court in Lima, forming an absolute majority after 1710 (which 
was again bolstered by the presence of peninsular judges with close 
local ties). And with virtually all lesser bureaucratic posts also held by 
native whites, the colonial administration in Peru was very strongly 
creole throughout the early decades of the Bourbon century.

Sale of office was pernicious in a general sense because it often 
implied the appointment of unqualified or unsuitable candidates. 
Purchasers occupied directly the highest positions in given institu-
tions, and in so doing disrupted normal patterns of promotion, cre-
ating disillusionment among serving officials and probably fuelling 
corruption. But the sale to creole purchasers of posts in their own 
regions entailed special risks and problems. With family and eco-
nomic concerns close about them, the scope for conflict between 
royal and local bureaucratic interests clearly grew. This same conflict, 
with declining professional standards, threatened both the technical 
efficacy of government and the impartial administration of justice. 
The fiscal bureaucracy provided clear illustration of both these dan-
gers: the capture of the royal treasuries by creoles worked in the long 
term seriously to undermine the effectiveness of royal fiscal policy in 
the viceroyalty,82 while the Tribunal de Cuentas in Lima ceased even 
to remit any accounts to Madrid after 1690 (a pattern also prevalent 
at the treasuries in other towns).83 There seems little doubt that a cre-
olized bureaucracy was immeasurably less responsive and less efficient 
as a vehicle for implementation of royal policies than one balanced by 
recent immigrant Spaniards.

By far the most striking accretion of creole power to occur dur-
ing this period was that which affected the Audiencia of Lima, the 
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highest legislative and executive body in the colony after the vice-
roy. Philip V took swift action to remedy abuses in the American 
Audiencias, with a reform dated March 6, 1701, that halted sales of 
posts there.84 But the wartime crisis of 1706 forced a prompt reversal 
of this policy, and between that year and 1712, Audiencia judgeships 
were sold on a scale without precedent, guaranteeing the creole dom-
inance of the court in Lima that has already been noted.85 In reality, 
between the death of the Conde de la Monclova in 1705 and the 
arrival of the Marqués de Castelfuerte in 1724, the leading Peruvian 
creoles became the most powerful men in the viceroyalty, maintain-
ing their grip as weak viceregencies passed in rapid succession. This 
moment of creole power lasted some 20 years, and the absolute high 
points came in the years 1705–7, 1710, and 1716, when the deaths 
of Viceroys Monclova and Castelldosríus and the sudden withdrawal 
of Viceroy Ladrón de Guevara placed full power in the hands of the 
creole Audiencia, for periods amounting to some two and a half years 
in all. One of these administrations, that of April to September 1710, 
was actually headed by a native of Lima, Miguel Núñez de Sanabria, 
and thus represented the first time since the Conquest that supreme 
power beneath the crown in Peru was held by a Peruvian.86

Archival sources offer tantalizing glimpses of the absolute power 
the leading Peruvian creoles exercised during these years: the 
Amparadas de la Concepción sisters summarily expelled from their 
apartments to make way for those of Santa Rosa, who counted two 
of Nuñez’ daughters among their number; the maestre de campo of 
Callao harassed and all but dismissed from his post for his enmity 
with two creoles judges; Archbishop Antonio de Zuloaga unable to 
find a lawyer to represent him in a dispute with the Inquisition that 
brought him into conflict with the court.87 They appear to have lost 
no time in exploiting their authority for private gain, and the chronic 
administrative disorder at Huancavelica was but one consequence 
of the rapacity and nepotism manifest during this period. Reports 
reaching the Consejo de Indias in 1708 were sufficiently troubling for 
that body actually to recommend a general inspection (visita general) 
of the viceroyalty.88 But one can easily imagine the envy and admira-
tion the creole judges must have excited in their fellow Peruvians, 
and the atmosphere their success engendered. The first two decades 
of Bourbon rule were indeed a “golden age” for creoles in Peru. The 
consequences of this era were immediately felt, and may be seen in 
extraordinary episodes such as one in 1727 when a leading creole 
merchant flatly refused repeated orders from the viceroy to surren-
der a fugitive sheltering in his house, confident that his connections 
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would protect him. On this occasion, viceroy Castelfuerte employed 
force, and banished the offender to Chile.89 But creole memories of 
largely unfettered exercise of power in their homeland in the 1700s 
and 1710s would prove harder to expunge.

This is no place for any more extended discussion of the broader 
dimensions to elite Peruvian autonomy from royal control during 
these years, a subject richly deserving of further study in its own 
right. But before concluding this section, it should be emphasized 
that the condition of the Peruvian Church, too, was to a consider-
able extent representative of this process. The control exercised by 
the Crown over the Church in America was, in principle, far greater 
than that which it enjoyed in the Peninsula. This control extended 
to virtually every aspect of ecclesiastical life, from the collection and 
distribution of tithes, to appointments to all benefices (from cura-
cies to Archbishoprics).90 But in practice, at the outset of Bourbon 
rule, the Church in Peru exhibited major characteristics that were 
unacceptable to loyal servants of the Crown. For one thing, it was 
immensely rich; probably richer than ever before.91 Slow accumula-
tion through donations of land, property, and revenue had made it 
the greatest landholder and moneylender in the colony, while mort-
main protected and concentrated this wealth. As trade and other 
sources of income diminished, so the Church became an important 
refuge for those without other employment.92 It attained enormous 
size; a survey of 1700 found 18 monasteries in Lima alone, some 
with more than 300 monks; female convents were larger still, veri-
table suburbs in their own right of which the largest, La Concepción, 
boasted more than 1,000 nuns. The total ecclesiastical population of 
the city encompassed more than 6,000 people, in a city numbering 
only some 38,000.93

The size and wealth of the Church in Peru would remain con-
sistent concerns of rulers throughout the Bourbon age. But quite 
specific to this earliest period was the appointment of a succes-
sion of high clergy to the office of viceroy. Already between 1678 
and 1681, Archbishop Melchor de Liñán y Cisneros held the vice-
regency, while we have already seen that Bishop Diego Ladrón de 
Guevara and Archbishop Diego Morcillo followed suit in 1710–16 
and in 1716 and 1720–24 respectively. These administrations have 
benefited from little detailed study, so that any assessment of their 
significance remains necessarily tentative.94 At the very least, the 
prelate-viceregencies fuelled the general administrative confusion of 
this period. Ladrón de Guevara retained the (suffragan) bishopric 
of Quito during his viceregency, for example, and so was subject 
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in ecclesiastical matters to the (metropolitan) Archbishop of Lima, 
Antonio de Zuloaga. Diego Morcillo was archbishop of Charcas 
until Zuloaga’s death in 1722, so that two archbishops resided in 
the capital together. Most extraordinarily, from 1722 until 1724, 
Morcillo served as Archbishop of Lima and viceroy of Peru at one 
and the same time, thus enjoying unhindered control over all lesser 
benefices, and considerable influence over appointments to higher 
posts. Morcillo, like Liñán y Cisneros before him, became involved 
in bitter disputes with his successor as viceroy, suggesting he found it 
difficult to readjust to subordination following a period of unrivaled 
liberty of action. And more broadly, it seems clear that the Peruvian 
Church as a whole became accustomed over the decades to the 1720s 
to a great deal of functional autonomy, running its affairs substan-
tially without interference from a distant and detached imperial gov-
ernment. This aspect—along with the related question of the moral 
condition of the clergy—would provide the main focus of Bourbon 
reform of the Church over the century that followed.95

Conclusion

The significance of this brief survey of government and events in 
both Spain and Peru during the first quarter of the eighteenth cen-
tury should be clear. From shortly after the arrival of Philip V until 
at least 1715, a metropolitan government beset by war, fiscal crisis, 
factionalism, and administrative upheaval could scarcely be expected 
to devote more than cursory attention to the government of the col-
onies. Meanwhile, in Peru itself, colonial government experienced 
among the greatest periods of turmoil in its history, with a rapid 
succession of viceregal administrations variously weak, corrupt, or of 
brief duration, that extended into the early 1720s. What was more, 
this period of turmoil both accompanied and exacerbated by far the 
deepest crisis, from a formal imperial perspective, in the entire his-
tory of the viceroyalty. Thus, the most important economic indi-
cators: the volume and value of Spanish Atlantic trade; income to 
the royal treasury, and remissions of surplus funds to Spain; pro-
duction of silver at the Potosí mines, and of mercury at those of 
Huancavelica; even the very indigenous population of the viceroy-
alty; all now reached the lowest levels of the entire colonial era.96 
Moreover, colonial society reached new heights of unresponsiveness 
to the dictates and demands of the Spanish crown, while leading cre-
oles experienced unprecedented levels of access to high positions in 
the colonial bureaucracy, economic opportunity (much of it through 
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contraband trade with foreigners), and effective autonomy of action 
and freedom from royal constraint. At no stage, in short, had the 
viceroyalty of Peru been so unprofitable to Spain, nor so able to 
ignore the prescriptions and priorities of the government in Madrid, 
as during the first quarter-century or so of Bourbon rule.

The Peru of this period, then, with the other major regions of 
the empire, taught the new dynasty what the colonies had become 
under late-Habsburg rule, what problems plagued their functioning 
and their administration, and what were the fields most urgently 
requiring reform and renovation. As we will see in the chapters to 
follow, the first concerted program of reform for both Spain and the 
colonies, designed to address these problems, began to be developed 
and implemented in the late 1710s; although with some important 
exceptions, the impact in America was delayed still further, until 
after 1720.



Chapter 2

Bourbon Rule and the Origins  
of Reform in Spain and the Colonies, 

1700 to 1719

Introduction

This chapter discusses the origins of reform for both Spain and the 
colonies during the first two decades of Bourbon rule. During the 
War of Succession and the years immediately following, sweeping 
reform was implemented within Spain itself, above all in govern-
ment, and primarily so as to centralize power and administration 
and to bring the different kingdoms more closely under the rule 
of Madrid and of Castilian law. These reforms are among the best 
known of all the varied impacts of the Bourbons in the Peninsula, 
and yet their manifest importance has done relatively little to shake 
the view of early Bourbon rule as limited in aspiration or in practi-
cal implications for the country. For this reason, the first part of the 
chapter brief ly discusses these reforms. By contrast, little change 
of any kind was apparent in colonial policy or administration fol-
lowing the Bourbon succession prior to ca. 1715. Such change as 
there was, was concentrated in the area of Spanish Atlantic trade; 
and this area forms the focus of the second part of the chapter. 
Finally, the discussion turns to the real changes that then affected 
Spanish government during the period 1715–19, above all due to 
the arrival of Elisabeth Farnese as Philip V’s second queen, and the 
rise of the Italian cleric Julio Alberoni to all but absolute power. As 
will be seen, Alberoni promoted a wide-ranging, coherent program 
of major reforms, affecting both the colonies and Spain itself. And 
while his administration proved brief (he was driven from power in 
late 1719), his policies survived his downfall, to provide the major 
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elements of the first Bourbon cycle for colonial reform, discussed in 
chapters 3–4.

Reforms for the Peninsula of the War of Succession and 
Subsequent Years, 1700 to ca. 1715

In the general dismissiveness to which early Bourbon rule was 
subject until recently, there was a partial exception: it has long 
been recognized that the War of Succession and the years imme-
diately following witnessed among the most important reforms of 
the eighteenth century—indeed, of the entire modern history of 
Spain. The best known of these reforms was the introduction of the 
regime of Nueva Planta and the abolition of the historic fueros or 
special judicial privileges and autonomy of the eastern kingdoms of 
Valencia, Aragon, Catalonia, and Mallorca. But there were other 
major measures too, with the same centralizing tendency, includ-
ing the introduction of Intendancies on the French model and (of 
most lasting significance) the demotion of the historic Councils of 
State and the creation of secretariats or ministries in their place. 
No account of Bourbon rule or of eighteenth-century Spain can 
ignore these sweeping reforms, or their lasting impact in the con-
stitution of what (now more than ever) came to resemble “mod-
ern” Spain. And yet their broader significance, as well as their 
relevance to debates regarding the development of Bourbon rule 
over its early and late subperiods, is often diluted by the percep-
tion that these measures were merely imposed by the exigencies of 
war, rather than as the product of careful planning and strategy 
by the new dynasty. Recent research, in fact, tends to question 
this perception, suggesting deeper national roots to the critique 
of the Habsburg political constitution; but as is so often the case, 
an emphasis on “reform” as an active undertaking, as opposed 
to major innovation of whatever stripe or motivation, has tended 
to diminish the broader significance of these measures. For this 
reason, it is worth recapping brief ly the nature and scope of the 
profound reforms in government and administration introduced 
during these years in Spain.1

The first major Bourbon reforms were made as early as 1703–
4, and foreshadowed in important respects those of later years. A 
Cabinet Council (Consejo del despacho) was now created from the 
presidents of the territorial councils and other advisors to the king, 
who presided in person; a Secretariat of War and Exchequer was 
established, and took from the Council of War the administration 
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of the armed forces; and a General Treasury of War was established 
to assist with the financing of the conflict in Spain.2 But the most 
important  measures were witnessed from 1707, with the abolition 
of the fueros of Valencia and Aragon and the subsequent introduc-
tion of a Nueva Planta or new system for the administration of both 
 territories. The fueros of Catalonia and Mallorca were abolished, 
and the Nueva Planta introduced to those kingdoms, in 1715–16, 
after they fell under firm Bourbon control. Some significant dif-
ferences between the different regions notwithstanding, in all four 
cases the implications of these reforms were clear:

Traditional representative institutions were abolished; all Audiencias 
underwent a profound reorganisation, as did municipal government 
with the introduction of Castilian-style Ayuntamientos presided by 
corregidores; all privileges excluding Castilians from appointment 
to offices within the kingdoms were abolished; autonomous fiscal 
administration was replaced by a system of taxation controlled by the 
Crown; the appointment of all local authorities was reserved for the 
king.3

As part of the same process, viceregencies were abolished in favor 
of rule by captains-general, such that by 1716 only three viceregen-
cies remained throughout the monarchy of the ten that had existed 
under Habsburg rule; indeed, the only viceregencies consistently 
maintained under Philip V were the American ones, of Peru and 
New Spain (and later New Granada).4 These measures fundamen-
tally reshaped the relationship between Castile and the remaining 
Iberian kingdoms of Spain, their political repercussions not only 
lamented by nationalist scholars of the former Crown of Aragon, 
but of course still contested to this day. Francisco Eissa-Barroso has 
argued  persuasively that, though made possible by the particular cir-
cumstances of the War of Succession, the reforms were not motivated 
primarily by “Philip V’s desire to punish the rebellious kingdoms.” 
Rather, they responded both to a French-inspired and centralizing 
sense of what was required for good government, and to an incipi-
ent Spanish Enlightened critique of the condition and deficiencies of 
Habsburg rule.5

The second broad process to be emphasized for these years was 
the shift from government based on historic councils with jurisdic-
tion over the major regions and policy areas, toward government 
directly by the king and a range of newly created secretaries of state. 
The  councils—of Castile, Aragon, Italy, Indies, State, War, the 
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Exchequer, and others—had been a central feature of Spanish gov-
ernment for centuries. Their marginalization proceeded by successive 
steps, introduced particularly during the second decade of Bourbon 
rule. In 1703–4, as already noted, a Cabinet Council was estab-
lished, partly made up of the presidents of the territorial councils, 
and a Secretariat of War and Exchequer was created (until this time, 
the only secretary had been the “universal secretary” or Secretario 
del despacho universal). In 1713, a Nueva Planta was introduced 
for the Councils of Castile, the Indies, and the Exchequer, which 
restructured them in such a way as to reduce opposition to the new 
reforms. This measure was reversed in 1715, but already in 1714 
a crucial step had been taken when the Cabinet Council was reor-
ganized and a new system of five secretariats was created: of State, 
Grace and Justice, War, Exchequer, and Navy and the Indies. A fur-
ther crucial measure was then introduced in 1717, when the prerog-
atives and authority of all the councils were drastically reduced. No 
council was more affected by this measure than that of the Indies, 
which was not only reduced in size, but saw its jurisdiction lim-
ited strictly to affairs of justice; henceforth, it would have no remit 
over any affairs of government of the American colonies.6 A final 
change occurred in 1721, when the Cabinet Council itself became 
redundant, and government was left entirely in the hands of the 
king and his secretaries, now with responsibility for six areas: State, 
Grace and Justice, War, Exchequer, Navy, and the Indies (though a 
single official held the last two secretariats throughout the reign of 
Philip V).7

The different secretariats established throughout this process 
suffered checkered fates, especially during these early years. But it 
should be further emphasized that, beyond all these measures, there 
took place a parallel process, of the substitution of the vía reservada 
for the vía de consulta as the primary executive method of govern-
ment in Spain. Under the latter system, government had depended 
upon and been developed through consultas or reports drawn up by 
the different councils. Under the vía reservada, by contrast, which 
grew to dominance from the earliest years of Philip V’s reign (ante-
dating the formal demotion of the councils in 1717), decisions were 
made by the king on the advice of the Cabinet Council, secretaries, 
or other chosen advisors, and drawn up as decrees for execution by 
the secretaries. The vía reservada thus substantially bypassed the 
councils and the lengthy delays they implied; “its aim was to trans-
form the priorities of government, emphasizing executive author-
ity, ‘liberating’ governmental matters from judicial oversight and 
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reducing ‘justice’ strictly to the resolution of disputes.”8 Use of 
the vía reservada, marginalization of the councils, and the rise of 
the secretaries of state, thus all formed part of the same sweeping 
process of concentration of power and executive authority in the 
hands of the Crown at this time. It unquestionably ref lected French 
impatience with the perceived weaknesses and sclerosity of Spanish 
government, and was urged upon Philip V by his grandfather, Louis 
XIV. But as with the abolition of the fueros of the eastern kingdoms 
and introduction there of the Nueva Planta, Eissa-Barroso empha-
sizes that “dissatisfaction with the Councils was also widespread 
in Spain,” and that moves toward their reform were apparent long 
prior to the death of Charles II. The Bourbons, in short, were not 
alone in their critique of the councils; within Spain concerns were 
already apparent over their cumbersomeness, cost, dominance by a 
small clique of educated nobles, and challenge to the authority of 
the king.9

One final major reform of these years lay in the introduction 
of intendentes, new officials of the state in the Spanish prov-
inces. Projects for introducing Intendants on the French model 
were mooted as early as 1702–3, and the first officials were actu-
ally appointed in 1711 (among them José Patiño as Intendant of 
Extremadura). But the key decree was dated 1718, when Intendants 
were appointed to 20 Spanish provinces; this number was in effect 
reduced to nine with a further reform of 1721, after which date 
the powers of these officials were primarily restricted to military 
affairs and control of royal revenues, with discretional powers 
besides. Fifty years ago, in a seminal study, Henry Kamen noted 
that the Intendant was “the symbol of an ideal brought to Spain by 
the Bourbon monarchy and its advisors, that is to say, government 
centralised in the hands of officials named and controlled by the 
ministers of the Crown.” But he went on, “the ideal was Bourbon, 
but nevertheless no more than an extension of the aspirations of the 
Spanish arbitristas of the previous century.” That is to say, as Eissa-
Barroso has emphasized for the introduction of the Nueva Planta, 
or for the demotion of the Councils of State, “the Intendants were 
no mere foreign innovation,” but also ref lected Spanish concerns 
and antecedents—above all because, as the principal administrative 
officials in the provinces, they were intended to be based explic-
itly on the previous post of corregidor.10 In late Bourbon times, as 
is well known, the introduction of Intendants to replace corregi-
dores became a central plank of Bourbon reform for the American 
colonies.11
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The Earliest Bourbon Reforms for the Colonies:  
Spanish Atlantic Trade

During the War of Succession and the later 1710s, then, among the 
most important reforms of the entire eighteenth century were intro-
duced in Spain, above all in government and in relations between 
Castile and the other kingdoms. In colonial affairs, by contrast, as 
has already been noted, little interest or initiative of any kind was 
apparent prior to ca. 1715. Such as there was, was concentrated in 
the single area of Spanish Atlantic trade, such that this area does 
merit brief attention here. It was in the profits and taxation deriv-
ing from commerce that Spain reaped the chief rewards of empire, 
of course, a fact that ensured not only that no sphere of colonial 
government was as important to Spain as was that of trade, but that 
also endowed commercial policy with a number of unique quali-
ties. Above all, the Bourbons began to consider commercial reform 
sooner than any other field, almost from the moment of Philip V’s 
arrival, and no area received such sustained attention thereafter. The 
importance accorded it, coupled with the nature of the Atlantic trade 
itself, meant that commercial policy was developed overwhelmingly 
in Madrid; the role of the American viceroys, while still critical, was 
more merely executive in the management of trade than in any other 
field. Commercial policy was also the most “global” in scope, so 
that here, still more than in other areas, one cannot understand the 
development of Bourbon trade reform as it concerned Spanish South 
America without considering the organization of trade through-
out the Americas and, yet more crucially, commercial policy in the 
Peninsula itself.

The growing dysfunction of the trade fleets in the seventeenth 
century, described in chapter 1, was not the object of passive con-
templation by Spanish ministers. On the contrary, it is clear that 
long before the arrival of Philip V, the government was aware of the 
failings of the trading system, and prepared at least to consider major 
reform. Debate on potential reforms began as early as the 1620s, and 
was almost continuous throughout the later seventeenth century.12 
The first major change to the fleet system was a wholesale fiscal 
reorganization in 1660 that abolished the avería, almojarifazgo, and 
other taxes on exports from America, and replaced them with lump 
payments by the different groups of American merchants. In 1679, a 
Junta de comercio was established to discuss means to encourage pro-
duction and commerce in the Peninsula,13 and further fiscal innova-
tion came in 1695–98, with the first experiment with the volumetric 
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system of assessment known as palmeo. Ultimately, probably the 
most useful measure implemented during the late Habsburg period 
was the transfer of the main port for the Indies from Seville to Cadiz 
in 1680: not simply a passive response to geographical reality, but a 
major early sign of greater f lexibility toward hallowed elements of 
the traditional trading structure.

When Philip V arrived in Spain the Carrera de Indias in its tra-
ditional form thus already faced an uncertain future; and it seems 
clear that Philip himself arrived predisposed toward rapid and radi-
cal commercial reform. He had been schooled by his grandfather 
and advisors in the deficiencies of Spanish Atlantic trade, and was 
free of the constraint of any special respect for Habsburg institu-
tions or tradition. This at once became apparent during negotia-
tions with the Cortes of Barcelona in 1701–2 and 1706, when Philip 
offered the Catalans annual trading ships registered in Catalonia: a 
clear breach of the Cadiz monopoly. From soon after his arrival, he 
issued requests to concerned parties throughout the kingdom for 
proposals for means to revive trade with America,14 part of a vigor-
ous debate on commercial reform that was maintained from these 
earliest years until the question was resolved in 1715–17. The chief 
forum for debate was the Junta de comercio, which, under different 
names and through frequent changes of membership, continued to 
discuss commercial reform for the colonies, and means to promote 
trade and manufacturing in the Peninsula, into the late 1710s and 
beyond.15 In its best-documented guise, as the Junta de restablec-
imiento del  comercio, created in 1705, it was composed of senior 
Spanish  officials, including at least one member of the Consejo de 
Indias, and commercial representatives from the main Peninsular 
ports, while two French Intendants attended the early sessions.16 It is 
noteworthy that no limits were set on the scope of the Junta’s discus-
sions; in mid-1708, for example, Philip actually accepted a proposal 
for a species of Atlantic “ferry service,” to consist of warships sailing 
from Cadiz at regular intervals, under whose escort merchantmen 
would be free to sail at will. Circumstances led to the postponement 
and ultimately the suspension of this project.17

It is worth emphasizing that during these early years, the debate 
on commercial reform was utterly dominated by France. The French 
were eager to apply the principles of advanced, Colbertian mer-
cantilism to Spain’s decadent Atlantic trade, and naturally also to 
gain access to that trade for their own merchants. The officials who 
 followed Philip to Madrid, a special commercial chargé d’affaires 
among them, presented an uninterrupted stream of projects of 
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reform to the government, and packed the relevant committees with 
their supporters; the Junta of 1705 was convoked at French behest. 
But French aspirations ultimately broke upon the rock of Spanish 
ministers’ resentment and sheer stubborn resistance to change, and 
the net results of a decade’s exertions were scant indeed. The great-
est French access to official trade was achieved during the dark years 
1706–10, and was the direct product of Philip’s desperate need for 
income and absolute lack of mercantile and military shipping. Even 
here it was limited in both scale and duration, restricted largely to a 
role of escort and supply; the high point came when, in 1708, French 
ships made up part of the flota trading to New Spain, and accounted 
for 45  percent of its total cargo—the only occasion on which for-
eign ships formed part of an official f leet and sold goods on their 
own behalf in America.18 We have seen that in 1701–2, the French 
won both limited access to American ports, and the slave-trading 
Asiento—concessions valued as much for their potential for contra-
band as for their intrinsic worth. With the loss of influence that 
followed Louis XIV’s withdrawal of military support for Philip V in 
1709, French goals became more modest, reduced to the defense of 
their position in the Cadiz re-export trade, and (for a time) of the 
direct trade with Peru. French influence on the character of com-
mercial reform in the shape it finally took, then, must be considered 
minimal; an outcome few would have anticipated at the time of the 
accession.

In the first years of Bourbon rule, then, there was every reason to 
anticipate that colonial trade would be subject to rapid and radical 
reform. Why did such reform fail to materialize? The distractions and 
disruption of the War of Succession clearly played a part, and it was 
also the case that Spanish resentment of French interference pushed 
ministers into an exaggeratedly stubborn defense of the traditional 
system. But it seems likely that, even had these factors been absent, 
the innate conservatism of the higher Spanish government would 
have imposed itself against the reforming zeal of the new dynasty.19 
The papers of the Junta de restablecimiento del comercio in particular 
are a revealing guide to ministers’ attitude to trade reform and anal-
ysis of the deficiencies of the traditional system. Notwithstanding 
universal agreement that that system was at point of collapse and in 
urgent need of reform, the members of the Junta evinced a strong 
conservative instinct and a reverence for traditional commercial 
structures and institutions. The main problems facing the fleet sys-
tem were seen as the high costs it implied and the bureaucratic obsta-
cles it placed in the way of trade. A return to an annual rhythm of 
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f leets was thus identified as a key reform, since it was a prime means 
to reduce costs. These were precisely the attitudes that would inform 
the program of commercial reform eventually implemented after 
1717, while the Proyectos de flotas issued from 1711 and the Alvarez 
expedition of 1714 (both discussed below) foreshadowed important 
elements of that program. At this early date, then— several years 
before the conclusion of the War—ministers were already aware of 
the broad direction they wished reform to take. As we shall see, this 
is an important point to bear in mind in judging the developments of 
the late 1710s and the commercial program eventually implemented 
from 1720 onwards.

Until these attitudes crystallized into a coherent governmental 
program after 1715, however, commercial policy—hamstrung by a 
lack of ships and funds—was limited in scope and erratic in quality. 
The period coinciding with the last stages of the War of Succession 
did, in fact, witness significant innovations in the organization of the 
Carrera de Indias, but these scarcely merited the name of reforms. 
The Crown was obliged to resort to private individuals or corpora-
tions for elements of Atlantic trade or transport, for example; the 
legislation governing the flota of 1711 obliged six private merchant-
men to make up the fleet, alongside the flagship, and two of these 
were armed for defense in separate contracts with the Crown. The 
flotas of 1712 and 1715, and the small f leet that sailed for Tierra 
Firme in 1713, were all organized under contract with private mer-
chant interests, which assumed the organization and most of the 
costs of the fleet, as well as the obligation to transport necessary 
military and other supplies, in return for usufruct of the remain-
ing cargo space.20 This dependence on private shipping was clearly 
viewed as an undesirable and temporary expedient, since after 1717, 
the Crown again made a full commitment to provide the escort ships 
itself. A further consistent theme of this early period was the attempt 
to restrict foreign contraband trade in the Americas, especially the 
French interloping trade in the Pacific. But once more, few measures 
taken at this time can be considered reformist, and French trading 
continued largely unabated well into the 1710s.21

Out of the general disorder, two developments may nevertheless 
be identified both as representing a genuine search for reform, and 
the first practical manifestations of what would subsequently emerge 
as early Bourbon commercial policy in a broader sense. In 1714, two 
high-ranking officials, Antonio Alvarez de Abreu and Pedro Tomás 
Pintado, were charged with eradicating contraband and other fraud 
in the Indies. Their commission had a broader economic purpose, 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA52

since they were to report on products suitable for trade to and from 
the colonies they visited, and make suggestions for improvement of 
the administration of royal revenues and justice. After a positive start 
in Venezuela, the investigation lapsed, possibly a victim of the change 
of government in Madrid.22 It was thus arguably significant chiefly as 
an early concrete expression of the royal conviction that massive con-
traband persisted mainly through the corruption or incompetence of 
the Crown’s own officials; a striking feature of policy after 1720.

The second, and ultimately more important, development was gov-
ernance of the Carrera de Indias throughout the 1710s by Proyectos 
de flotas, or printed sets of rules governing the shipping, bureaucratic, 
and fiscal administration of individual fleets.23 These documents 
expressed the first serious attempt to adapt Habsburg commercial 
legislation to the circumstances of the early eighteenth century. The 
first significant example, that of 1711, made important innovations 
in the fiscal administration of the fleets, reestablishing palmeo as 
a means of assessment and declaring that the current complex and 
fragmented tax system should give way to single payments levied on 
export or import at Cadiz.24 All subsequent New Spain fleets seem 
to have been governed by similar documents, among which that of 
1717 was especially significant (no full f leets sailed for Peru during 
the 1710s). As we will see, when serious reform of the Indies trade 
was finally launched in 1720, it was by means of a further Proyecto, 
this time governing both trade fleets, along with all other commercial 
exchange with America.

Elisabeth Farnese, Julio Alberoni, and  
the Genesis of Colonial Reform, ca. 1715—19

In the period around 1715, circumstances in Spain finally changed in 
a way that would ultimately favor the development of lasting reform 
in the colonies as well as in Spain. As a result, the few years that 
followed, until 1719, came to generate the first true stirrings of 
Bourbon reform for America, as well as an expansion of the major 
reforms already affecting the Peninsula. It was during these years, 
then, and not the earlier period since 1700, that a serious program of 
imperial reforms was developed, and in part implemented; it was to 
these years that we must look for the real impact in Spanish America 
of the change of the ruling dynasty. The policies and projects now 
developed, as we will see, affected both the colonies and Spain itself, 
and in many cases were of lasting significance to both. The reforms 
developed for the colonies all but inevitably centered primarily upon 
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the question of Spain’s Atlantic trade; and following discussion of 
the origins of these reforms in the current chapter, the commercial 
reforms provide the primary focus for the chapter that follows. The 
program also affected a wide range of other areas, however, whether 
administrative, in fiscal affairs, the mining sector, or the Church, that 
are discussed in chapter 4.

A number of factors contributed to create a more favorable 
conjuncture for reform from 1715. On the one hand, the War of 
Succession finally sputtered to a halt, allowing the Bourbons a 
respite and liberating resources to devote to projects of government. 
On the other hand, in the commercial sphere, as we shall see, a 
renegotiation of the Asiento treaty with Britain undertaken in 1716 
(“Bubb’s Treaty”) both provided a stimulus to reform and, scholars 
have argued, determined its direction. The most important changes, 
nevertheless, were those that affected the highest direction of policy 
in the country, at the level of the court and its ministers.

The arrival in Spain of Elisabeth Farnese, Philip V’s new queen, 
in December 1714, was crucial to these changes. Of Philip himself, 
now as at any other time after the War, little was to be expected. 
During the early years of battles and campaigns, while his succes-
sion was still in doubt, he had shown some real energy and capacity; 
he was, after all, just 17 years of age in 1700. But with victory and 
the return of peace in the mid-1710s, he slipped into a lethargy and 
melancholy that would define the rest of his reign. In John Lynch’s 
words, he was “an impediment to good government and in no sense 
a patron of reform . . . to whom ministers looked in vain for initia-
tive or innovation.”25 His later life was also marked by incapacitat-
ing mental illness, of which the first major bout manifested itself 
during these very years, in 1717. He was at the same time deeply 
religious and addicted to sex,26 and following the death of his first 
wife, Maria Luisa of Savoy, in February 1714, he was desperate to 
remarry. After he did so, by proxy and without having met his bride, 
Elisabeth Farnese soon dominated him completely. Farnese brought 
an iron will (if not always a strategically intelligent one) to the heart 
of Spanish government. She was obsessed with securing territories 
in Italy for her sons by Philip, who were likely to be excluded from 
the Spanish succession by his children by Maria Luisa. In any case, 
it was not difficult to convince Philip of the validity of a project 
that would restore historic parts of the Monarchy in Italy lost dur-
ing the late war. The queen’s Italian obsession, then, set the agenda 
for Spanish foreign policy for much of the following 30 years, until 
Philip’s death in 1746. The birth in January 1716 of their first son, 
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Charles of Bourbon Farnese (in the event the future Charles III of 
Spain), immediately provoked the first bellicose stage in that policy: 
the conquest of Sardinia and Sicily in 1717–18.

As is well known, Philip and Farnese’s first government came to 
be dominated by a cleric from Parma, Julio Alberoni. Alberoni had 
come to Spain in the service of the Duc de Vendôme during the 
War of Succession.27 Once there, he first promoted the candidature 
of Farnese, herself from Parma, as Philip’s second wife, and then 
won the friendship and complete confidence of the new queen. With 
Farnese quickly dominating Philip, by mid-1715 Alberoni had effec-
tively acquired control of the government, which he then retained 
until his downfall in December 1719. Alberoni was one of very 
few “Spanish” statesmen to cut a major dash in the affairs of early 
 eighteenth-century Europe, and his life and works generated a large 
body of literature, particularly in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries.28 He excited widespread hatred, but also near-universal 
respect even among his enemies.29 He had a strong Machiavellian 
streak, and a dangerous hubris that only grew with his years in power. 
But he was also an extraordinarily gifted administrator; José Patiño 
said that he “turned impossibilities into mere difficulties.”30 And he 
had a real measure of political vision, with a strong conviction of the 
innate potential of Spain if well governed.31

Alberoni was neither a minister nor a secretary, but rather a valido 
in the Habsburg mould; although a Cardinal from 1717, he never 
held any formal position in Spanish government, and depended for 
his authority entirely on the king and queen.32 But their support 
made him absolute: although his administration presided over the 
transition from Habsburg conciliar government to the Bourbon sec-
retarial system, he governed independently of either, and the new 
secretaries spent these years simply rubber-stamping decrees prepared 
by him.33 For both Spain and the colonies, Alberoni’s significance 
was thus first and foremost as a catalyst, cutting through the torpor 
of Spanish government, presiding over a number of major reforms 
himself, and laying foundations on which his successors (especially 
José Patiño) might build. In colonial affairs, it thus became possible 
to discuss and effect the establishment of a new viceroyalty, that of 
New Granada, in a period that in total occupied less than two years, 
and may indeed have been virtually a snap decision in 1717.34 This 
governmental agility lent the period a degree of real instability, and 
produced a number of aberrant and abortive projects: these included 
transfer of the galeones trade fair from Portobelo to Buenos Aires, for 
example, or still more radically the cession of the Spanish Philippines 
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to France.35 They also embraced the (largely miscarried) projects for 
sweeping reform of the Peruvian mining sector in 1719, that are dis-
cussed in chapter 4. But there is little doubt that, overall, it proved a 
positive force. The few years following 1715 were a period of extraor-
dinarily intense legislative activity, when the Alberoni administra-
tion implemented a range of reforms of real importance. Many of 
those reforms that affected the Peninsula represented a clear devel-
opment of earlier policy, though there were important elements of 
innovation. The initiative on colonial trade that emerged during this 
period, by contrast, while it shared points of continuity with policy 
developed before 1715, in its scale and the scope of its design was 
quite new.

Alberoni’s dependence on the queen brought him to an indis-
soluble identification with her great concern, to secure territories 
in Italy for her sons; and his reputation was determined by the first 
fruits of this concern, the assault on Sardinia and Sicily, whose 
vigor startled the European powers and was widely accredited to his 
organizational genius. His domestic program, by contrast, is less 
well known, or at least less closely associated with his name. In the 
Peninsula, it witnessed the final f lourishing of the major admin-
istrative and centralizing reforms undertaken during the previous 
decade, and included such major reforms as the abolition of the 
fueros of Catalonia and Mallorca and expansion of the Intendant 
system—to say nothing of Alberoni’s naval and military program. 
In colonial affairs, meanwhile, as already noted, the first great burst 
of Bourbon initiative and reform originated during his administra-
tion and under his auspices, though relatively little of it took effect 
before his fall; this role in the development of colonial policy is only 
now coming to be recognized.36 Edward Armstrong’s judgment of 
more than a century ago, then, that “almost all the beneficial proj-
ects of the century may be traced back to him,” bears stronger scru-
tiny than might first be imagined.37

Alberoni patronized some policy areas personally—for example, 
naval reform, of which he was an enthusiastic sponsor. He was less 
interested in other spheres, apparently including colonial trade. In 
general, he was content to leave the elaboration of policy to a series 
of committees of Spanish ministers and experts, which met in the 
period 1715–17. What little we know of those of these Juntas that 
were devoted to the development of commercial policy suggests that 
they were composed of men with extensive personal knowledge of 
the Carrera de Indias; a laudable early instance of Bourbon openness 
to the voice of personal experience, perhaps. They were chaired by 
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Andrés de Pez, a former commander of fleets, and after January 1717 
by José Patiño.38 The fact that when Patiño joined these Juntas in 
1716 he found the main points of commercial reform already decided 
suggests that there was some continuity between these committees 
and the discussions on trade held since 1700, and indeed it is very 
likely that the old Junta de comercio or several of its members partici-
pated in the discussions. Recourse to Juntas formed from prominent 
figures in government and trade also ensured that many elements of 
the program developed during the Alberoni years were maintained by 
Spanish ministers into the 1720s and later.

All the reforms implemented at this time were designed ultimately 
to serve Farnese’s foreign policy objectives; in an immediate sense, 
to make possible the military expeditions to Sicily and Sardinia. This 
“Italian factor,” as is well known, had extremely damaging conse-
quences for Spanish commercial interests. The damage was not 
only short term, witnessed in the destruction of the Spanish fleet 
at Cape Passaro in Sicily in 1718 and the associated delay to com-
mercial reform between 1717 and 1720. Alberoni’s desire to pla-
cate the British motivated the generous concessions made the South 
Sea Company in a renegotiation of the Asiento treaty undertaken in 
1716, in what became known as “Bubb’s Treaty,” after the British 
envoy George Bubb.39 The chief of these concessions was the right 
accorded the company’s “Annual Ship” to trade alone in America 
in default of a f leet in any given year, and represented a threat of 
the first magnitude to Spanish commercial interests.40 Walker argues 
that this clause severely restricted Madrid’s options for commercial 
reform, by tying Spain’s international obligations to maintenance 
of the commercial system in its traditional form of f leets and trade 
fairs.41 The restoration of the fleets to an annual rhythm of depar-
tures naturally also acquired special urgency. But the influence of a 
foreign policy based on conquest in Italy was not entirely negative. 
The need to prepare for war in the Mediterranean lent policy both 
urgency and a striking degree of coherence. All the reforms of these 
years were designed as distinct elements within a single program, 
intended to strengthen the Spanish state, to increase and mobilize 
its resources, and to project its strength externally as military, and 
specifically naval, power. And if it responded to an immediate stimu-
lus policy nonetheless, planned for the long term and was surpris-
ingly comprehensive in scope. In the outcome, achievement fell far 
short of aspiration; but in my view, John Lynch’s suggestion, that 
these measures “were not part of a long-term reform programme,” 
requires serious challenge.42
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Alberoni’s Reform Program for Spain and America

Alberoni’s reform program—or more neutrally, the reforms devel-
oped during the Alberoni years—affected four broad areas.43 (It 
should be emphasized that schematic division of this kind should not 
obscure the essential unity of policy, particularly so far as the reforms 
that affected the colonies were concerned.) Within the Peninsula, a 
first set of measures brought to fruition the process of administrative 
centralization that had begun during the War of Succession. Most 
importantly, the Nueva Planta was now at last extended to Catalonia 
and to Mallorca in 1715–16, while the Intendencias were reformed 
and extended throughout the country in 1718 (Kamen argued that 
José Patiño rather than Julio Alberoni should take credit for the 
latter).44 These reforms thus rounded off the powerful process of 
 political and administrative centralization undertaken under Philip V 
since 1707, and which was discussed at the beginning of this chapter. 
Moreover, the demotion of the historic Councils of State in 1717, 
and the rise in their stead of secretaries of state or ministers (and 
slightly later, in the 1720s, of Jose Patiño as de facto “first minister”), 
clearly formed part of the same process of administrative centraliza-
tion. Fiscal criteria provided a further prime motive behind these 
processes, since political considerations aside, the Nueva Planta was 
intended to ensure that Catalonia contributed to central resources 
in proportion to its size and wealth. And the generalization of the 
Intendancies went hand in hand with a far-reaching reorganization 
of the royal treasury system, that centralized all revenue in a new 
Tesorería general. A prime purpose of the Intendants themselves was 
to act as agents of fiscal, administrative, and economic intelligence 
in the provinces.45

In what constituted a second general area, in many ways the most 
striking initiative developed under Alberoni was that which sought to 
remedy the chronic decline of the Habsburg navy. Already in 1714, 
a step of fundamental importance had been taken with the creation 
of the first Secretaría de Marina or Secretariat of the Navy. But José 
Patiño, Alberoni’s most brilliant protégé, has every claim to be con-
sidered the father of the modern Spanish navy. Patiño’s appointment 
as Intendant-General of Marine in January 1717 gave him complete 
authority for naval affairs, and he rapidly implemented a compre-
hensive plan for naval reconstruction.46 Modern shipyards and naval 
bases were established in Cadiz, Ferrol, Cartagena and, in the Indies, 
Havana, and immediately began production of ships to a modern 
design, in large numbers. At the same time, a naval supplies industry 
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was created from almost nothing in the Peninsula: logging centers in 
the Pyrenees, manufacture of tar in Aragon and Catalonia, and of rig-
ging in Puerto Real on the Bay of Cadiz. The naval bureaucracy was 
entirely reformed and modernized, and special attention was devoted 
to naval education, notably with the establishment of a Colegio de 
guardias marinas—future alma mater of the celebrated mariners 
and scholars, Jorge Juan and Antonio de Ulloa. The effect of these 
reforms was little short of astonishing: the large fleet of warships and 
transports that carried the invasion force to Sardinia and Sicily was 
mostly of Spanish manufacture, put together in scarcely two years.

A third group of reforms sought to narrow the gulf in industrial 
production and trading strength that separated Spain from compet-
ing nations such as Britain and France. The Alberoni administration 
invested directly in manufacturing, in Spain’s first attempt at a con-
certed program of industrialization. Textiles attracted the greater 
part of investment: in 1718, the flagship factory at Guadalajara was 
established to produce high-quality cloths for export as well as for 
domestic consumption. Managed by experts imported from abroad, 
Guadalajara received millions of pesos in state subsidies in the first 
years of production alone.47 Other royal factories were established in 
Madrid, Segovia, Talavera, and Valladolid, producing different tex-
tiles, silks, and tapestries.48 These factories were intended to act as 
training schools for a new class of Spanish manufacturing technicians 
and as motors for a vigorous private entrepreneurial sector, and such 
private textiles enterprises as already existed were encouraged with 
fiscal and other concessions.49 Other sectors also benefitted from 
the concern to promote national industries and reduce dependence 
on imports. The naval supplies industry, as we have seen, benefitted 
from massive investment in shipbuilding. Foundries in Cantabria and 
Navarre boomed on the demand for arms for the new navy, and facto-
ries in Seville and Barcelona began turning out large bronze cannons 
and artillery pieces embossed with the names of Philip and Farnese.50 
Experiments were undertaken in the metallurgical sector, nota-
bly with a tin-plate factory at Ronda in the mountains inland from 
Málaga. Means other than direct investment were found to promote 
the new industries and advance trade: a measure of real importance 
was the abolition of all internal customs barriers in Spain in August 
1717, which was complemented by infrastructure projects designed to 
facilitate communication and travel between major centers.51 A vig-
orous protectionist campaign sought to hinder the access of foreign 
textiles to the Spanish market: in 1718 the importation of Chinese 
textiles was prohibited, as will be seen at greater length hereafter, and 
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the following decade witnessed further decrees restrictive of French, 
British, and other European imports.52

Two of the principal aims of the Alberoni reforms were thus resto-
ration of the navy and the establishment and protection of a national 
manufacturing sector, especially a textiles industry. A fourth and final 
major group of reforms was that which affected trade and navigation 
with the Indies. As will be seen in chapter 3, the commercial reforms 
of the Alberoni years were based around reform of the fleet system, 
directed toward reestablishment of a regular and frequent transatlan-
tic traffic, and a campaign against foreign contraband. These initia-
tives: naval reconstruction; the revival of trade and manufacturing 
in the Peninsula; and commercial reform for the Americas; were of 
course intimately linked. Naval restoration was intended to guar-
antee the security and regularity of the trade fleets. The renewed 
manufacturing sector was intended to make possible the recovery 
of markets in America that Spain had relinquished to foreigners in 
the seventeenth century. Spanish textiles would again constitute the 
majority of the cargoes of the fleets; foreign reexports through Cadiz 
and direct contraband trade would be excluded, and the majority 
of bullion returning from the Indies would again remain in Spain. 
For its part, reform of the fleets would achieve a regular and fre-
quent traffic to America, itself seen as the best means of stimulating 
Atlantic trade, and thus the recovery of Peninsular manufacturing. 
This regular traffic would also feed the development of Spanish ship-
building, since all the vessels involved were to be of Spanish manu-
facture. Finally, the campaign against contraband would ensure that 
Spanish products enjoyed the monopoly in America that should by 
right be theirs. Colonial and commercial reform during these years 
thus did not occur in isolation. Rather, it developed in the context of 
a much wider range of reforms, with which it was closely concerned. 
Bourbon Spain under Alberoni, and then Patiño, sought to bring 
about a national economic and military recovery, and did so in a way 
that relied heavily on exploitation of its enormous American assets. 
This initiative was to have a profound impact on the development of 
Bourbon government in the Indies.

What became the major early Bourbon program for colonial 
trade was launched in earnest only in 1720, after Alberoni’s depar-
ture. Its origins lay during the Cardinal’s years in power, however, 
and thus require at least brief discussion here. The trade reforms 
were prepared at the same time as the broader measures developed 
under Alberoni, which is to say, 1715–17. The two greatest of all 
early Bourbon reforms affecting colonial administration—indeed, 
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arguably of all Bourbon reforms for the colonies, given that they 
affected the highest colonial administration—were effected at this 
time; and while both represented a logical development of ear-
lier policy, both were also designed to clear away the obstacles to 
the rapid implementation of the remainder of colonial and associ-
ated reform. First, as we have already seen, in 1717, the Consejo de 
Indias—historically the supreme governing body for the colonies 
under the Crown—was emasculated with the transfer to new secre-
taries of state of most responsibility for colonial affairs. This major 
and historic reform was intended mainly to increase the efficiency 
of colonial administration at the highest level;53 but it also strength-
ened the hand of Alberoni, who as already noted, was suspicious 
of and did all he could to marginalize the  councils. Alberoni also 
bypassed the secretaries themselves on all important business, so 
that Miguel Fernández Durán and José Rodrigo, the two secretaries 
with ostensible responsibility for colonial affairs at this time, appar-
ently made little contribution to the policies discussed here, other 
than in signing the relevant decrees.

Second, a wholesale reform was undertaken at this time of the 
Casa de la Contratación, the principal body governing and regu-
lating colonial trade. By a decree of January 28, 1717, the post of 
Intendant-General of Marine was created, and took from the Casa 
de la Contratación responsibility for shipbuilding and repair, naval 
supplies and recruitment, and the preservation of forestry stocks. A 
further decree of May 8, 1717 detailed the competences left to the 
Casa, essentially the legal and bureaucratic administration of the 
Carrera de Indias. The powers of the president were simultaneously 
reinforced with respect to the other members of the tribunal, which 
was reduced in size.54 Both these decrees, of course, tended toward 
the replacement of government by institutional corporation with gov-
ernment by single officials; and this process was consummated when 
both the Intendancy-General of Marine and the presidency of the 
Casa de la Contratación were given to José Patiño, then to remain 
united in one official long after his death, until 1754. From 1717, 
Patiño thus held sole responsibility for the dispatch of the fleets, with 
powers so extensive as to make him in effect a sort of minister for 
Marine and Colonial Commerce. His abilities, combined with these 
sweeping powers, ensured that his appointment proved to be of last-
ing significance.

When Patiño went to Cadiz in January 1717, he took with him 
the commission to implement the program of commercial reform 
designed by the ministerial Juntas, which he headed from this time. 
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He decided at first to concentrate his energies on the New Spain 
trade, in view of the chronic disorganization of the galeones for 
Peru; for this reason, the commercial Proyecto published in 1717 
only affected the flota.55 But the detail of policy had already been 
fully determined by this time, so that this Proyecto already embodied 
all the main points later expressed in the (much more celebrated) 
Proyecto of 1720 for both galeones and flota—to which, indeed, long 
sections of identical text were carried over. Contemporary observers 
were aware that Patiño was involved with a new and aggressive policy 
toward trade in Spain and the Americas from this time; as early as 
September 1717, the British consul in Cadiz already expressed con-
cern as to the implications of “the plan they have laid and are practis-
ing to straighten the commerce upon all accounts.”56

Nevertheless, although much policy developed during the 
Alberoni years was implemented at once, execution of the majority 
of the trade reforms was delayed until 1720. This was a direct result 
of the War of the Quadruple Alliance of 1718–20, in which Britain, 
France, the Austrian Empire, and the Dutch Republic united 
against the newfound belligerence of Farnese and Alberoni’s Spain. 
After mid-1717, Patiño himself was mostly absent from Cadiz over-
seeing the military preparations, and in 1718 the f leet he had so 
impressively assembled—and on which trade reform in large mea-
sure depended—was destroyed by the British at Cape Passaro. The 
ruin of the Italian campaign, which swept Alberoni from power in 
December 1719, very nearly did for Patiño, too, who was detained 
for six months in Barcelona and temporarily relieved of his posts at 
Cadiz. But above all, and in deeper perspective, the fall of Alberoni 
prior to 1720 has tended to obscure the central role he played in 
the development of early Bourbon reform in both Spain and the 
colonies. For despite his own departure from the scene, the plans 
and priorities he developed would dominate colonial policy for the 
next 15 years and more. Indeed, in the broader sense, these plans 
and priorities remained influential throughout the remainder of the 
century.

Conclusion

This chapter has emphasized that although major and lasting reform 
was enacted in the Peninsula from the early years of the War of 
Succession, scant real change was apparent in Spanish colonial policy 
during the first years of Bourbon rule in Spain or indeed until after 
1715. When such change did begin to come about, it was at the 
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hands of a vigorous administration headed by Julio Alberoni, and 
that rested ultimately upon the authority of the queen, Elisabeth 
Farnese. Following Farnese’s objectives of conquests in Italy for her 
sons, Alberoni set about the reform of government and economy 
in both Spain and the colonies with great urgency. He launched a 
coherent single program of reforms, which may be analyzed under 
four headings: naval renewal, the state-sponsored promotion of 
manufacturing industry, and the reform of Spanish Atlantic trade, 
in addition to bringing to completion the administrative centraliza-
tion in Spain already begun earlier in the reign. Such was the febrile 
nature of governmental activity during these years that a number of 
reforms misfired or failed to be implemented, while Alberoni himself 
dominated government for just a few short years. It was thus left to 
others, and above all to José Patiño, to implement the policies set 
for the colonies by Alberoni before his fall in late 1719. But this 
should not obscure Alberoni’s foundational role at the heart of the 
first Bourbon cycle of colonial reform that would now endure until 
Patiño’s own departure, through death, in 1736. And it is to this 
first cycle that we now turn: first, with a focus on the program for 
colonial commerce.



Chapter 3

The First Cycle of Reform, 1710s to 1736: 
Spanish Atlantic Trade

Introduction

As noted in the introductory chapter, early Bourbon reform may 
be conceptualized as having developed over the reigns of Philip V 
and Ferdinand VI in two broad cycles. Each cycle displayed its own 
 chronology and focus, and each was sponsored, propelled, or imple-
mented by particular ministers, officials, and viceroys in Spain and 
Peru. The current chapter and that which follows are concerned with 
the first of these cycles, which as we have seen, had its roots in the 
late 1710s, mainly in the widespread reformist program developed 
and partially implemented under Julio Alberoni. This cycle may be 
regarded as having come to a close in the mid-1730s, with the sus-
pension of the trade fleets for America in 1735 and the death of José 
Patiño, the key minister, the following year.

This first cycle was concerned above all with the reform of Spain’s 
Atlantic trade, and came to center upon the so-called Proyecto para 
galeones, y flotas of 1720, which attempted to preserve the traditional 
monopoly structure of colonial commerce, while making it a useful 
vehicle for trade once more. The initiative embodied in the Proyecto 
para galeones, y flotas has been widely dismissed in the literature as 
conservative, unimaginative, and doomed to failure from the out-
set. This work, by contrast, while agreeing that the initiative was all 
but certain to fail, argues that the scale of the program for colonial 
commerce enacted at this time, and the seriousness with which it 
was pursued throughout the early 1720s, have not been adequately 
recognized. The real ambition of the program, and its surprising 
vigor during a decade or so from the late 1710s, are only appreci-
ated when set in the context of the contemporary reform program for 
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peninsular Spain, which also embraced administrative centralization, 
naval reform, and the promotion of industrialization in commer-
cially strategic sectors (discussed in the preceding chapter). And—a 
key point—its real impact in the colonies can only be acknowledged 
once it is appreciated that this impact extended far beyond the (lim-
ited) achievements in purely commercial terms. This chapter, then, 
discusses the commercial program as it was pursued from the late 
1710s to the mid-1730s. It also introduces the key figures involved 
in its prosecution: José Patiño in Spain and the Viceroy Marqués de 
Castelfuerte in Peru. Chapter 4 then follows the story through into 
the other areas affected by reform during the 1720s and early 1730s, 
often in relation to the commercial program: whether administrative, 
fiscal, in the mining sector, or in relations with the Church.

José Patiño: Key Architect of the First Cycle

It is fitting at this point that we should turn for a moment to José 
Patiño, as the major figure following Alberoni to drive colonial  policy, 
and indeed the official who dominated Spanish government for much 
of the decade and a half from 1720. Patiño was a native of Milan 
who, like Alberoni, came to Spain during the War of Succession. He 
was over 40 years of age before he finally left Italy, and though of 
Spanish descent, never mastered Spanish perfectly;1 with Farnese and 
his first great sponsor, Alberoni, he thus completes a trio of powerful 
Italians at the head of Spanish government in the decades following 
the Treaty of Utrecht. He won his first administrative appointment 
in 1711, as one of the first Spanish Intendants, and then in 1713 as 
superintendent of Catalonia, where he oversaw abolition of the latter 
kingdom’s fueros.2 His evident ability brought him to the attention of 
Alberoni, who as we have already seen, made him Intendant-General 
of Marine and president of the Casa de la Contratación in January 
1717—the positions that made his reputation. Like Alberoni, Patiño 
was an exceptionally skilled organizer with a tremendous capacity 
for hard work, to which was added an ability to master different 
affairs of state quickly and expertly. Though momentarily disgraced 
after the fall of the cardinal in late 1719, in 1720 he resumed his 
post in the navy. Following the bizarre brief administration of the 
Duque de Ripperdá in 1726, he was made secretary for Indies and 
Marine and for Finance, to which were later added the Secretariat of 
State (de facto from 1729, formally in 1733) and of War in 1730.3 
Often considered Spain’s first prime minister, he died in office in 
November 1736.
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Arguably more than any other individual, Patiño has suffered the 
consequences of the neglect of the period of Spanish and Spanish-
American history during which he lived. A statesman occupying a 
position in Spain in some sense clearly analogous with that of Sir 
Robert Walpole in Britain, or Cardinal de Fleury in France, virtu-
ally no fresh primary material for his administration has appeared 
since a slim collection of state papers and memoirs edited by Antonio 
Rodríguez Villa in 1882. Secondary material on Patiño, meanwhile, 
was limited until recently to just a handful of studies of concrete 
aspects of his career.4 The work devoted to the eighteenth century in 
the prestigious multivolume history of Spain edited by Manuel Tuñón 
de Lara in the 1980s, for example, limited discussion of him largely 
to a section less than two pages long (which is shared, moreover, 
with the Austrian ambassador Koningseg). R. W. Kern’s Historical 
Dictionary of Modern Spain, published in 1990 and covering the 
period since 1700, failed so much as to accord him an entry.5 Only 
in 1998 did the first modern biography appear, by Ildefonso Pulido 
Bueno (suggestively subtitled The Beginnings of Enlightened Political 
and Economic Government in Spain), to be followed more recently by 
further works of substance.6

Moreover, a curious historiographical tradition has developed that, 
emphasizing Patiño’s absolute dependence on Elisabeth Farnese for 
his authority, suggests that the potential of his administration was 
squandered in furthering her designs in Italy, and that he himself 
lacked imagination or enthusiasm for reform. Thus, John Lynch, 
author of arguably the finest single-volume study of Bourbon Spain, 
suggests that “to place Patiño in a line of so-called Bourbon reform-
ers is to misread his policy and priorities,” and adds that he was 
merely “a superior civil servant.”7 But this seems a curious stance 
when all ministers of the ancien régime necessarily worked within the 
constraints of overarching priorities established by their monarchs; 
and above all when according priority to an aggressive foreign policy 
in Europe by no means precluded meaningful reform (and might 
indeed naturally provide a pretext and a spur to it). In truth, Patiño 
introduced sweeping and liberal reform in taxation in Catalonia, 
and hoped to do so in Castile. As we have already seen, he was the 
founder of the modern Spanish navy, with a major program encom-
passing wholesale reform of its military organization, a new emphasis 
on officer training, the creation of a naval supplies industry, and 
the foundation of modern shipyards in Spain and America—as well 
as an extensive program of shipbuilding.8 And, as this chapter and 
those that precede and follow it suggest, his role in colonial affairs 
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was more crucial still: as Intendant-General of Marine, and then as 
minister for the Indies, he was almost single-handedly responsible 
for implementing the first great burst of Bourbon colonial reform, 
elaborated during the frenzied Alberoni years. The centerpiece of 
this program was the reform of Spanish Atlantic trade; but before 
Patiño’s death, its repercussions spread across a much wider range of 
colonial affairs—as we shall see in chapter 4.

The Proyecto para Galeones, y Flotas and  
its Implementation, 1720 to ca. 1726

As eventually implemented, the first major process of Bourbon 
 commercial reform traced a clearly defined cycle, beginning in 1720 
and effectively ending in 1735—although the consequences of its ulti-
mate failure conditioned developments into the 1740s and beyond. 
During this period, it was defined above all by the attempt to make 
the traditional system for Spanish colonial trade, based upon a closely 
regulated monopoly, regular fleets crossing the Atlantic, and trade 
fairs held in Peru and New Spain, function regularly and profitably. It 
was in part designed, and almost exclusively executed, by José Patiño, 
first as Intendant-General of Marine and president of the Casa de 
la Contratación in 1717–19 and 1721–26, and then as minister for 
the Indies from 1726 to 1736. Within this cycle, this central early 
Bourbon initiative for the colonies reached its peak between 1720 
and ca. 1726; afterwards, as we shall see, the original intent became 
increasingly obscured, and the policy undermined. The key piece of 
legislation was the Proyecto para galeones, y flotas of April 5, 1720, 
the first such document to govern both American fleets, as well as 
all other shipping involved in the Carrera de Indias.9 The Proyecto 
was by far the most important piece of early Bourbon commercial 
legislation, but it was supplemented by a series of regulations and 
 ordinances (many of them printed), together with a great many cédu-
las. Between 1717 and 1725 this enormous legislative corpus reiter-
ated most Habsburg laws on the Indies trade, while incorporating 
significant innovations.

The preamble to the Proyecto of 1720, as had that of 1717 before it 
(discussed in the previous chapter), gave the impression that the chief 
aim was to achieve a return to a regular rhythm of fleets, as itself the 
best means to stimulate trade between the Crown’s dominions. In 
both cases the Crown emphasized the immediate means by which 
this regular rhythm was to be brought about: the imposition of a 
fixed timetable, guaranteed by the presence of sufficient Crown ships. 
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But in fact, this emphasis is somewhat misleading, to the extent that 
the policy embodied in the Proyecto and associated legislation was far 
more ambitious, and sought to remedy the whole range of defects 
that were seen as having brought about the decadence of the fleets. 
Legislation centered on two great elements: making the fleets a reli-
able, efficient, and attractive vehicle for Atlantic trade, and eliminat-
ing the competition of foreigners and foreign goods from American 
markets. The former initiative was elaborated in the Proyecto of 1720 
and its associated ordinances and regulations; the latter was the prod-
uct of a separate series of measures and decrees. Despite a substantial 
literature, much of this legislation remains remarkably little known. 
As a result, in this section, the Proyecto and the full range of its accom-
panying measures are discussed at some length.

First, however, we should reflect explicitly on the treatment of early 
Bourbon trade policy in the historical literature to date. The most 
pugnacious view of the Proyecto of 1720 set forth in recent times has 
been that of the highly distinguished scholar of the Bourbon Empire, 
Allan Kuethe. Prevailing views of this trade program portray it as an 
inherently f lawed policy, but nevertheless a sincere one within the 
grave limitations imposed by its sponsors, Philip V and his ministers 
and officials. Kuethe, however, disputes these views, arguing that 
the Proyecto was decidedly not “a policy derived from an authentic 
response to commercial imperatives and objectives.”10 Rather, the 
approach it expressed was imposed upon an unwilling Spain by treaty 
obligations to commercial rivals, reaffirmed at Utrecht in 1713 as 
part of the price of peace at the end of the War of Succession. Kuethe 
argues that these treaty rights, along with the slave-trading Asiento 
granted the British at this time, required maintaining the traditional 
system of f leets and fairs, actively precluding more serious or radical 
commercial reform. In this stance, he builds upon the work in par-
ticular of Geoffrey Walker, already discussed in the preceding chap-
ter; but distinctively, Kuethe sees Julio Alberoni as the first to seek 
to free Spain from this treaty-woven straitjacket. Thus, having first 
pursued cordial relations with the British, Alberoni switched to a 
policy of confrontation in 1716–17, evident in an aggressive attempt 
to reassert control of Spanish ports and especially of Cadiz (through 
customs inspections, curtailment of extraterritorial privileges for for-
eign merchants, and a reduction in the powers of foreign consuls). 
Kuethe sees the creation of the Intendencia General de Marina and 
the transfer of the Casa de la Contratación and the Consulado from 
Seville to Cadiz in 1717, in fact, as part of the same shift of policy 
and move toward genuine reform in Atlantic trade; while action in 
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the ports in contravention of treaty rights continued into 1718.11 It 
was these actions, with the Spanish assaults on Sardinia and Sicily in 
the same years, that led to the War of the Quadruple Alliance and 
to further military defeat, as well as to the fall of Alberoni himself 
in late 1719.

Kuethe thus argues unambiguously that the Proyecto of 
1720 “should be understood . . . within the context of Spain’s mili-
tary humiliation at the hands of the Quadruple Alliance,” and that 
it was moreover “obviously a hurried, unfinished effort.” He goes 
on: “The preservation of the traditional f leet system should, then, 
be understood as an act of capitulation . . . Saddled with the archaic 
commercial policy re-imposed at Utrecht and reaffirmed through 
the War of the Quadruple Alliance, the Spanish monarchy found its 
options severely limited.”12 The same points are emphasized in other 
work: “It is fundamental . . . to understand the infamous Proyecto of 
1720 as the product of a humiliating military defeat, not as the result 
of a reactionary and clumsy policy by Madrid.”13 And this was true 
with regard to specific provisions of the Proyecto as well as its general 
thrust. Above all, the palmeo method now imposed for assessment of 
taxation on trade, based on volume rather than value or even weight, 
was itself “a kind of capitulation, in this case of special relevance to 
the victorious French”—whose American trade was especially tied 
to Seville and Cadiz, and specialized in high-value textiles hence-
forth liable for the same duty as sackcloth.14 In these circumstances, 
the Proyecto and its associated legislation became little more than a 
charade, an essentially cynical exercise in legislative and commer-
cial prevarication, undertaken by ministers and officials obliged to 
put off serious commercial reform pending some shift toward more 
favorable times.

It is worth dwelling still further for a moment specifically on 
palmeo, since of all the reforms that centered on the Proyecto of 
1720, by far the most important were those that affected the fiscal 
administration of trade, and because these reforms too have been 
the subject of pointed criticism. The Proyecto’s main innovation was 
the definitive re-introduction of palmeo as a system of tax assess-
ment for the goods shipped. Goods dispatched in regular packages 
or bundles, including the textiles that constituted the majority of 
all cargoes, were now subject to a f lat rate of taxation of 5.5 reales 
per cubic palmo (span), regardless of their value. Goods dispatched 
in irregular containers—barrels, f lasks, boxes, and so forth—were 
taxed by weight or unit at rates listed individually for each product. 
All taxes previously exacted on exports at Cadiz, even port charges, 
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were considered as included in this single levy; though on arrival in 
the Indies, goods were still liable for import duty (almorifazgo) and 
for various small taxes levied in different ports, as well as for the 
alcabala sales tax. Goods exported from the Indies to Spain, on the 
other hand, were declared free from taxation in their ports of origin, 
and paid the rates established in the Proyecto only in Cadiz. Again, 
these rates replaced all import taxes and other charges previously 
paid in Andalusia.

The Proyecto of 1720 thus greatly simplified the administration of 
taxes at Cadiz on both imports and exports (I return to this point in 
the detailed discussion of the trade reforms that follows). Under the 
regime of palmeo, merchants now paid a single tariff on each package 
or item, instead of the mass of levies of different weight and origin 
that had characterized the Habsburg system. Palmeo had the merit, 
in fact, of greatly simplifying the process of assessment of taxes, and 
so of speeding up the preparation of cargoes for dispatch. It was 
seemingly to this that the Crown referred in asserting that under 
these reforms, the tax system had been adjusted so that “by the most 
liberal method, shipments are made easy and quick, such that not 
even the practice of their execution should have, by being tiresome, 
the least onerous circumstance.”15 Patiño’s successor, Francisco de 
Varas y Valdés, in response to a multipoint critique of palmeo, noted 
that no other system gave “such a prompt and convenient definition, 
both to the regulation of freights and the production of revenues, so 
swiftly, such as is needed in shipments to the Indies.”16

Scholars are often dismissive of palmeo, which seems a rather 
absurd method of assessment that required little inspection and lev-
ied the same tax on a bundle of silk or brocade as on one of far coarser 
cloth. Stanley and Barbara Stein have noted that it “induced shippers 
to maximise profit by continuing to load low-volume but high-value 
textiles,” precisely those goods still manufactured largely outside 
Spain.17 Allan Kuethe, in a spoken paper, recently called the system 
“stupid,” considering it symptomatic of the broader “capitulation” 
which, as we have already seen, he views as embodied in the Proyecto 
of 1720 itself.18 We will return to the latter important argument in 
a moment; but with regard to palmeo, an alternative interpretation 
seems possible. For all its drawbacks, as the contemporary quotations 
cited in the preceding paragraph emphasized, palmeo greatly speeded 
the process of dispatch of goods for the Indies. This prompt dispatch 
formed a key element in the broader program of which the Proyecto 
formed a part, in which colonial commerce was to be harnessed to the 
goal of restoration of domestic industry and manufactures; and the 
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Crown seemed willing to pursue this goal even at the cost of immedi-
ate revenues. If we suppose that early Bourbon ministers were other 
than irrational, then, palmeo can be seen as evidence of the serious-
ness with which commercial reform was pursued during these years, 
within the constraints imposed by foreign treaty rights, recent mili-
tary defeat, and (I would argue above all) an inherently conservative 
stance toward colonial commerce on the part of Spanish officials.

What, then, is to be made of prevailing historiographical inter-
pretations of this first Bourbon program for the renewal of colonial 
trade? It seems unquestionably true that the commercial monopoly 
in its traditional form had innate disadvantages that no amount of 
reform was likely to remedy. In this sense, the program described in 
these pages was indeed fundamentally flawed, and doomed to the 
relative commercial failure in which, sure enough, it resulted. But 
recognition of these facts does not, it seems to me, preclude a view of 
the Proyecto of 1720 and its associated reforms as a serious attempt at 
commercial renewal, seriously pursued. On the one hand, it is diffi-
cult to see the Proyecto as conditioned by military defeat in 1718–20, 
or indeed as “a hurried, unfinished effort,” when as Kuethe himself 
recognizes, it was “based closely” on the earlier royal projects issued 
between 1711 and 1717—from which we have already seen that large 
blocks of text were carried over to that of 1720 all but unaltered.19 
But neither was it the case that adherence to the structure of the tra-
ditional monopoly was imposed entirely by the circumstances of the 
1710s, of the renewal of treaty obligations and military defeat.

We saw in chapter 2 that the papers of the Junta de restablec-
imiento del comercio, established as early as 1705, already displayed a 
deep-seated attachment to the monopoly and the fleet system, that 
was only strengthened in opposition to French pressure for change. It 
might well be argued that this attitude reflected little more than the 
stranglehold exercised over this and similar bodies by the Consulado 
of Cadiz and its spokesmen, prime beneficiaries and defenders of 
the traditional trading system. I would argue, by contrast, that we 
see here rather a further manifestation of what Stanley and Barbara 
Stein have described as “Spain’s multifaceted traditionalism,” in 
which “change toward something new, an innovation, was in prin-
ciple unacceptable.”20 That is to say, the attempt to renew the fleet 
system could be seen as a Spanish solution to Spanish problems, and 
one likely to have been pursued even in the absence of treaty obliga-
tions to the British and French. In this light, the policies pursued by 
Alberoni from 1716 to 1719 represented a departure from “true” 
Spanish policy—as well they might, given the cardinal’s origins and 
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character—rather than a first vigorous attempt to reform it. It has 
also been pointed out, again by the Steins, that “in the second decade 
of the eighteenth  century the full power of commercial capitalism in 
England and its naval outreach could not yet be fully envisioned, 
and it was still reasonable that Spaniards hoped to revive pre-1700 
trade patterns.”21 And again, even the much-maligned palmeo seems 
absurd only if it is assumed that the main priority of policy was to 
raise revenue from taxation. If, as is argued here, and as was empha-
sized by the contemporary observers cited above, the overriding 
aim was to facilitate shipments, ultimately so as to contribute to a 
Spanish industrial and agricultural renaissance, then palmeo is more 
comprehensible.

The commercial project embodied in the Proyecto unquestionably 
failed, then, and in historical hindsight was almost certainly  destined 
to fail from the outset. But it was not the insipid, half-hearted effort 
as which it has been portrayed, much less a “capitulation” or con-
scious (if unacknowledged) renunciation of attempts at serious com-
mercial reform. As we will see at greater length in the pages that 
follow, it was a carefully designed, comprehensive, and vigorously 
executed program, which though it left the fleets intact, sought to 
convert them into an efficient, reliable vehicle for trade. Its core mea-
sures were those that aimed to reduce the costs in trade, and much 
of the reduction was directed specifically toward encouraging the 
export of native Spanish products. Above all, as was argued at length 
in chapter 2, it was simply the colonial projection of a broad range 
of reforms that sought nothing less than a national economic and 
military renaissance. In my view, the failure to set the Proyecto of 
1720 more firmly in the context of this broader and mainly domestic 
program for Spanish national renewal has been a prime cause of its 
neglect and underestimation in published work to date.

The program’s overall aim was to achieve yearly sailings of f leets, 
with cargoes of the order of 7,000–8,000 tons of merchandise 
each.22 Frequent sailings and tonnage quotas were not the same as 
profits, of course; but by the supreme effort described in this section, 
for a few years this aim seemed close to realization. The f leets were 
restored to a rhythm they had not enjoyed for a century: the gale-
ones for Peru sailed in 1721 and 1723, and the flota in 1720, 1723, 
and 1725, virtually a f leet every year. The cargoes transported in 
these f leets seemed smaller than intended, at just over 4,000 tons on 
average for f leets to New Spain between 1720 and 1735. But when 
escort vessels are included, Morineau argues that the average rose 
to 6,000–8,000 tons, very considerably superior to the few f leets 
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of the period 1700–20. To remain focused on the New Spanish 
case, the value of returning f leets plus mercury transports (azogues) 
ranged from 5.5 million pesos to 6.6 million pesos per year, exclud-
ing Mexican silver lost to contraband. And the value of all silver 
received from the American colonies during 1720 to 1735 suggests 
“a grand (indeed, extraordinary) total” of more than 187 million 
pesos fuertes reaching Spain and Portugal (of which 42% came from 
South America, and 58% from Mexico and Cuba).23 Thus, even while 
the majority of the trade fairs held at both Portobelo and Veracruz 
seemed failures, the total volume of trade grew. The period 1709–
22 has been characterized as one of “modest recovery,” followed in 
1722–47 by “more stable growth.”24 Here, perhaps, lay foundations 
for the stronger growth of the 1740s and 1750s.

Let us turn, then, to more detailed consideration of the commer-
cial program itself: first the measures elaborated in the Proyecto of 
1720 and associated legislation and that focused on the fleet system, 
and then more briefly the policies aimed at the elimination of foreign 
competition from American markets. In the Proyecto, the reorganiza-
tion and reform of the Habsburg fiscal structure of which palmeo 
formed a central part went hand in hand with a reduction in the 
fiscal burden itself on trade. The Proyecto announced explicitly that 
its various measures were complemented by that of “moderating the 
contributions . . . which may not again be raised, nor increased in 
any way”;25 and modern research tends to substantiate this claim. 
Geoffrey Walker, who compared the rates established in 1720 with 
those fixed by the previous Proyectos of 1711 and 1717, so as to 
attempt what remains the only modern assessment of the fiscal impact 
of these reforms, concludes that “the burden of taxation . . . was con-
siderably lessened” by their overall effect. Furthermore, the reduc-
tion in taxation was designed specifically to favor the export of native 
Spanish products, with tax and freight charges on traditional Spanish 
exports reduced by as much as 85 percent with regard to the levels of 
1711.26 The Crown claimed that duty on silk products (manufactured 
in eastern Andalusia, and increasingly in Valencia) now reached barely 
1 percent of value, while rates on agricultural products (frutos) had 
been “very considerably reduced”—a claim confirmed by the leading 
contemporary Spanish economic theorist, Gerónimo de Ustáriz.27 By  
contrast, tax on traditional re-exports, such as Flanders thread or 
pepper, was considerably increased.

Throughout the empire, no region’s trade benefited more from 
this policy of rationalization and reduction of taxation than did that 
of Peru. Ordinances published simultaneously with the Proyecto in 
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1720 rationalized the tax on goods imported to Tierra-Firme (the 
northern coast of South America, especially of modern Colombia 
and Venezuela, and also including Panama), and reduced still further 
the fiscal burden on the galeones, in a quite conscious attempt to 
favor the most decadent branch of the Atlantic trade. It was decreed 
that, unlike goods entering other American ports, those imported 
to Cartagena de Indias and Portobelo—and that supplied the vice-
royalty of Peru via these routes—were to be free of all import duties, 
including even the almojarifazgo.28 Such goods were liable only for 
alcabala, and even this was to be assessed according to the value of 
the goods in Spain, not America, a stipulation that further reduced 
the burden of the tax.29 It is worth noting, nevertheless, that if the 
Crown was willing to reduce taxation in order to promote Spanish 
exports, it still claimed that it benefited from the overall effect of 
these reforms. It was estimated that the New Spain fleet of 1717, 
governed by the Proyecto of that year, yielded the Treasury an income 
four times greater than would have been the case under the former 
tax regime.30

These measures were explicitly intended to stimulate exports to 
America, and in 1720, the Crown instructed its Intendants in Spain 
to further encourage such exports, by impressing on producers the 
scale of the tax reductions being made.31 The export of agricultural 
products, as the only sector of American trade that Spain still domi-
nated, received special protection. The Proyecto of 1720 formalized 
a tradition that one-third of the cargo of the f leets must be reserved 
for agricultural produce,32 and in 1725 more than half the articles 
of further regulations ostensibly reviewing the whole of the f leets 
trade were dedicated to guaranteeing that shipowners actually made 
this space available, without charging excessive freight. Distribution 
of the quota among Andalusian producers was also strictly regu-
lated, to avoid disputes and fraud.33 In my view, trade policy during 
these years seemed capable of displaying an admirable pragmatism: 
already in 1717, the Crown abandoned a serious legal case it had 
pursued since 1705 against leading Cadiz merchants, rehabilitat-
ing them for participation in trade.34 This pragmatism reached its 
zenith with a decree dated February 12, 1722, which, with the aim 
of boosting trade while the Proyecto regime was at its peak, actu-
ally sanctioned the export of foreign goods by Spanish nationals; a 
counterproductive measure, however, which was soon repealed.35

The reduction in the weight and complexity of taxation was com-
plemented by a parallel attempt to ensure moderation and consis-
tency in other costs associated with Atlantic trade. The Proyecto of 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA74

1720 fixed the rates to be charged for freight (fletes) for the various 
products and quantities of goods to be shipped. A tariff published in 
1719 fixed the rates to be charged for transport fees (mainly load-
ing and unloading) in the bay and city of Cadiz,36 and a similar 
document of June 1720 set the fees to be charged to shipowners, 
merchants, and passengers for requisite official services: inspections 
of ships, processing of permits, pilotage in ports, and the like.37 In 
1723, further regulations prescribed the wages to be paid to sailors 
working the various American routes, along with rates for careening 
work, and even the rations that crews might expect, with detailed 
weekly menus; the aim being to put an end to interminable disputes 
between officers and crews at sea.38 All of this eminently Bourbon 
legislation was printed in great numbers and distributed widely 
among those engaged in the Carrera de Indias.

A further broad aim of these reforms, similarly complementary 
to the reduction and rationalization of taxes and costs, was the 
elimination of bureaucratic impediments to trade. This was a prime 
motive behind the transfer to Cadiz of the Casa de la Contratación 
and the Consulado, by decree of May 12, 1717. To some extent, this 
measure simply ratified officially a process long apparent in practice, 
since Cadiz had functioned as the chief port for the Indies since 
ca. 1680, and by the early 1720s its trade was already perhaps as 
much as nine times greater than that of Seville. But the transfer also 
meant that all the bureaucratic prerequisites to trade could again 
be satisfied at point of import or export, so relieving merchants of 
tiresome and expensive toing and froing between Cadiz and Seville. 
Reform of the Casa itself in 1717, as we have seen, had placed entire 
responsibility for the dispatch and receipt of shipping in the hands 
of José Patiño and his successors as Intendants-General of Marine 
and presidents of the Casa,39 and these officials were instructed to 
afford merchants all possible assistance and protection.40 Patiño 
oversaw the removal of the Casa and Consulado, and was instru-
mental in ensuring that the reform was not reversed in the face of 
a strong rearguard campaign organized from Seville.41 He was also 
instructed to supervise preparation of new statutes for both bodies, 
to replace original documents that had remained largely unaltered 
since the sixteenth century.42

The Proyecto of 1720 emphasized the need to achieve a regular 
rhythm of departures of f leets quite clearly, by imposing a rigid time-
table. It set fixed dates of departure for the flota and the galeones, and 
prescribed maximum periods of stay in the ports en route. The aim of 
these fixed dates was to ensure that in no case did the round trip of 
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either f leet take longer than one year, with the ultimate intention of 
avoiding the huge costs that long delays caused to both Crown and 
merchants, and so of helping to keep down the price of Spanish mer-
chandise sold at Portobelo or Veracruz.43 To seek to ensure that the 
timetable was respected, the Crown committed itself to maintain-
ing sufficient warships in Cadiz to guarantee the departure of both 
fleets and single “register ships,” among other measures, while great 
emphasis was laid on the responsibility of the fleet commander and 
ships’ captains to guarantee punctual departures. To guard against 
any accident that might delay the progress of voyages, a special ship 
was to accompany each fleet, with “spare” crew to replace those lost 
to sickness, and all vessels were obliged to carry stocks of naval sup-
plies (especially those difficult to obtain in the Indies).44

Like so much of the legislation associated with the Proyecto, the 
latter measures were significant less for their probable practical 
consequences than for the aspirations they expressed. But related 
reforms had greater substance. The creation in 1718 of a service of 
regular dispatch boats or avisos was intended not least to facilitate 
coordination of the trade fairs, by providing the authorities with 
regular commercial intelligence. A decree of the latter year, consum-
mated in a contract signed with the Consulado of Cadiz in 1720, 
formalized a system that had developed over the course of the previ-
ous hundred years or so, with four pairs of avisos operated by the 
Consulado sailing for Tierra-Firme and New Spain each year; the 
chief innovation of 1718–20 was the imposition of fixed trimestral 
sailing dates.45 One of the more successful of the early reforms, the 
aviso service functioned almost without interruption until the War 
of 1739–48.46

A final measure to be considered here, and one that further 
underscores the vigor of the commercial program at this time, 
was the  prohibition in 1718 (reiterated in 1719, 1720, 1722, and 
1724) on the importation to America of Asian silk textiles in the 
Manila galleon. It will be recalled from chapter 1 that these tex-
tiles, sold at firsthand at the Acapulco fair, were widely distributed 
throughout both New Spain and (via contraband exports down the 
Pacific coast) Peru. Mariano Bonialian has recently argued most per-
suasively that they played a crucial role in the crisis of the galeones 
and the Portobelo fairs, by offering a massive alternative source of 
supplies of cloth, and by diverting a huge volume of coin toward the 
Pacific rather than the Atlantic. He argues that a boom in Pacific 
trade was apparent from the late seventeenth century, to reach a 
peak after 1700, and that the f low of American silver toward the 
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Philippines may have reached no less than 4 million pesos in typi-
cal years up to the 1730s.47 The prohibition in 1718 of silks, the 
most important single Asian import, was thus “a drastic measure 
that struck the trade of Manila and Mexico hard.” Gerónimo de 
Ustáriz, no less, regarded it as a “highly appropriate royal policy, 
that would henceforth protect Peninsular industry and give a new 
stimulus to the development of the flotas and galeones trades.”48 The 
measure caused loud protests in New Spain, and disturbances in the 
Philippines; evidence perhaps of its impact during the short period 
it remained in force.

While most commercial reform was directed at the rich Peruvian 
heartland, especially at the Atlantic trade channeled via Lima and 
its port of Callao, this period also witnessed modest early efforts to 
bolster the infrastructure of commerce in Peru beyond its “Lower” 
core. In Chile between 1724 and 1735, for example, merchants were 
given the right first to a diputación de bodegas, and then a diputación 
de comercio in Santiago—in effect a local branch of the Consulado 
of Lima.49 Potosí in Upper Peru also gained its own diputación de 
comercio in 1735, in the same decree and on the same terms as the 
one established in Santiago.50 Elsewhere, in 1723, Montevideo was 
founded on the remote eastern shore of the Uruguay river, for reasons 
that were commercial (in preventing contraband from the Portuguese 
settlement at Colônia do Sacramento) as well as strategic (in contain-
ing the Luso-Brazilian presence in this region more generally). And 
in Spanish South America beyond the viceroyalty of Peru, in 1720, 
a further set of regulations cut import taxes on Venezuelan cacao at 
Cadiz by more than half, as the centerpiece of a series of measures 
designed to enhance Spanish control over the cacao trade. Two years 
later, the Crown granted exclusive right of trade to Maracaibo and 
Caracas provinces to two merchant concerns, in asientos designed to 
stimulate trade and exclude foreigners; the latter of these expired in 
1728 and was a clear forerunner, in function if not in form, of the 
celebrated Caracas Company established the same year.

The Caracas Company itself was of course but the first of the 
chartered trading companies established in later decades to promote 
commerce with neglected regions in the Spanish Caribbean; other 
major examples included the Havana Company of 1740 and the 
Barcelona Company of 1756. But above all it should be remarked, 
albeit in passing, that the necessary focus in these pages primarily on 
South America notwithstanding, no branch of trade attracted more 
attention during these years than did that of New Spain; an empha-
sis only to be expected when Mexico was now the richest of all the 
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colonies of Spain. As already noted, among José Patiño’s first con-
cerns on assuming his positions at Cadiz in 1717 was reform of com-
merce with Mexico, so that the Proyecto governing the flota of that 
year already contained in embryo all the reforms to Spanish Atlantic 
trade implemented from 1720 onward. A cédula of March 20, 1718, 
instituted a major reorganization of Mexican trade, whose elements 
included biannual flotas and the first formal trade fairs to be held in 
the northern viceroyalty, at the town of Jalapa, inland of Veracruz at 
an altitude of around 1,500 meters.51 Mexican trade remained subject 
to constant review and readjustment throughout the 1720s and early 
1730s; a topic lately the subject of a fine, groundbreaking study by 
the Mexican historian Iván Escamilla González, covering the period 
from 1700 to 1739. 52

Both in Peru and throughout the American Empire, the policy 
expressed in the Proyecto and its associated legislation was comple-
mented by a broad and sustained campaign against foreign contra-
band trade. Few aspects of this campaign can be interpreted in the 
terms of “reform,” a factor that may have contributed to its relative 
neglect in discussions of this topic. But despite this neglect, it merits 
at least brief discussion, both as an important part of early Bourbon 
commercial policy in its own right, and because in my view, its 
imperatives contributed to shape Bourbon rule in Peru in  significant 
ways. The significance of the anti-contraband campaign to the 
commercial project has already been suggested: if the legislation  
centered on the Proyecto and related decrees was designed to make 
the f leet system an efficient and attractive vehicle linking Spanish 
products to American markets and bullion, the antismuggling drive 
was intended to ensure that those products—or at least, any prod-
ucts shipped within the structure of the commercial monopoly and 
that paid the appropriate taxes—should enjoy uncontested markets 
upon arrival in the Indies. We saw in chapter 1 that in the period 
to ca. 1715, direct French contraband along the Pacific coast of 
Peru was the source of greatest concern. A stream of cédulas reiter-
ated the prohibition of this trade, but real action against smuggling 
was largely limited to the exertion of diplomatic pressure on Paris, 
which yielded scant results.

The late 1710s marked the beginning of a new and much more 
active phase. The French Crown was now prevailed upon to issue a 
further interdiction on voyages to the South Sea, and in December 
1716 a remarkable Franco-Spanish expedition was dispatched to 
enforce this ban, captained by the French officer de Martinet.53 These 
initiatives dealt the interloping trade a heavy blow; French trading on 
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Peru’s Pacific coast ceased almost completely in 1717–19, and never 
regained its former levels. Some years later, the extensive contraband 
that sabotaged the trade fair held at Portobelo in 1722 prompted José  
Patiño to create the first ever guardacosta (“coastguard” or anti- 
contraband) naval squadron, in 1724. Successor to the old Armada de 
Barlovento as a permanent Spanish naval presence in the Caribbean, 
despite its great expense the guardacosta was notoriously under-
funded and woefully inadequately supplied, and its own regular par-
ticipation in smuggling is a matter of record. Nevertheless, its impact 
cannot be entirely dismissed when, by the mid-1730s, it became a 
casus belli for what were then the two principal nations engaged in 
smuggling with the Spanish colonies.54 The Dutch at Curação were 
threatening armed reprisals by 1737, while the British used supposed 
coastguard atrocities as justification to declare war in 1739.55 The 
coastguard proper was complemented elsewhere by analogous flo-
tillas operated by merchant groups with a monopoly on the trade 
of specific regions: on the coast of Venezuela by two asentistas after 
1722, and by the Caracas Company from 1728; on the River Plate 
by the register shipowners Alzaybar and Urquijo somewhat later.56 In 
1728, too, the licensing of corsairs was authorized for the Americas 
for the first time, and corsairs at times proved of value against smug-
gling in both the Pacific and the Caribbean.57 Meanwhile, we will see 
in chapter 4 that the need to eradicate a further great focus of illicit 
trade was arguably a factor in the greatest of all of Alberoni’s reforms 
in America, the creation of the viceroyalty of New Granada in 1718. 
Ironically, the failure of the viceroyalty to fulfill its role within the 
commercial program may also have contributed to its abolition after 
just a few years, in 1723.

The campaign against contraband reached its peak in the con-
text of the wider commercial reforms implemented from 1720. For 
the early 1720s, the sheer volume of the extant correspondence and 
decrees concerned with smuggling is astonishing.58 The decrees of 
this period seem to me to be distinguished from those issued since 
1700 not least in the strikingly explicit blame apportioned to minis-
ters of the Crown, up to and including viceroys, for the persistence 
of contraband:

What has mainly caused and causes the continuance of these harm-
ful abuses is the omission of the viceroys, governors, and ministers of 
those kingdoms, without whose tolerance the fraudsters (defrauda-
dores) would not be able to sell their goods so frequently and with the 
freedom and openness they have done during the past few years.59
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This declaration was complemented by extremely harsh declared 
 penalties for infractors (including death without trial for officials 
firmly suspected of involvement in contraband!); and while these 
penalties were unlikely to be imposed in practice, the same harshness 
was manifest elsewhere in the legislation of this period. An outbreak 
of plague in Marseilles, for example, was used as pretext for an abso-
lute ban on the admittance of French ships to American ports, even 
in cases of storm or imminent danger of shipwreck. Prohibitions on 
smuggling had been issued before, and to scant effect, but there is 
little doubt that the atmosphere surrounding contraband changed 
during the few years after 1720; especially in Peru, where these laws 
were enforced with some energy.

I have suggested that the imperatives of the anticontraband cam-
paign may actually have contributed to shape Bourbon rule in Peru 
in significant ways. This was so above all because the vital impor-
tance to the effective restriction of illicit trade of the loyalty and 
trustworthiness of Crown officials in the major ports and towns, 
acknowledged in the decrees cited immediately above, together with 
the broader Bourbon drive to reform the colonial administration, at 
this time prompted a change in policy toward appointments in the 
colonies. A group of highly respected military officers, many of whom 
had made their careers fighting for Philip V in the War of Succession, 
acceded to the posts of greatest strategic importance, in Peru and 
elsewhere. These military officers included Jorge de Villalonga, the 
first viceroy of New Granada in 1718; Bruno de Zavala, governor 
of Buenos Aires from 1721; the Marqués de Casafuerte, viceroy of 
New Spain from 1722; Luis de Aponte, governor of Cartagena de 
Indias from 1723; and Antonio Manso Maldonado and the Marqués 
de Castelfuerte, president of the Audiencia of Santa Fé de Bogotá 
and viceroy of Peru respectively, from 1724.60 These were the men 
chosen to restore order and impose royal authority in the colonies. 
Their appointment was a direct product of the attempt to restore the 
f leets and to eliminate contraband, but of course, their impact was 
much wider. Castelfuerte in Peru, Casafuerte in Mexico, and Zavala 
in Buenos Aires, made solid reputations as the finest governors of 
the first half of the century in their respective jurisdictions.61 For 
a decade the high administration of the Indies lay in the hands of 
vigorous and capable officials of a recognizably new stamp. America 
experienced a change in the character of government, and a firsthand 
taste of what Bourbon rule might mean.

José de Armendáriz y Perurena, first Marqués de Castelfuerte, mer-
its special mention here, as among the most influential and effective 
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of the early Bourbon viceroys. As noted in the “Introduction,” 
Castelfuerte is distinguished as the first recognizably “Bourbon” vice-
roy to serve in Peru; the main published study of his administration, 
by Alfredo Moreno Cebrián, is subtitled The First Bourbon Attempt to 
Reform Peru.62 This judgment rests upon the viceroy’s route to office 
and on the coincidence between his own character and outlook and 
Bourbon objectives for the viceroyalty. Castelfuerte fought for Philip 
V with great distinction in many of the principal battles of the War of 
Succession, being both ennobled and receiving the habit of the Order 
of Santiago for his role in the decisive action at Villaviciosa in 1710; 
at the time of his nomination as viceroy he was serving as captain-
general in Guipúzcoa.63 His military career brought him to identify 
closely with the new dynasty, and in fact, his trajectory ensures that 
he stands as an archetype of Bourbon officialdom, ennobled by the 
new king, a military governor and the first of the military viceroys 
who dominated the eighteenth century.64 He made a striking charac-
ter: imperious, decisive, obstinate, personally courageous, and with a 
profound sense of duty toward the Crown (which does not, however, 
appear to have prevented his enriching himself greatly during his 
term, according to a further innovative study by Moreno Cebrián).65 
He pursued his policies with a vigor occasionally verging on brutal-
ity, that at times disgusted creole opinion in Peru, but he nevertheless 
won widespread respect for the efficacy and general impartiality of 
his government.66 On his return to Spain he was decorated with the 
Order of the Golden Fleece (Toisón de Oro), an honor quite excep-
tional outside of royalty.

Castelfuerte also demonstrates effectively one of the key themes 
of the present work: the ability of viceroys to make a major contribu-
tion of their own to the realization of Bourbon priorities in Peru, and 
indeed themselves to shape early Bourbon policy in particular ways 
(albeit less so in commercial policy than in other areas). Castelfuerte 
knew José Patiño personally from their joint service on the Sardinia 
and Sicily campaigns of 1717–18, and a few articles of private cor-
respondence survive that suggest a degree of confidence between the 
two men.67 Whether Patiño had any direct hand in his appointment 
to Peru cannot be ascertained, though this does not seem improb-
able. In any case, Castelfuerte’s close identification with Bourbon 
aims, and indeed with an incipient “Bourbon ethos” of rule, led him 
to make a contribution that went far beyond his implementation of, 
and support for, commercial policy and reform in the colony. Thus, 
in my view, his viceregency marked a watershed in relations between 
Crown and Church in Peru, centered on a series of major conflicts 
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with the higher clergy that developed in the mid-to-late 1720s. He 
also introduced a striking reform, in a clear break with deep-seated 
Habsburg precedent, that made far more Indians liable for the mita 
forced labor draft and for payment of tribute at higher rates; and he 
did so without even so much as informing Patiño or the king, at least 
via formal channels.

These and other aspects of Castelfuerte’s administration are dis-
cussed at length in the chapter that follows. For our present pur-
poses, his instructions as viceroy left him in no doubt as to the 
primary motive for his appointment: he was to make the elimination 
of contraband and the sanitization of the royal administration his 
chief concerns.68 For 18 months after his arrival in Lima, these tasks 
occupied a large part of his considerable energies. European gazettes 
came to comment on the vigor of his methods, which contributed 
finally to extinguish the direct interloping trade in the Pacific, where 
the last French and Dutch merchantmen were expelled or captured 
in 1724–25.69 In the latter year alone, more than 1,400 bundles of 
“Chinese cloth” were seized on the South American coasts, equiva-
lent to around one-third of the entire cargo of a Manila galleon 
during these years, and worth at least 1 million pesos.70 Beyond the 
eradication of contraband, it fell to Castelfuerte to organize from 
Lima what in the event would be the last two trade fairs to be held 
at Portobelo, in 1726 and 1731. Caught between sympathy for some 
part of the Lima merchants’ grievances, and an acute awareness of 
his responsibility for the organization of successful fairs, his trade 
policy degenerated into a sustained and bitter battle of wills with 
the recalcitrant merchants. The campaign against contraband was a 
critical part of his strategy, since it was intended not least to deprive 
the Peruvians of alternative sources of supplies to the legal trade. 
In a parallel initiative, he sought to close all the lesser trade routes 
into the viceroyalty, including all exports of bullion to Panama 
between the trade fairs. He then employed a wide range of pressure 
 tactics against the merchants in which he himself recognized that 
his “ fervour went so far as perhaps to seem violent”;71 these included 
threatening immediate collection of the Consulado’s tax debt to the 
Crown and making the Guild financially responsible for the costs 
arising from the delay of the galleons in Cartagena de Indias.

The Decline of Commercial Policy, ca. 1726–35

The broadly positive assessment set out thus far notwithstanding, it 
should be emphasized that commercial policy to the mid-1720s was 
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neither entirely coherent nor perfectly implemented. Rather, problems 
and contradictions were apparent from the very beginning, affecting 
both the fiscal dimension and other areas. Particularly ominous was 
the fact that the core of the reform program—the reduction of taxa-
tion on exports—was compromised from an early stage. The Proyecto 
of 1720 itself imposed punitive taxation on the use of foreign-built 
ships, pursuing the “nationalization” of the Atlantic merchant 
marine, which in practice affected the majority of merchants trading 
to America for some time. The aviso service established the same year 
was funded by a 1 percent tax on all proceeds of the Indies trade, and 
Andalusian merchants contributed a heavy further 6 percent of the 
value of their imports to maintain the guardacosta squadron founded 
in 1722.72 Despite the abolition of internal customs barriers, for sev-
eral years stiff tariffs continued to be levied in the province of Jerez 
on goods going to Cadiz, so further penalizing exports. Elsewhere, 
key parts of the reforms were poorly implemented. Failure to reform 
voting procedures within the Consulado, for example, meant that its 
governing body continued to be dominated by the more conservative 
Seville interest, against repeated protests from Cadiz, until 1744.73 
Similarly, despite several attempts, the outdated statutes governing 
both the Consulado and the Casa de la Contratación were never 
replaced.

Beyond the strictly fiscal aspect, moreover, several of the reforms 
of the Alberoni years were ill-prepared and were implemented too 
rapidly. The fall of Alberoni himself in 1719 tended to discredit the 
program he had sponsored, and—perhaps crucially—until Patiño’s 
appointment as minister of the Indies in 1726, colonial government 
again lacked a firm guiding hand. Some important reforms were 
reversed altogether: the viceroyalty of New Granada was abolished 
in 1723, while in New Spain, the trade fairs at Jalapa had been sus-
pended the year before. As has been noted, the Alberoni years left a 
legacy in the form of the British South Sea Company’s “Annual Ship” 
that plagued the official trade for years; and contracts for register 
ships for Buenos Aires conceded at this time had a similar harmful 
effect. Important contracts signed with Salvador García Poré in 1718 
and with Francisco de Alzaybar in 1724 and 1726 permitted the sale 
of goods as far inland as Chile and the Audiencia district of Charcas, 
and the export from the region of millions of pesos. These contracts 
stood directly contrary to the broader trend of policy during these 
years, and constitute a notable example of short-term financial expe-
diency overriding considerations important to colonial policy as a 
whole.74
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Nevertheless, the broad intent of trade reform was largely main-
tained until around 1726. After this date, I would argue that the 
picture becomes rather more complex. Ostensibly, Patiño remained 
committed to a regular dispatch of the fleets, and in the course of 
the decade prior to his death in 1736, he continued to implement 
measures designed to achieve this. His attempts to promote the gale-
ones included removal of the president of Panama in 1728, accused 
of fraud and extortion on the Isthmus, while in 1730 he ordered 
works for a new port at San Cristóbal, to replace Portobelo itself: clear 
evidence even at this late date of a persistent concern to improve the 
trans-Isthmian route. In 1729, he oversaw preparation of new statues 
for the Cadiz Consulado that were mostly concerned with avoiding 
internal disputes within the guild and fostering an enhanced sense of 
corporate identity and responsibility—notably, in negotiations with 
American merchants at the trade fairs.75 Most significantly, in 1735, 
Patiño secured an important measure of real reform: the halving of 
tax on Peruvian silver mining, from quinto to diezmo, with the explicit 
intention of stimulating mining production and so the silver trade. 
Ironically, this measure—which is discussed at greater length in the 
following chapter—was announced in the very decree that suspended 
the galeones altogether, in principle temporarily.76

These aspects notwithstanding, however, from ca. 1726, the 
integrity of the initiative launched in 1720 was increasingly com-
promised, and the intent of policy undermined. Indeed, on balance, 
Crown policy in this later period did as much to undermine the fleet 
system as to shore it up. In part, this was surely the result of the fail-
ure of most of the trade fairs held since 1720, which seems to have 
fuelled an increasingly cynical attitude toward the fleets in Patiño. 
There is evidence, in fact, that he was waiting only for the expiry of 
the British Asiento in 1744 before implementing much wider reform, 
possibly encompassing abolition of the fleets in their present form.77 
From ca. 1726, then, it becomes easier to perceive the “capitulation” 
detected by Allan Kuethe in the commercial policy developed since 
the Alberoni years as a whole. A further chief factor in this shift 
probably derived from the evolution of Patiño’s own glittering min-
isterial career. In 1726, he exchanged his positions at Cadiz for the 
Ministries of Indies and of Finance and the superintendency-general 
of Revenues; he thus became responsible no longer solely for the man-
agement of colonial trade, but for the whole of the national finances. 
The late 1720s was a period of immense extraordinary expenditure, 
much of it associated with the establishment of prince Charles of 
Bourbon-Farnese in an Italian fiefdom.78 Patiño, of course, was no 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA84

less dependent on the support of Elisabeth Farnese than had been 
Alberoni; fund her Italian projects he must, and during these years, 
he sought revenue from whatever source was possible, and notably 
by scouring the Indies. In this context, the Indies trade was far too 
ready a source of income to escape attention, and one that Patiño 
understood better than most.

The result was recourse, from the late 1720s, to an irresponsible 
fiscal policy that ran directly contrary to the guarantees of a more 
responsible attitude contained in the Proyecto of 1720. In 1727, Patiño 
urged Philip V to decree a one-time expropriation of 25 percent to 
30 percent of the profits of the fleets of that year. A heavy indulto, 
or forced payment, in principle against mercantile wrongdoing, was 
levied in 1728, following in 1729 by another of 16 percent against 
funds returning in the galeones (though this was later moderated to 
10%); further such irregular levies followed.79 Regular taxation, too, 
once more increased; in 1729, port administration taxes at Cadiz 
were subject to a general increase of 4 percent. The new statutes of 
the Consulado of the same year imposed a 1 percent tax on all bul-
lion and agricultural products carried in the fleets, to fund a corpo-
rate insurance scheme against accident or fraud. A decree of 1732, in 
effect a contract between the Crown and the Consulado for continued 
financing of the “coastguard” squadrons, imposed a tax of 4 percent 
on all bullion and cochineal imported from the Indies. In 1737, a tax 
was imposed to support the newly created Admiralty.80 The impact 
of these measures, especially the indultos, was clear: the cost of trad-
ing through the legal system again rose sharply, and the incentives to 
fraud became ever more enticing.

Both arbitrary and regular levies were offensive to Peninsular and 
American merchants alike; and to ensure their ongoing collaboration 
with a trade that now presented much reduced prospect of profit, 
Patiño was obliged to make a series of concessions to the elite of 
the Cadiz Consulado. The decree of 1732, mentioned in the pre-
ceding paragraph, shows this relationship quite clearly: in return for 
continued funding of the guardacosta, the Consulado won benefits 
including the right to exploit a limited trade in aviso ships, enhanced 
scrutiny of the actions of the South Sea Company in the Caribbean, 
and measures to improve anticontraband efforts and ensure that con-
fiscated goods did not compete with merchandise sold at the trade 
fairs.81

But the most striking product of the need to compensate for an 
increased tax burden was a series of concessions that reinforced the 
position of the great merchant houses of the Consulado with respect 
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to less privileged mercantile groups. Thus, the legal minimum value 
of cargoes was increased to 300,000 pesos, a move that favored the 
Cadiz elite. The definitive restoration of the Jalapa fairs in 1728 was a 
victory for the Andalusians and a set-back for their Mexican counter-
parts, whose position was undermined by the geographical neutrality 
and restricted duration of the fairs.82 The new statutes of the Cadiz 
Consulado of 1729 attacked the important jenízaro community—
the descendents of foreigners resident in Cadiz and legally entitled 
to trade with the Indies—by enabling the Consulado to deny them 
membership.83 A confidential decree of 1730 actually disqualified 
jenízaros formally, and certainly no member of this group obtained 
license to trade from this time until after the statutes were revoked 
in 1742.84 The statutes of 1729 also increased the autonomy of 
the Consulado with regard to the Casa de la Contratación and the 
Consejo de Indias. Most significantly, they made the first ever legal 
distinction between Peninsular and American merchants, by declar-
ing that no goods might be consigned to the latter on the outward or 
return voyages of the fleets, but must go under consignees appointed 
by the Consulado of Cadiz. This distinction was consummated in the 
fourth article of the decree of January 1735 suspending the galeones, 
which altogether prohibited Americans from sending funds in the 
fleets to purchase goods on their own behalf. This clause provoked 
such a storm of protest in America that it was partly repealed in 1738 
(and was reversed in 1749).85 But these measures can only have made 
a profound impression on American merchants, who witnessed the 
emergence for the first time of a policy clearly and explicitly discrimi-
natory toward them.

My argument in these pages, that from ca. 1726 a shift was appar-
ent in Patiño’s trade policy, which ran contrary to the core tenets 
of the Proyecto of 1720 and ultimately undermined it, is based on 
close scrutiny of the documents of this period, and already formed a 
part of the doctoral thesis from which this book ultimately derives. 
But in a striking passage in his recent work on trade and politics 
in the “Spanish-American Pacific,” Mariano Bonialian similarly per-
ceives a shift in the attitude of Patiño, and even dates it to the same 
year. Thus, by this point, “in Spanish circles of power the failure of 
the policy drawn up in 1720 was already accepted . . . It was Patiño 
himself who first addressed the problem. Around 1726 the minister 
of Indies undertook a new shift in policy for trans-Pacific trade.”86 
Moreover, intriguingly, and informed by his Pacific perspective, 
Bonialian places a far more positive construction upon this shift. It 
will be recalled that among the measures intended to support the 
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Proyecto, by restricting access to both New Spain and Peru of goods 
that competed with the galeones trade, was the prohibition in 1718 
(reiterated repeatedly in following years) on imports of Asian silks 
via the Manila Galleon. This prohibition was reversed from the mid-
1720s, however, and definitively from 1734, when the volume of 
imports of silks to Acapulco was also increased. Bonialian sees this 
policy as a conscious attempt to rebalance trade flows in the empire, 
in the light of the failure of the Proyecto of 1720 to restore the fleets 
trade. Thus, in his view, “the royal decision to permit, after 1724, 
the circulation throughout the viceroyalty of Asian silk textiles was a 
pragmatic policy, a counter-weight, that sought an imperial balance 
among trade circuits; an inevitable measure in the light of the lack 
of a response from the regime of flotas and galeones.”87 Patiño, then, 
in this light, proved less cynical than pragmatic, less engaged in a 
capitulation of trade policy than seeking to further it by other means; 
while recognizing, as he must, the failure of the overarching policy he 
had championed for the best part of a decade.

Following repeated commercial failures at the trade fairs—some 
disastrous, in particular that at Portobelo in 1731—on January 21, 
1735, a decree was issued that, in effect, closed the cycle of policy that 
had begun in the late 1710s and was embodied in the Proyecto para 
galeones, y flotas of 1720. This decree restricted the volume of goods 
to be dispatched in future flotas; more to the point, it suspended the 
galeones to Peru altogether, until such time as the Crown might deem 
the dispatch of another fleet to Portobelo feasible.88 As we shall see 
in chapter 5, this suspension, seemingly genuinely intended as merely 
temporary at the time of its introduction, was rendered permanent by 
the circumstances of the following years, and especially by the out-
break of the War of Jenkins’ Ear in 1739 and its later merger into the 
War of the Austrian Succession, lasting until 1748. During this long 
period of suspension, affecting both galeones and flota and enforced 
by British naval action in the Atlantic, single register ships amply 
proved their capacity to serve as a vehicle for trade between Spain and 
the American colonies. Indeed, as Xabier Lamikiz has recently dem-
onstrated, from 1740 the register ship system began to bring about 
profound changes in the character of Spanish Atlantic trade, its par-
ticipants, and even perhaps to some extent its (historically weak) abil-
ity to resist penetration by foreign interlopers.89 Such was the power 
of the interests vested in the traditional structure of Spanish colonial 
commerce that the flotas servicing Mexico were restored in the mid-
1750s, to endure for a further three decades. The galeones for Peru 
experienced no such revival, however. The calamitous trade fair of 
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1731 thus proved to be the last full fair ever to be held at Portobelo; 
and the forest that rapidly reclaimed that port testified not only to 
the destructive power of the British Admiral Vernon’s guns in 1739, 
but to the failure of the master strategy for commercial reform and 
renewal devised by Julio Alberoni in the 1710s, and implemented by 
Spanish ministers since 1720.

Conclusion

Scholarly consensus suggests that early Bourbon commercial reform 
from the late 1710s until 1735, centered in the Proyecto para galeones, 
y flotas of 1720, was inherently conservative and—in large part for 
this reason—doomed to failure. The Proyecto did not attempt any 
significant reform of the (Habsburg) structure of Spanish Atlantic 
trade, and was thus incapable of bringing about any revival of that 
trade, in an early eighteenth-century international context marked 
by fierce manufacturing and commercial rivalry. In Allan Kuethe’s 
view, and that of Geoffrey Walker before him, this conservatism was 
not necessarily or even probably a native Spanish response, but was 
rather imposed upon the country by treaty obligations to commercial 
rivals reaffirmed at Utrecht and in subsequent years. As this chapter 
has sought to demonstrate, both the characterization of Spanish trade 
policy at this time as strongly conservative, and the suggestion that 
the program was all but doomed to failure from the outset, are strictly 
accurate. Certainly, its commercial impact was modest: some increase 
in the rhythm of the trade fleets for a few years, some increase in 
the size and value of cargoes; little profit and much loss during the 
American trade fairs of the 1720s and early 1730s, including the last 
formal fairs ever held at Portobelo.

But as I have also sought to show across this and the preceding 
chapter, to rest only with these points is to fail to acknowledge both 
the seriousness and coherence of the program, and its real impact in 
the colonies, notwithstanding the limited commercial outcome. The 
coherence of the commercial initiative is understood only when it is 
set in the context of the wide-ranging program of reforms developed 
and partly implemented under Julio Alberoni from the late 1710s. 
This program embraced wholesale administrative centralization in 
Spain, major naval reform, and more modest state-sponsored indus-
trialization, in addition to the restoration of trade with America. The 
reforms undertaken in these areas were inherently complementary, 
and they shared the central goals of strengthening the Spanish state, 
mobilizing its resources more efficiently, and projecting its strength 
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externally, above all in pursuit of the military conquests sought in 
Italy by Elisabeth Farnese. The commercial program, then, was not 
the rather lame, isolated policy it is usually portrayed as, but simply 
one element within a markedly more ambitious overall strategy of 
Spanish national renewal. And although unquestionably conservative, 
it is worth emphasizing once more that this conservatism was scarcely 
forced upon Spanish ministers by “external” circumstances, of wars 
and foreign treaty rights. Rather, it reflected an autonomous Spanish 
commitment to the Carrera de Indias in its traditional form.

This deeper contextualization of commercial reform, and emphasis 
on its Spanish origins in addition to the external influences operating 
upon it, is important, because it helps both underline and explain the 
real vigor with which the program was pursued, at least for a number 
of years. Lastly, since commercial affairs were part of a much wider 
program of reform developed during this period, and since the com-
mercial imperative informed directly other measures now drawn up 
for the colonies, its success or impact should be judged on more than 
commercial criteria alone. I have pointed to one signally important 
area in which this point is evident: the talented and devoted group 
of military officers appointed to the highest colonial bureaucracy in 
the late 1710s and early 1720s, who changed the character of colonial 
government at firsthand. This is why studies of the viceregency of 
the Marqués de Castelfuerte tend to identify it as marking the real 
advent of Bourbon rule in Peru, after the chronic disorder of the 
quarter-century to 1724. And it is also why we now turn to other 
areas of reform introduced during this first cycle, whether in colonial 
administration, fiscal affairs, the mining sector, or relations with the 
Church. For in many of these areas, too, I will argue, can be seen 
both the drive and the specific priorities that lay behind the Proyecto 
of 1720 and its associated legislation.



Chapter 4

The First Cycle of Reform,  
1710s to 1736: Government, Treasury, 

Mining, and the Church

Introduction

The cycle of early Bourbon reform for the colonies that began in 
the late 1710s and ended in the mid-1730s embraced far more than 
commercial affairs alone. Beyond Atlantic trade, it also encom-
passed a further range of measures, affecting colonial administra-
tion (including the territorial organization of the colonies), fiscal 
affairs (from the administration of the treasury to the coinage), the 
mining sector (both for mercury and silver), and relations with the 
Peruvian Church. This chapter, then, considers these other areas, 
that complemented the commercial program discussed in the pre-
ceding  chapter. Indeed, they more than complemented it; for as 
we shall see, commercial concerns arguably lay behind several of 
the other reforms now undertaken, in fields as diverse as territorial 
organization or the  taxation of silver mining in Peru.

Colonial Administration

Among the most dramatic reforms in colonial affairs of the Alberoni 
years and the period that followed were those that affected the orga-
nization and administration of the Indies. Foremost among these 
was the establishment of a new viceroyalty, that of New Granada, 
carved out of the northernmost sector of the viceroyalty of Peru. 
The creation of the viceroyalty of New Granada was first decreed 
in 1717, with its capital in Santa Fé de Bogotá, and incorporating 
the two Audiencia districts of Santa Fé and Quito, as well as the 
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province of Caracas (administered since early colonial times from 
Santo Domingo).1 The first American viceroyalty to be created since 
the mid-sixteenth century, this was among the greatest of all early 
Bourbon innovations in the colonies. Its organization was entrusted 
to an official commissioned for the purpose, Antonio de la Pedrosa 
y Guerrero, who arrived in Cartagena de Indias in September 1717 
and remained active in the region until late 1719. De la Pedrosa 
proved both energetic and capable, raising funds and reorganizing 
finances, reviewing the defenses of the coast, creating a new vicere-
gal guard, and generally laying the foundations for the new adminis-
trative entity.2 Among the orders he implemented was the abolition 
of both the Audiencia of Quito and that of Panama—which, nev-
ertheless, remained a dependency of Peru rather than of the new 
viceroyalty. De la Pedrosa’s task accomplished, the first viceroy, Jorge 
de Villalonga, Conde de las Cuevas, took up his post in Bogotá in 
July 1718.

The motives for the creation of the viceroyalty were complex and 
have been subject to a range of sometimes conflicting interpreta-
tions.3 One basic factor was almost certainly the sheer paucity of the 
royal presence in the region by the late seventeenth century.4 The 
characteristics of the territory: distance from Lima, an extremely 
difficult geography, a sparse and scattered population, and a broken 
coastline within easy reach of British and Dutch colonies in the 
Caribbean, reduced royal authority there to the merely nominal. 
The Peruvian viceroys of the early eighteenth century barely took 
an interest in New Granada, mention of which is almost entirely 
absent from their papers and governmental reports, while even the 
president and Audiencia at Bogotá exercised little effective control 
over the provinces under their jurisdiction.

The result of this laxity of royal control was serious disorder 
throughout the colony’s affairs. The extent of the chaos prevalent 
in the treasury, for example, may be gauged by the fact that this, the 
greatest center for gold production in the Spanish Empire, produced 
virtually no income from mining taxes. In trade, it was well known 
that New Granadan gold sustained a vigorous contraband commerce 
that imported everything from luxury manufactures to flour for the 
coastal garrisons.5 Perhaps of greatest concern was the neglect of the 
coastal defenses, dramatically underscored when in 1697 Cartagena 
de Indias, the mightiest Spanish bastion in the region, was captured 
and sacked by the French.6 And this chronic disarray then actu-
ally worsened during the War of Succession and its aftermath. The 
breakdown of the Carrera de Indias—it will be recalled that just a 
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single fair was held at Portobelo between 1695 and 1722—left New 
Granadan markets almost entirely supplied by foreign contraband, so 
that “the growing separation between the metropolitan and colonial 
economies became a clear divorce.”7 In 1715, the political disorder 
that plagued the Audiencia devolved into farce when three oídores 
united to depose and imprison the president, Francisco de Meneses, 
in a colonial coup d’état.8

New Granada was thus ripe for radical administrative reform; and 
indeed, some such reform would probably have been undertaken 
even in the absence of a change of dynasty in the metropolis. In 
1695, for example, the Consejo de Indias had already commissioned 
a general inspection (visita general) of the region. The logic that 
drove the creation of the viceroyalty was then only reinforced by the 
development of Bourbon policy in the first years of the new century. 
The thrust of commercial policy since at least 1705 reinforced the 
need for a strong royal presence in the region, above all so as to 
eliminate contraband from what was a key link in the commercial 
chain that led to the rich markets of Peru. In 1717 there began 
a process of review of standards in the American Audiencias (dis-
cussed hereafter) that led to a purge of unsatisfactory or superf lu-
ous judges, coinciding closely with a vigorous reaction to the New 
Granadan political crisis of 1715.

If the new viceroyalty thus responded to a wide range of 
motives, nevertheless, in my view the decisive factor in 1717—what 
prompted the reform in an immediate sense—was very probably the 
 commercial question. The period 1715–17, it will be recalled from 
the preceding chapters, was one during which the entire system of 
Spanish Atlantic trade was under active review, while the latter year 
witnessed implementation of several major measures of commercial 
reform. These measures ranged from creation of the Intendancy-
General of Marine, to reform of the Casa de la Contratación, the 
transfer to Cadiz of both Casa and the Consulado, and a Proyecto 
de flota that already incorporated the main points of the general 
Proyecto that would follow three years later. The creation of the 
viceroyalty of New Granada was decreed within days and weeks of 
these projects of commercial reform: and this was surely no coinci-
dence. The enabling force behind this, as behind the other major 
reforms of this period, was Cardinal Alberoni, for here as elsewhere, 
Alberoni’s absolute power circumvented governmental torpor, per-
mitting reform to proceed at an unprecedented pace. Although 
the founding decree asserted that the creation of the viceroyalty 
had been discussed “on different occasions,” there is not a scrap of 
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evidence of prior consideration of so major a project, which appears 
to have been entirely the product of the few months before its prom-
ulgation. And the actions in office of both Antonio de la Pedrosa 
and Jorge de Villalonga, the first viceroy, underline the central sig-
nificance they accorded to commercial affairs. De la Pedrosa spent 
six months in Cartagena after his arrival in New Granada, given 
over to the suppression of contraband and the regulation of trade. 
He continued these policies once in Bogotá, and before returning 
to Spain spent a further period in Cartagena, again combating offi-
cial fraud and contraband. Villalonga, for his part, made a trip to 
Cartagena by express order of the Crown soon after his arrival, also 
spending six months there (though he achieved little beyond some 
repair of the fortifications).

Recognition that the primary motive for the foundation of the 
new viceroyalty was commercial, and that Alberoni was the key 
 catalyst, helps to situate the reform in its broader context. It deepens 
appreciation of the seriousness and scope of the early Bourbon pro-
gram, particularly in commercial affairs, which, as already empha-
sized in chapter 3, can be seen to have embraced a range of major 
measures both in the colonies and in Spain. And it may also help to 
explain why the reform failed, leading to abolition of the viceroy-
alty after only a few years. This issue has excited debate on a similar 
scale to that which surrounds its establishment. The cédula abolish-
ing the viceroyalty, dated November 5, 1723, noted that a president 
could govern the provinces as well as a viceroy; that the viceroy-
alty had neither increased royal revenues nor eliminated fraud; and 
that it brought about a great increase in the costs of government. 
María Teresa Garrido Conde, while noting that these reasons were 
either superficial or simply mistaken, nevertheless suggests that the 
question of costs was ultimately the decisive factor.9 Another major 
motive is often considered to have been the actions of the first vice-
roy, since Villalonga was a foolish, conceited official, and one with 
little experience or aptitude for civil government. His insistence on 
lavish ceremonial and on maintaining a large retinue of assistants 
certainly boosted the costs of his office.10

But it was the precise nature of Villalonga’s failure, in my view, that 
determined the abolition of the viceroyalty. He had been appointed 
fundamentally to cooperate with the commercial program expressed 
in the Proyecto para galeones, y flotas of 1720, especially by eliminat-
ing contraband, and it was in precisely these areas that he failed most 
egregiously. Smuggling once more sabotaged the only trade fair held 
at Portobelo during the brief existence of the viceroyalty, that of 
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1722, and Villalonga actually suspended some parts of the Proyecto, 
earning an angry rebuke and a clear warning against further such 
action from the Crown.11 His interference with the Proyecto was 
among the chief points commended to the judge who undertook 
the statutory investigation that followed his departure from office, 
in fact; and 13 of the charges Villalonga eventually faced linked him 
directly or indirectly with smuggling. It is likely that an administra-
tion urgently concerned with the swift and smooth implementation 
of its commercial program in the early 1720s lost patience both with 
Villalonga and the administrative institution he represented. A fur-
ther factor may have been the general repugnance toward initiatives 
associated with Alberoni that prevailed in Madrid during the years 
following his downfall in December 1719.12

After 1723, then, New Granada reverted to its old form of govern-
ment, under an Audiencia and a president based in Bogotá. In line 
with general policy at this time, the new president, Antonio Manso 
Maldonado, was a military officer, a field marshal and former com-
mander of the defenses at Barcelona. His administration (1724–29) 
and the years that followed are a relatively little-known period, albeit 
characterized by one authority as one of “stasis,” when New Granada 
slipped back into its old ways and was again neglected by Madrid.13 
It would not be long, however, before major reform returned to the 
region, with the re-establishment of the viceroyalty, this time defini-
tively, occurring in 1739—as discussed in chapter 5.

Elsewhere, perhaps the most significant reform in territorial 
administration of the period to the 1730s was the settlement and for-
tification of Montevideo in the early 1720s. We saw in chapter 3 that 
the River Plate provided a main locus of tension with the Portuguese 
in the Americas, partly because the Colônia do Sacramento (founded 
on the eastern shore of the Uruguay in 1680) served as a conduit 
for massive Portuguese and British smuggling with Buenos Aires. 
Sacramento presented a permanent challenge to Spanish control of 
the River Plate, and it was to preclude the establishment of further 
such enclaves that Montevideo was fortified from 1723. The new 
settlement was made a separate military governorship, subordinate 
to Buenos Aires. Over the century that followed, it would become an 
important settlement, ultimately the anchor of an enduring Hispanic 
presence in this region. In general terms, however, and with the 
major exception of the (frustrated) viceroyalty of New Granada, early 
Bourbon policy toward territorial administration proved remarkably 
cautious, a caution arguably best exemplified precisely in the case of 
Buenos Aires. Rapid commercial growth from the late seventeenth 
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century, redoubled or tripled after 1740 with the opening of the 
Cape Horn trade route, meant that already by the mid-1750s, Buenos 
Aires could be called one of the largest cities in Peru by its  viceroy.14 
And yet commercial and demographic growth went unaccompanied 
by any formal acknowledgment or change in administrative status. 
Throughout the early Bourbon period, and indeed up until the 
arrival of the first viceroy of the Río de la Plata in 1776, Buenos Aires 
remained a humble gobernación—the status it had maintained since 
the early seventeenth century.

Nevertheless, administrative reform in the colonies affected more 
than territorial reorganization alone. A further key field embraced 
the colonial bureaucracy, and within this area, focused upon two 
 questions of concern to Bourbon rulers from an early date: the access 
of creoles to high administrative office, and the sale of bureaucratic 
posts by the Crown. We saw in chapter 1 that by the late seventeenth 
century, the sale of bureaucratic posts affected the gamut of positions 
in the colonies, from the humblest scribe to the highest magistracies 
on the Audiencias. The result was, on the one hand, a clear corrup-
tion of standards of administration, and on the other, the conquest by 
local creole interests of the crucial bureaucratic bodies: the treasuries, 
the Tribunal de Cuentas, and even the Audiencias themselves. The 
demands of the War of Succession obliged Philip V to reverse early 
attempts to halt sales, and indeed sales of posts in the Audiencias 
reached their historic peak during the final years of the war.

That early Bourbon government was sensitive to the ills arising 
from sales in the colonial bureaucracy is clear enough. It is striking, for 
example, that wartime sales of the (particularly lucrative) Audiencia 
posts were halted in 1712, as soon as the immediate threat to Philip’s 
throne receded, and before the signing of the Peace of Utrecht. Over 
the following decades, royal policy more than once decreed the end of 
sales to different posts or attempted to restrict their harmful effects. 
These attempts, however, were frustrated by urgent fiscal imperatives, 
so that in fact, sales of office went on largely uninterrupted. Posts on 
the Audiencias formed a partial exception, with a suspension of sales 
between 1712 and ca. 1730; but most other positions seem to have 
been available for purchase without interruption.

The sale of Audiencia posts has attracted most attention from 
scholars, understandably, since these were by far the most important 
positions affected by the process.15 The halt to sales in 1712, though 
not officialized by any decree, held firm for almost 20 years, and 
largely so for a further decade thereafter. In 1718–20, moreover, the 
Consejo de Indias took steps to reverse the harm caused by the heavy 
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sales made since 1687, by commissioning inspections of the courts 
and having unworthy officials removed from office. It seems likely 
that this sudden zeal—also evident at this time in mining policy and 
possibly in the abolition of the viceroyalty of New Granada—was a 
further reaction to the demotion of the Consejo upon the creation 
of the secretariats in 1717. In the viceroyalty of New Spain, it led to 
a wholesale reform of the Audiencia of Mexico. In Peru, its impact 
was more slight, and just two oídores were removed from their posts 
in Lima.16 These inspections, nevertheless, complemented and rein-
forced the tacit policy of an end to sales of Audiencia posts, evi-
dent throughout the 1710s and well into the 1720s. From about 
1725, some weakening of this new policy was apparent in a renewal 
of sales of dispensations to judges to marry locally, while in 1730 
and 1733–36 a number of posts were actually sold once more. But 
these sales remained limited, affecting perhaps four or five positions 
throughout the decade, and in 1737–39 the Consejo again displayed 
a determination to preserve and reinforce standards.17 Only the out-
break of war in 1739 brought a return to indiscriminate sales, which 
after 1745 again reached the levels of the War of Succession.

Sales to posts in other sectors of the colonial bureaucracy 
were  similarly suspended at intervals, at least officially. But where 
Audiencia judgeships were sold, it is hardly surprising that the lesser 
positions were also sold both more consistently and in greater num-
bers. Thus, at the royal treasuries, from 1700 to the 1740s, purchase 
remained the most common route to appointment. For example, 
nine posts were sold to the main treasury in Lima alone during 
this period (when only seven men took possession of the three chief 
positions!). A decree dated October 10, 1725, which lamented the 
effects of, and declared an end to, sales, thus remained a dead letter, 
and Kenneth Andrien implies that sales of treasury posts were finally 
halted only in 1750, alongside those to Audiencias.18 Similarly, at 
the Tribunal de Cuentas, not only were posts as accountants rou-
tinely sold (with 18 positions purchased in 1700–45), but the new 
post of Regent of the Tribunal was created in 1712 specifically for 
the revenue that might arise from its sale. And the provision of pro-
vincial magistracies ( corregimientos) displayed the greatest disorder 
of all during this earliest period, despite a decree (issued on the 
same day as that which abolished sales to the colonial treasuries) 
that emphatically declared a halt to sales of corregimientos.19 It is 
quite possible that purchase became the only route to appointment 
to corregimientos under the early Bourbons, in fact, since the official 
titles listed by Alfredo Moreno Cebrián for the period 1687–1751 
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all record the price paid by the appointee for his post.20 Finally, sales 
of the humblest offices—the ubiquitous oficios vendibles y renuncia-
bles, including notarial and other minor fee-earning posts, places on 
town councils, and so forth—were never so much as questioned.21 
As we will see, ultimately, the definitive halt to sales of posts in 
the colonial bureaucracy was among the major products of early 
Bourbon rule; but this reform would await a later period, subse-
quent to 1750.

Despite this, the question of sales of office, specifically to 
Audiencia posts, is closely related to a further major issue arising 
during these years, in which a real change was apparent during the 
early decades of Bourbon rule. This issue was that of the restriction 
of access for creoles to the high colonial bureaucracy. It should be 
emphasized here that little conscious, much less legal, discrimina-
tion against creoles in appointments to the high bureaucracy was 
evident in the Spanish colonies prior to the eighteenth century. If 
fewer creoles were in fact appointed to the higher bureaucratic posts 
prior to 1700, or indeed to the 1710s, it has been argued convinc-
ingly that this was a product of innate characteristics of the system 
for appointments, rather than of any intended prejudice.22 Structural 
disadvantages for creoles, including limited direct access to the foun-
tainhead of patronage in Madrid, or to education in one of the cole-
gios mayores, were what tended to reduce their access to the high 
administration.23

However, in their major study of this topic, Mark Burkholder and 
D. S. Chandler identify a change of attitude in government to the 
prejudice of creoles, dating from the late 1710s. These scholars attri-
bute this change precisely to high creole and “native son” penetration 
of the Audiencias during the first era of heavy sales between 1687 
and 1712.24 The new attitude was clearly consistent with a more 
“Bourbon” view of empire, inclined to see the American territories 
more simply as colonies, as opposed to the Habsburg conception of 
parallel kingdoms whose subjects enjoyed equal status within the 
Monarchy. In 1717, the secretary of the Indies recommended that 
only peninsular Spaniards be appointed to American Audiencias, 
marking a novel emphasis on the birthplace of candidates as a factor 
in the selection process. The consequences were felt immediately: 
the purges of the courts effected in 1718–20, already mentioned, 
demonstrated clear prejudice not only against purchasers of office, 
but also against native sons (categories into which both the judges 
removed from the Audiencia of Lima at this time fell). A decree of 
May 31, 1720, further reinforced the legal restraints on access of 
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creoles to office, as well as laws prohibiting the marriage of judges 
to local women.25 New appointments in the early 1720s in practice 
continued to strongly favor peninsular or nonnative creole candi-
dates, so that the Crown went some way toward reversing the effects 
of heavy sales made during the War of Succession. The impact was 
felt much less powerfully in the Peruvian Audiencias than in those of 
New Spain; nevertheless, what was manifestly a new trend could not 
but be noticed by creole aspirants to posts, among whom it provoked 
bitter disappointment.26

What was more, the perception among Peruvian creoles of a 
 closing of avenues to advancement could be felt in other ways dur-
ing this period. Thus, the structural disadvantages faced in winning 
access to salaried bureaucratic positions also prevailed with regard 
to  corregimientos; and whether due to this factor, or to conscious 
discrimination on the part of the Crown, an overwhelming major-
ity of the posts granted in Madrid (that is to say, most full five-year 
corregimientos) during this period went to peninsular candidates. 
Of 92 appointments reviewed by Moreno Cebrián for the period 
1680–1778, no fewer than 82 were of peninsular Spaniards, and 
none was unquestionably of a creole.27 The corregimiento, with its 
lucrative commercial potential, had long been viewed as a prime 
source of income for the older Peruvian families, and of rewards for 
long-serving local offialdom; exclusion from most available posts 
naturally riled, and creole protests echoed long and loud.28 And in 
1720, another traditional fount of creole wealth and social status was 
dealt its final death blow, by a declaration that all encomiendas fall-
ing vacant thereafter were to be incorporated into the Crown. There 
would be no more concessions, no more grants of additional “lives.” 
With this decree, the encomienda thus neared the end of its long 
economic and social decline since the sixteenth century. The value 
of encomiendas was for the most part already small, and the motive 
of the Crown here seems to have been as much political as fiscal; a 
final tying of loose ends left over from an earlier age of empire.29 
But the pedigree of the institution naturally only enhanced its sym-
bolic value to Peruvian creoles. And as we shall see shortly, major 
reforms of 1728–30 took a further important range of posts, those 
at the royal Mints, out of creole ownership and returned them to the 
disposal of the Crown (even if many creoles were subsequently reap-
pointed to their posts, now as salaried officials).

Nevertheless, and despite all these comments, it should be empha-
sized that in broad terms, the “golden age” of creole dominance of 
the Peruvian bureaucracy, initiated around the turn of the century 
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and described in chapter 1, endured with only minor inflection 
throughout the early Bourbon age. Most strikingly, the numerical 
superiority of native sons in the Audiencia of Lima, achieved by the 
early 1720s, was maintained well into the 1760s (and indeed beyond). 
The suspension of sales of Audiencia posts between 1712 and ca. 
1730 brought only a slight reverse in this trend; and if one also takes 
into account the presence of peninsular ministers with strong local 
ties (so-called radicados), then control of the Lima court by local 
interests remained overwhelming.30 And, while the detailed pros-
opographical studies available for the Audiencias are lacking for the 
royal treasuries or corregimientos, the impression is of a dominant 
creole presence among the former, and a significant one among the 
latter. As just one example, at the important provincial treasury in the 
mercury-mining town of Huancavelica, instances of treasury officials 
who were not only natives of the town, but even members of the min-
ers’ guild, were not uncommon—giving quite extraordinary scope 
for conflict of interest.31 And creoles retained significant access to 
those corregimientos whose provision lay in the hands of the viceroy 
as opposed to the Crown, above all interim appointments caused by 
the death or absence of incumbents.32 Again as just one example, at 
least half of all the corregidores of the silver-mining town of Oruro in 
Upper Peru were local men, even in the half-century from 1750.33

Finally, the Peruvian Church, too, remained a stronghold of cre-
ole officeholding, where prior to the 1760s, creoles supplied at least 
half of the episcopacy, and dominated both the Cathedral chapters 
and the lower echelons of the priesthood, outside of the Regular 
Orders. And it is worth emphasizing that creole aspirants to positions 
in the Church benefited from the sponsorship of the early Bourbon 
viceroys, who demonstrated a striking, in some respects surprising, 
lack of prejudice in this regard. The Marqués de Castelfuerte, the 
Marqués de Villagarcía, and José Antonio Manso de Velasco (among 
them covering the period 1724–61) all sponsored creoles even for 
posts from which they were formally excluded, such as archbish-
oprics; and this sponsorship extended equally to high positions in 
the colonial bureaucracy.34 And these bare facts merely hint at the 
sheer range of opportunities open to creoles in early Bourbon Peru, 
among whom leading figures won access to virtually every branch 
of the colonial bureaucracy and elite, secular, ecclesiastical, or intel-
lectual, enjoying rich and varied careers and becoming very wealthy 
as a result.35 Serious moves toward the exclusion of creoles from high 
colonial office, then, would await the 1750s, and their effects were 
little felt until well into the late Bourbon era.
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Fiscal Affairs: The Peruvian Treasury and Mints

Bourbon policy toward the Peruvian treasury during the early 
decades, and indeed prior to the 1760s, was characterized above all 
by a determination to regain control over, and to achieve a more effec-
tive administration of, fiscal resources. The Crown assumed direct 
responsibility for the administration of the majority of its revenues, 
long since relinquished to private interests, and undertook owner-
ship and direct operation of the viceroyalty’s Mints. It attempted 
to achieve a more honest and efficient administration of the royal 
treasuries by halting sales of office and by imposing closer controls 
on the activities of the royal treasury officials. Changes were made 
in administrative structures that brought about a concentration of 
responsibility for fiscal policy in the hands of ministers in Madrid 
and of viceroys in Lima. In a parallel process, a serious attempt was 
made to modernize practice in the Mints and so to improve the qual-
ity of colonial coinage. These measures were not the product of a 
unitary program of legislation, but were introduced piecemeal by 
different ministers and viceroys, mostly in the 30 years or so after 
1724. Nevertheless, policy displayed a striking degree of coherence 
throughout this period. Taken together, the relevant measures in 
these areas constituted a significant body of reform, and one that 
marked a clear break with many aspects of Habsburg policy.

José Patiño directed American fiscal policy from 1726, when 
he obtained the Ministries of Indies and Finance, as well as the 
Superintendency General of Revenues. In 1728 he was closely con-
cerned with perhaps the most significant fiscal reform of the 1720s, 
the New Ordinances governing colonial Mints and coinage. His 
 policy afterwards became less imaginative and more purely predatory 
in fiscal terms. He maintained retrograde measures such as forced 
levies on bureaucratic salaries (valimientos and tercios), and in the late 
1720s ordered the Marqués de Castelfuerte to make annual remis-
sions of no less than a million pesos from Peru, understood as above 
and beyond “ordinary” remissions.36 He toyed with minor sources 
of revenue and made slight changes to Peruvian fiscal organization, 
in part to ensure direct remission to Spain of certain reserved funds. 
Before his death in 1736, however, Patiño again moved toward 
greater radicalism, with the separation of income from the mercury 
industry from the jurisdiction of the viceroy, and the bold, overtly 
reformist reduction in mining taxation of 1735.37

A key feature of fiscal policy during the early Bourbon period was 
the reversal of the dependence upon private tax farming that had 
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prevailed under the Habsburgs. Until 1724, many of the Crown’s 
principal revenues were collected not by royal officials or the colonial 
bureaucracy, but by private individuals or corporations; the only major 
exceptions to this rule, in fact, were mining taxes, indigenous tribute, 
and the income from mercury sales. But by sharp contrast, by 1763 
virtually all revenue was administered by Crown officials, including 
above all the previously farmed commercial taxes, but also seignior-
age at the Mint and the Cruzada ecclesiastical levy. A major new 
source of income, the powerful tobacco monopoly, was from the first 
entrusted to a dedicated team of Crown functionaries. By the time of 
the accession of Charles III, as a result, the only moderately signifi-
cant source of revenue still administered privately was that part of the 
alcabala sales tax corresponding to the interior provinces, where as 
we shall see, it was mostly still farmed out to private contractors.

By far the most valuable revenue group to be returned to direct 
Crown administration under the early Bourbons was that of the great 
commercial taxes, of avería, alcabala, and almojarifazgo. Since 1660, 
these taxes—often known collectively as simply the reales derechos—
had been effectively suspended, to be replaced by fixed sums paid the 
Crown by the Consulado of Lima, which taxed its members in pro-
portion to the size of their affairs. The amount to be paid was estab-
lished by contracts (asientos) negotiated every five years or so between 
the Consulado and the viceroy. The Crown’s dissatisfaction with the 
asiento system grew from the late seventeenth century, as the mer-
chants sought to gain ever more favorable conditions and offered lower 
sums in return. The contract negotiated by Viceroy Castelldosríus in 
1709 was actually annulled, and when Viceroy Morcillo presented a 
fresh contract in 1722, this too was rejected. In part this was because 
the terms imposed by the Consulado were deemed intolerable, and it 
was also argued that Morcillo had failed to follow proper procedures 
in reaching the agreement.

Crucially, however, the Crown had now decided that it would 
receive a greater income if it again levied the commercial taxes 
directly through its own officials, at the rates recently established in 
the Proyecto para galeones, y flotas of 1720. The asiento system itself 
was thus abandoned, and by cédula of June 13, 1724 administration 
of the reales derechos was returned to the royal treasury officials. The 
new system came into effect in late June 1725. It was bitterly protested 
by the Lima merchants, who resented the closer scrutiny of their 
activities which it implied, and probably feared that they would have 
more to pay besides. Possibly as a result of the merchants’ protests, in 
1728, Viceroy Castelfuerte was ordered to form a Junta to review the 
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whole issue of the asientos; but this was merely a sop to local opinion. 
Castelfuerte himself had strongly criticized Morcillo’s asientos, and 
the Junta approved the cancellation. From this time until the end of 
the colonial period, the commercial taxes were administered directly 
by Crown officials.38

In the late 1720s, furthermore, the Crown began to move toward 
direct administration of the Peruvian Mints, a sector of the fiscal 
machinery whose symbolic significance perhaps outweighed the 
( relatively marginal) revenue it generated. Bourbon reform of the 
Spanish imperial Mints affected every aspect of coin production and 
circulation, and was entirely the product of the early period (prior 
to the reign of Charles III). The key legislation was set out in two 
sets of ordinances covering practice at both Spanish and American 
Mints, of June 9, 1728 and July 16, 1730. The latter ordinances 
governed the transition to operation by the Crown; they stipulated 
that all bullion should be purchased, and all minting undertaken, 
exclusively on royal account, and that all Mint functionaries should 
be royal officials on fixed salaries.39 Both private ownership of posi-
tions at the Mint, and the mediation of the great silver merchants 
( mercaderes de plata), were eliminated. In November 1730 a  special 
Junta de Moneda headed by Patiño was created in Madrid with  overall 
supervision and judicial competence over the Mints.40

The regime of Crown operation was fully established in the 
viceroyalty of New Spain as early as 1732,41 but it was many years 
before it was realized in Peru. In 1731, Castelfuerte suspended its 
 implementation entirely, arguing that recent brief experience of 
minting on royal account had shown the process to be prohibi-
tively expensive. He was also concerned at the cost of purchasing 
the building of the Mint itself, then in private hands.42 For several 
years, Madrid took no further action, in part because crucial docu-
ments were lost in the great fire that destroyed the royal palace in 
1734. Later, Viceroy Villagarcía was asked to assess the likely cost 
of establishing Crown operation, but he too urged that nothing 
was to be gained by altering the existing system.43 The outbreak 
of war in 1739 then again provoked the suspension of the project. 
For these reasons, we will see in the following chapters that another 
decade passed before early Bourbon reform of the Peruvian Mints 
was finally accomplished.

Nevertheless, further major reform did affect the Peruvian cur-
rency at this time. Assumption of direct Crown operation of the 
Mints, already described, was but one element within the reforms to 
the Mint of 1728 and 1730, and at the time was not even perceived 
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as the most important of these reforms. Both Ordinances of the lat-
ter dates, besides standardizing practice at peninsular and American 
Mints, aimed fundamentally at improving the quality of colonial 
coinage. The American peso sencillo, or macuquina, was a sorry affair, 
“struck by hammer on irregular blanks, without protective milling, 
with clipped edges, of variable thickness and crude manufacture.”44 
The circulation of coinage of such poor quality had long been a 
 matter of scandal, and the drawbacks had recently been underlined 
at the great Spanish Atlantic trade fairs, where peninsular merchants 
found themselves obliged to accept Peruvian currency at equal value 
to Spanish pesos fuertes. The ordinances of 1728 aimed to address 
this problem by establishing new levels of weight and fineness for 
coins and by providing for the introduction of a new manufactur-
ing process, employing the flywheel press (molino de volantes), which 
permitted manufacture of round coins with milled edges (moneda 
de cordoncillo). These changes were intended to give American coins 
a uniform quality, while it was believed that operation of the Mints 
by Crown officials would ensure that the new standards were main-
tained. Not all the changes responded solely to a desire to improve 
the quality of coins; the adjustment to fineness implied the first 
debasement of the American silver mark, while at the same time the 
seigniorage tax was increased, so that 68 pesos were minted from 
every mark instead of 67.45

As with Crown operation of the Mints, the ordinances of 1728 
were implemented in full in New Spain by 1732, while in Peru the 
various provisions fared differently. Only the changes to weight and 
fineness were realized immediately. Batches of samples dispatched 
to Madrid for periodic checks were at first disappointing, but by the 
mid-1730s, coins minted in Lima were of a consistent and accept-
able quality.46 Production of moneda de cordoncillo presented greater 
difficulties. The flywheel press was a technological innovation only 
recently introduced to Spain by Philip V from France. There were 
no such machines in Peru, and while it was intended that a number 
should be imported, none were in fact sent. The Junta de Moneda 
repeatedly urged the Crown to make presses available, but it was 
not until royal operation was established that the new system was 
finally introduced. In 1751, Manso de Velasco had the first press 
constructed, to plans brought from Mexico, and manufacture of the 
new gold and silver coins was phased in between 1751 and 1753.47

When the Crown reassumed the direct administration of taxes or 
sought control of the Mint, it evinced concern for a further  general 
principle of Bourbon rule: the professionalization of the fiscal 
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bureaucracy. The administration of revenues was again to be placed 
in the hands of trained officials rather than those of private pur-
chasers of office who, theoretical safeguards notwithstanding, were 
not always personally or professionally qualified for the positions 
they held. Policy was not entirely consistent, and as we have seen, 
the Crown undermined the process by continuing to sell influential 
posts, even important ones such as that of Regent of the Tribunal 
de Cuentas. A step in the right direction appeared to be taken in 
October 1725, when an end was declared to sales of office in the 
royal treasuries themselves.48 This measure was prompted by a peti-
tion from Viceroy Castelfuerte, who besides an end to sales of office, 
sought for himself the right of appointment to treasury posts.49 This 
request was denied, and a dispute ensued as to whether the Audiencia 
or the Tribunal de Cuentas should enjoy the right of presentation of 
candidates; eventually the support of the viceroy decided the issue in 
favor of the Tribunal.50 I have argued elsewhere that the latter rul-
ing contributed to a growing control of the Tribunal over treasury 
officials from ca. 1720, a process also deriving from the creation of 
the post of regent of the Tribunal in 1712, and from the competence 
and prestige of the first holder of this office, Francisco Carrillo de 
Córdoba.51 Nevertheless, as we have seen, sales of posts in the trea-
sury went on largely as before—even if the prohibition of 1725 was 
never formally repudiated.52

During the decades that followed the Bourbon accession, the 
Crown also extended the network of treasury offices and other ele-
ments of the state fiscal infrastructure, both as a means of further 
enhancing control, and in response to broad shifts in the Peruvian 
economy. As early as 1702, a new treasury was established in the 
port of Saña on the northern coast. In 1721, another was created at 
San Juan de Matucana to cater to the central mining districts, and 
this was transferred to Jauja in 1730.53 Elsewhere, in 1722 a new 
 treasury was established at Cuenca in the Audiencia of Quito.54 
Over the course of the early Bourbon era as a whole, a network of 
eight treasuries and subtreasuries was created to cover the strate-
gic region of northern Tucumán, between the mining districts of 
Upper Peru and the River Plate.55 In Peru, the viceroys also took 
direct action to bring the royal treasury officials to heel. Under the 
Marqués de Castelfuerte, the regent of the Tribunal de Cuentas was 
given significant powers to monitor the professional activities of 
treasury officials, much to their displeasure, and this system of con-
trols was significantly enhanced by later viceroys.56 Elsewhere, the 
sanction of formal investigation was applied to treasuries of special 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA104

significance: most notably, visitas at fixed periods were revived at 
Potosí from 1720, and in 1746 Manso de Velasco commissioned 
inspections of the treasuries at Huancavelica, Cuzco, and Potosí.57 
These measures tended to curb the treasury officials’ historic inde-
pendence, and left them more closely subordinate to the viceroy, 
setting in train a process whose culmination was establishment 
of the viceregal Superintendencia general de Real Hacienda after 
1747.

Thus far, this section has been devoted to reform of the infra-
structure of the Peruvian treasury, whether the administration of 
taxation and the Mints, or the professionalization and growth of 
control over fiscal officialdom. It remains to consider early Bourbon 
policy toward the generation of revenue. In this regard, at least until 
the 1720s, Bourbon measures for the generation of revenue in the 
colonies were born of desperation, and scarcely merit the name of 
“policy” (much less “reform”). They arose from the demands of war 
in Spain and then a crippling and unsustainable foreign policy, and 
consisted of irregular levies on colonial salaries and rents (valimientos 
and  tercios de encomienda), the ongoing sale of bureaucratic posts or 
noble titles, demands for ex gratia donations of funds for different 
ends ( donativos), and other irregular levies.58

From the 1720s, however, and particularly from the 1730s, 
something more closely resembling a real policy toward the genera-
tion of revenues became apparent. And when it did emerge, in one 
sense, this policy displayed an inherent conservatism—more so than 
did policy toward fiscal administration and infrastructure. Most 
strikingly, few strictly new taxes were imposed in Peru before the 
1760s; the major exception was the “New Tax” imposed by Viceroy 
Villagarcía during the War of Jenkins’ Ear, of but brief duration. 
The Crown evinced reluctance even to increase the rates of exist-
ing taxes, and focused instead on extracting greater value from 
those that already existed, not least by increasing the efficiency of 
their administration. Thus, direct royal operation of the Peruvian 
Mints tripled the income from seigniorage, while the sisa tax on 
consumption of meat was revived in Lima and the provinces.59 As 
discussed hereafter, the Crown also claimed a greater proportion 
of ecclesiastical revenues, for example, from vacant benefices from 
the mid-1730s. In another sense, however, this apparent conserva-
tism of early Bourbon policy toward revenue generation is clearly 
deceptive—as legalization of repartimiento de mercancía in the late 
1740s, or introduction of the estanco del tabaco in the early 1750s 
(discussed in chapter 6) make clear.
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Foremost among the Crown’s revenues were those that derived 
from Atlantic trade and from silver mining, and in my view, taxa-
tion in these areas presented one instance in which early Bourbon 
policy shed its conservatism in favor of a bolder approach. The ratio-
nalization and reduction in the overall burden of commercial taxa-
tion in 1720 (discussed in chapter 3), and perhaps still more the 
reduction of mining taxes by half in 1735 (discussed in the following 
 section of the current chapter), suggested some real attempt to place 
wider economic interests ahead of immediate fiscal gain. Within 
Peru itself, meanwhile, no fiscal issue commanded such attention 
from the 1720s onward as did commercial taxation, particularly the 
alcabala, almorifazgo, and avería taxes. It was in the hope of raising 
the revenue from these taxes, it will be recalled, that their admin-
istration was returned to royal treasury officials from 1724. By the 
mid-1730s, it was clear that this hope had proved false, setting in 
train a further process of inquiry and review. In 1730, the Consejo 
de Indias rejected a proposal from Castelfuerte for adoption of the 
system for collection of alcabalas in force in Mexico, deemed to be 
both simpler and more effective in combating fraud.60 The follow-
ing year, Castelfuerte ordered treasury officials in the provinces to 
rent out the alcabala if their own administration produced little rev-
enue, among other minor reforms.61 Further changes followed in the 
1730s and 1740s; nevertheless, serious reform of administration of 
the alcabala would occur only in the late 1760s.

Finally, during the 1720s and 1730s, Castelfuerte introduced a 
major fiscal reform of his own, playing a role in the development 
of fiscal policy in Peru in this sense comparable to the later one of 
Viceroy Manso de Velasco in the 1740s and 1750s. Castelfuerte’s 
reform affected indigenous tribute and forced labor, and was 
prompted by the great Andean epidemic of 1718–23, which devas-
tated the native population and rendered tribute rolls obsolete. To 
address this problem, Castelfuerte undertook a general census of the 
indigenous population—the only census to be undertaken in Peru 
throughout the century from the 1680s to the 1780s. Virtually all 
the highland provinces of Lower and Upper Peru were included, as 
were several coastal provinces with significant Indian populations.62 
And as eventually undertaken, the census embodied two striking 
innovations or reforms: the registration of mestizos as Indians if they 
lacked proof of their mixed-blood status, and the registration of foras-
tero Indians (permanent native migrants) as originarios (natives still 
living in ancestral communities) if they were found to possess land 
and property in the villages where they lived.
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Mestizos neither paid tribute nor served the mita labor draft; 
forasteros, too, were freed from mita service, and paid tribute at a 
lower rate than originarios, if at all. The large-scale re-registration 
of these groups as originarios, then, marked a sharp break with 
Habsburg precedent and had significant fiscal repercussions. In 
42 provinces inspected by 1735, for instance, it brought about an 
increase in native tribute—among the most important branches of 
viceregal income—of more than 60 percent. Indeed, the re-regis-
tration of thousands of forasteros and mestizos as originarios can-
celled out, in fiscal terms, the impact of the epidemic of 1718–23, 
so that the colonial state could count on as many tributaries after 
the epidemic as it had before. Thus, Castelfuerte’s census had the 
effect of a major fiscal reform: it allowed the viceregal finances to 
survive, virtually unscathed, the worst demographic disaster of the 
century.63 As we shall see in the following section, it also boosted the 
major labor drafts of the viceroyalty, notably at Potosí. And it was of 
lasting import, in that its measures remained in force in later years, 
while the tribute rolls it generated remained current well into the 
late eighteenth century. Finally, it provides further evidence of the 
general point made throughout this book, regarding the significant 
role played by viceroys of the early Bourbon period in the develop-
ment of colonial policy as a whole. Since it did not emanate from 
Madrid, and might not even find expression in royal decrees, this 
role has tended to be neglected in surveys of Enlightened reform in 
the Spanish colonies; but this does not detract from its real impact in 
Peru, particularly from the mid-1720s onwards.

Mining

Beyond Atlantic trade, no economic sector so dominated Bourbon 
thinking with regard to the colonies as did mining for precious met-
als: above all, silver and mercury. Reform of the mining sector in 
Peru, like policy toward other sectors, was driven by the severe crisis 
of the first quarter-century of Bourbon rule, coupled with a more 
general concern to increase production and to improve standards of 
administration. It will be recalled, from the extended discussion in 
chapter 1, that the clearest symptom of the crisis of Peruvian mining 
during the 1700s and 1710s was a fall in production, to the lowest 
levels of the entire colonial era. This fall affected both silver min-
ing, above all at Potosí (still the greatest center for the industry in 
Peru), and mercury mining at Huancavelica. Contraband trade in sil-
ver and mercury probably reached new heights during the war, driven 
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by administrative laxity and a great boom in maritime smuggling by 
French merchants. Administrative disorder and lapses, fuelled by a 
fragmented administrative structure and corruption, itself seriously 
affected both output and the profits accruing to the Crown from 
mining—nowhere more so than at Huancavelica.

The case of Huancavelica will be discussed first here, since in my 
view, reform of the mercury-mining industry became among the cen-
tral concerns of early Bourbon government in the viceroyalty.64 Not 
only was the industry an important one in its own right, both as a 
source of revenue and for its role in providing the main catalyst in 
silver mining, but at crucial points, reform of mining complemented 
or coincided with early reforms in other major sectors. The Spanish 
mercury industry embraced both metropolis and colonies, with the 
world’s greatest mine located at Almadén in New Castile, and reform 
of this pan-imperial industry began early. Thus, as early as 1708, the 
Almadén mine was placed under a newly constituted Junta de azogues, 
which enjoyed responsibility for the mercury industry throughout the 
empire. This body moved swiftly to improve the administration of 
mercury in America, appointing a Superintendente general de azogues, 
Juan de Beitia, in the viceroyalty of New Spain, whose powers then 
provided inspiration for the comparable reforms attempted in Peru 
some years later.65 The Junta de azogues took no immediate action 
with regard to Peru, however, and was abolished in 1717 in favor 
of a Superintendente general de azogues for the Peninsula, an official 
appointed directly by the Crown.66

Major reform at Huancavelica may be said to date from the Alberoni 
years, when in March 1719, the Consejo de Indias drew up a series of 
decrees that together outlined sweeping, radical changes throughout 
the Peruvian mining sector.67 The centerpiece of these reforms was 
abolition of the historic mita labor draft, such that the mines would 
henceforth be worked mainly by voluntary wage labor, supplemented 
by that of convicts and vagrants. Among the measures intended to 
compensate mining entrepreneurs for this loss of subsidized labor was 
a reduction of the royal tax on silver production, the quinto real, to a 
diezmo, or tenth of total output. The reform was to be implemented 
by a powerful new official to be dispatched from the Peninsula, titled 
the Intendente de azogues (Intendant for mercury) since that part that 
affected the mercury industry was perhaps the most radical of all. 
Huancavelica was effectively to be mothballed, and Peru supplied 
with quicksilver from Spain, via Buenos Aires. These supplies were 
to be paid for with the product of mercury sales and diezmos in the 
viceroyalty, and an important part of the Intendant’s responsibilities 
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was the collection and remission of these funds. Among other pow-
ers, he was also responsible for the administration and distribution of 
mercury throughout Peru.

The decrees of March 1719 constituted the type of radical 
project that could only prosper, albeit brief ly, due to the peculiar 
 atmosphere of despotism and governmental skittishness character-
istic of the Alberoni administration. José Patiño actually claimed 
that it was part of a campaign pursued at Court in his absence 
to undermine him, and it has been suggested that the Consejo de 
Indias’ sponsorship of the project, too, was politically motivated.68 
In the event, the plan fell victim to the very institutional instabil-
ity that engendered it, and the various decrees were recalled before 
they were dispatched to Peru. But while the radical reform of 1719 
was suppressed, in several key respects, the thinking it expressed 
continued to inf luence royal policy toward the mining sector for 
the following 30 years.

Within just over a year of its withdrawal, two of the princi-
pal  elements of the project actually became part of royal pol-
icy. On December 6, 1719, the Crown moved to create a revised 
Superintendencia general de azogues for Peru. As part of this reform, 
a titular official was appointed, the Marqués de Casa Concha, a 
judge of the Audiencia in Lima, who was invested with many of 
the powers outlined in the earlier plan.69 Among these, and in line 
with powers already accorded De Beitia in New Spain, was exclusive 
control of revenue produced by the mercury industry (the ramo de 
azogues), entirely independently of the other viceregal authorities. 
Casa Concha also retained responsibility for the collection of quintos 
and other taxes on precious metals. On April 5, 1720, a subsequent 
decree then abolished the Huancavelica mita outright, in favor of a 
regime of convict and (predominantly) voluntary labor. The viceroy at 
this time, the Príncipe de Santo Buono, was ordered to Huancavelica 
personally to oversee implementation of this decree.70

These measures had no more effect in Peru than had the proj-
ect that inspired them, primarily because Santo Buono’s suc-
cessor, Viceroy Diego Morcillo, f latly refused to implement 
them.71 Abolition of the mita, meanwhile, was simply ignored in 
Huancavelica, the superintendent writing five years later to explain 
his motives for not bringing it into effect.72 The Crown made no 
attempt to pursue the matter, and a royal decree of 1733 then 
officially “restored” the Huancavelica labor draft.73 Nevertheless, 
a reformed Superintendencia general de Azogues was finally estab-
lished by a group of decrees issued on February 13, 1722.74 As it 
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was finally instituted, the superintendency, again conferred on the 
Marqués de Casa Concha, had powers that paled in comparison 
with those planned for its frustrated predecessors, despite which it 
remained a position of some authority. The main power carried over 
from the former projects was the superintendant’s right to requisi-
tion funds required at the mine from any treasury in the viceroyalty, 
independently of the viceroy, including the capacity to remove any 
treasury official who failed to cooperate. The considerable signif-
icance of this apparently innocuous measure is discussed hereaf-
ter. The second major element of the reform altered the system of 
appointment to the governorship of the mine that had been in effect 
since the sixteenth century. It provided that after a three-year term, 
Casa Concha be replaced in the posts of superintendent of the mine 
and governor of the town by his fellow judges of the Audiencia of 
Lima, who were to serve similar terms in rotation by order of senior-
ity.75 Previously the governor of Huancavelica had been appointed 
by the viceroy, and the change may have ref lected a conviction in 
Madrid of the viceroys’ complicity in the chronic disorder of the 
preceding decades.76

During the period of judge-governorships at Huancavelica insti-
tuted in 1722, there occurred a recovery of mercury production from 
the historically low levels of the earlier 1700s. In this sense, the system 
was not an unsuccessful one; but the Crown nevertheless remained 
dissatisfied with the arrangement, which seems moreover only ever 
to have been intended as a temporary expedient.77 In August 1734 
a major new cycle of reform began, when José Patiño (now de facto 
chief minister) asked José Cornejo y Ibarra, a recent and successful 
governor of the Almadén mines, to report on possible reforms to the 
Peruvian mercury industry. Cornejo’s report, which began with a 
severe critique of the existing state of affairs at Huancavelica, pro-
posed a solution based on his experience at the Spanish mine.78 The 
core proposal was that the gremio system (of operation of the deposits 
by a mining guild) be abolished at Huancavelica, and a regime of 
direct Crown exploitation be introduced, on the Almadén model. To 
establish this regime in Peru, a peninsular superintendent should be 
sent out to govern the mine, familiar with operations at Almadén and 
accompanied by trained officials from there. To ensure the success of 
the reform, this official would require some degree of independence 
from the viceroy, particularly with regard to his ability to finance 
operations at the mine.

Cornejo y Ibarra’s ambitious proposals were adopted in full. 
The official chosen to implement the reform was Jerónimo de 
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Sola y Fuente, then a member of the Consejo de Hacienda, whose 
commission and jurisdiction were set out in papers dated January 
22, 1735.79 These revoked the earlier reforms of December 1719 and 
February 1722, and named Sola superintendent of the mine and gov-
ernor of the town, with an initial term of office of five years. From 
this time up to the 1760s, the governors of Huancavelica were all 
similarly high-ranking peninsular officials appointed directly by the 
Crown. Sola’s chief commission was to establish a regime of direct 
Crown exploitation of the Huancavelica mines. This would end the 
system whereby the mine was exploited by members of the gremio 
de mineros; henceforth, private individuals would take no part in the 
extraction and processing of the ores, which instead would be under-
taken by a draft labor force under the direction of royal administra-
tors. Most significantly, to ensure that his office carried sufficient 
weight, in addition to the powers enjoyed by the judge-governors 
since 1722, he was given exclusive control over the income from mer-
cury sales, a faculty last conceded in the abortive Superintendencia 
general de Azogues of December 1719. He was to use these funds to 
guarantee an annual output of 5,000 quintales of mercury, and any 
surplus income was to be remitted directly to Spain, via Buenos Aires. 
As the supreme local authority in all things relating to mercury sales, 
Sola would correspond with the treasury officials in the silver-mining 
centers quite independently of the viceroy, and indeed might remove 
those officials he considered unsatisfactory. The viceroy and other 
local officials were forbidden to touch the income from mercury sales, 
which during Sola’s administration ceased to be calculated as part 
of viceregal income.80 Recognizing that conditions in Huancavelica 
might differ greatly from those at Almaden, a final clause in Sola’s 
commission empowered him to suspend any of the new measures 
found to be unsuited to Peru.

The sweeping reform that Jerónimo de Sola was to implement 
was not an isolated measure but, like most early Bourbon reform, 
responded to criteria that were ultimately commercial. By the early 
1730s, as we saw in the preceding chapter, the early Bourbon pro-
gram for commercial renovation, of which the cornerstone was the 
Proyecto para galeones, y flotas of April 1720, was in a clear state of 
bankruptcy. The Portobelo trade fairs of 1722 and 1726 had been 
failures, and that of 1731 was so catastrophic that it ruined a large 
number of Andalusian merchants. Beginning in 1734, Jose Patiño 
headed a series of Juntas that were convened to discuss the trade issue, 
and were attended by a delegate of the Lima merchant guild, Juan 
de Berria, among many other participants.81 The end result of these 
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meetings was a royal decree of January 21, 1735 that temporarily sus-
pended the departure of the Peruvian trade fleets. But, recognizing 
that the ultimate reason for the deterioration of the Peruvian trade 
was the great decline in silver production in the viceroyalty since the 
end of the sixteenth century, the same decree also introduced a strik-
ing measure of reform intended to stimulate silver production: the 
reduction of the royal tax on silver, from the quinto to the diezmo.82 
The burden of taxation at Potosí and elsewhere was one of the factors 
that Berria claimed had hindered economic growth in Peru; another 
was the scarcity of mercury at the silver-mining centers. One of Sola’s 
commissions explicitly stated that the reforms he was to introduce at 
Huancavelica were to bring about higher levels of mercury production 
to meet the demand of a silver industry that, it was anticipated, would 
boom in the wake of the reduction of taxes on silver mining.83 The 
year 1735 was thus one of concerted reform across the Peruvian min-
ing sector, aimed at achieving a renaissance in silver production and, 
as a consequence, the restoration of trade by the southern fleets.

The real significance of the reforms of 1722 and 1735 to the 
Peruvian mercury industry is best understood in the light of the 
importance to the mining cycle of an external supply of capital. Credit 
was vital to the normal development of that cycle. In the latter part 
of the seventeenth century, increasingly irregular remissions of capital 
from Lima led to a whole series of harmful consequences, of which a 
drop in registered production was only the most obvious. Attempts to 
guarantee sufficient funds for Huancavelica failed because as long as 
the viceroy or royal treasury officials in Lima controlled these funds, 
they were always liable to be diverted to ends that these authorities 
considered more pressing.84 The single great innovation of the min-
ing regimes introduced in 1722 and 1735, then, was a shift in con-
trol over these funds away from the viceroy and treasury officials in 
Lima, and their placement under the direct control of the governors 
in Huancavelica itself. In principle, the Marqués de Casa Concha and 
his successor judge-governors in the 1720s and 1730s enjoyed the 
power to requisition whatever funds were required from any trea-
sury in Peru, independently of the viceroy. Jerónimo de Sola’s powers 
through into the 1740s were greater still, since they encompassed the 
complete separation of the mercury funds from the viceregal treasury 
as a whole.

Contemporary commentators repeatedly stressed that the key to 
successful administration of the mine lay fundamentally in the prompt 
and plentiful supply of credit.85 No factor so well explains the rela-
tive stability and prosperity of mid-century Huancavelica as does the 
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governors’ ability to guarantee such credit. Anchored in his control 
over funds for the mercury industry (but also as a result of his broader 
policies at the mines—not least his tact in dealing with the members 
of the gremio), Jerónimo de Sola presided over the most successful (as 
well as the longest) governorship of the eighteenth century. The mid-
dle decades of the century thus constituted a final florescence of the 
Huancavelica mines, with stable and increasing production and solid 
profits for Crown and miners alike—in marked contrast to the declin-
ing production, persistent financial crisis, and ultimately structural 
collapse that marked the period subsequent to 1763.86 Nevertheless, 
the most radical aspect of the reform that brought Sola y Fuente to 
power in 1735 was never in fact implemented. Within months of his 
arrival in Peru, Sola abandoned the principal objective of his com-
mission: abolition of the gremio system and establishment of direct 
Crown operation of the mercury mines. He claimed to have done so 
essentially because he viewed the reform as based on mistaken infor-
mation and likely to prove extremely costly; though in fact, it is more 
probable that he was influenced by the members of the gremio and 
other members of the local elite, who bitterly opposed the scheme. 
A decree of 1742 then sanctioned the governor’s preservation of the 
existing system for exploitation of the deposits.87

Mercury, for all its importance, remained the junior branch of the 
Peruvian mining industry in the minds of royal ministers and colonial 
officials. It was silver mining that took pride of place, both in the 
accounting of royal revenues, and in more general “imaginings of 
empire.” Early Bourbon reform of the silver industry in Peru began at 
almost the same time as that of the mercury sector; in fact, the first 
reforms at Huancavelica were born out of a process of review that 
chiefly affected Potosí. The focus of this first legislative cycle was the 
mita, the forced labor draft that served the mines. The moral implica-
tions of obliging thousands of Indians to serve periodic terms toil-
ing in the “Rich Hill” at Potosí had troubled Spanish theorists and 
legislators since the establishment of the system by viceroy Francisco 
de Toledo in the 1570s. Vigorous debate about the draft went on 
in Peru and Madrid throughout the late sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, and more than once threatened its continued existence; 
in the 1690s, the Consejo de Indias seriously considered the issue of 
abolition.88 As will be seen in the pages that follow, after a brief a 
truce imposed by the War of Succession, from 1717 this same issue 
again came under scrutiny, in a process of review that lasted until 
1732. This was a moment of some significance in the long history of 
the mita, since while it continued to provoke debate subsequent to 
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the 1730s, notably in the 1790s, never again was its very existence 
seriously threatened.89 And the debates and viceregal policies of this 
period not only guaranteed the subsistence of the labor draft until the 
end of the colonial period, but also (in the context of native popula-
tion recovery) appear to have boosted the number of Indians serving 
it, so halting its long decline.

The cycle of debate regarding the Potosí mita began in October 
1717, when the Consejo de Indias reviewed a report drawn up at the 
request of the Crown, based on arguments for and against the draft 
prepared by miners and representatives of the contributing prov-
inces respectively.90 After a second viewing of this document, in a 
report dated May 4, 1718, the Consejo formally urged the king to 
abolish both the Potosí mita and the other Peruvian labor drafts.91 
This stance—opposition to mass state-sponsored forced labor in the 
viceroyalty by traditionally the highest colonial governing body, 
beneath the king—was without precedent, and possibly represented 
a further attempt by the Consejo to recover the legislative protago-
nism it had lost in recent months; it will be recalled that the last 
of the decrees transferring most of its historic powers to the new 
Secretariats of State was dated September 11, 1717, just weeks before 
the issue of the mita resurfaced in Madrid. After further debate, in 
mid-1718 the relevant documentation was sent to the Audiencias in 
Lima and Charcas. The judges of each were instructed to vote on 
the dual issues of whether to abolish the mita and, if it were to be 
maintained, what form it should take; the verdict of the majority 
was to be implemented in the viceroyalty pending final confirma-
tion from Madrid.

By early 1719 the Consejo’s proposal for abolition had developed 
into the sweeping project for the Peruvian mining sector whose broad 
outlines have already been described. The mita was, indeed, to be 
abolished, and the mines worked by free wage labor, supplemented 
by that of convicts and vagrants. Voluntary labor would be attracted 
by better pay and by the halving of tribute during the period of ser-
vice. The miners would be compensated for the loss of the draft by 
the reduction of the royal tax on production, from quinto to diezmo, 
but also by the supply of mercury at 85 pesos per quintal instead of 
the current ca. 100 pesos, and by valuation of the silver mark at 59 
reales instead of 52.92 The Intendencia de azogues, and supply of Peru 
with mercury from Spain, was the second major part of the project. 
We have seen that this reform was aborted before it could be imple-
mented. In April 1720, the mita for Huancavelica was in fact decreed 
abolished, but this measure, too, was frustrated in Peru.
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The documentation on the mita dispatched to Peru in mid-1718, 
with a request for a vote among Audiencia members on whether to 
abolish the draft, lay dormant for some years, probably because the 
judges were reluctant to pronounce on an issue so central to the vice-
regal economy. The Consejo de Indias continued to press for action, 
however, and orders for reports were reissued in 1727 and again in 
1728. These reports were finally submitted some two years later: 
almost all supported maintaining the mita, with just a single judge 
arguing in favor of abolition.93 In the light of these and supplemen-
tary reports, on October 22, 1732, Philip V issued a decree that 
finally sanctioned the Potosí and other Peruvian mitas.94 The body 
of this decree simply reaffirmed the rules governing the conditions 
of the draft—of liability for service, duties at the mine, wage rates, 
and travel allowances—that had been set out in 1697 in consequence 
of the reforms to the mita effected some years previously by Viceroy 
Conde de la Monclova.95 Nevertheless, the eminent historian of Potosí 
during this period, Enrique Tandeter, suggested that its ultimate sig-
nificance was finally to put an end to the long decades of debate, and 
to give the miners “the security of a regular and permanent provision 
of mita labour for the foreseeable future.”96

What was more, the decree of 1732 incorporated important inno-
vations intended to further reinforce the mita. Foremost among these 
was the provision that forasteros (permanent native migrants) should 
serve the draft alongside originarios (natives still living in ancestral 
communities). This obligation of forasteros to serve the mita was a 
particularly striking measure, one that, as I have argued elsewhere, 
overturned at a stroke a century and a half of Habsburg precedent.97 
Whether it was implemented in Peru in practice is in fact uncertain. 
Viceroy Castelfuerte, whose census of the indigenous population, dis-
cussed briefly earlier in this chapter, provided the ultimate motive for 
the reform, ordered that the forasteros of particular provinces serve 
the mita alongside originario natives.98 In 1733, a further royal decree 
formally also ordered extension of the other great mining draft, that 
of Huancavelica, to include forasteros.99 In the 1750s, however, the 
miners of Potosí protested that neither decree had been acted upon, 
and pressed the viceregal government for new measures to enforce 
them.100 Nevertheless, the evidence suggests that at Potosí, the draft 
received an immediate boost in numbers, of more than 50 percent, 
as a result of both the new census counts and the incorporation of 
forasteros. What was more, this was a lasting change, since the num-
ber of mitayos (draft laborers) serving in Potosí remained thereafter at 
a level close to that established by Castelfuerte in the early 1730s (of 
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some 3,200 Indians per year). This longevity is significant, because 
it implies that these reforms, in the context of the recuperation of 
Peru’s native population following its nadir ca. 1730, not only gave 
an immediate boost to the Potosí mita, but also marked the end of a 
century and a half of continuous decline in the labor draft.101

The mita aside, early Bourbon policy toward the silver mining sec-
tor prior to the 1740s displayed real vigor in one further area, albeit 
a signally important one. As we saw during our discussion of the 
mercury industry, a decree dated January 21, 1735, mainly devoted 
to suspension of the trade fleets for Peru (the galeones) after more 
than a century and a half, also reduced direct royal taxation on silver 
mining by 50 percent: from one-fifth to one-tenth of output (quinto 
to diezmo). This decree was ultimately commercial in origin, since 
it aimed at assisting the recovery of Atlantic trade through the fleet 
system, by bringing about a renaissance in silver production in the 
viceroyalty. As is well known, silver production at Potosí did indeed 
recover from its 1720s nadir, virtually doubling by the final years of 
the century, while growth at the other Peruvian silver mines was also 
strong throughout these decades.102 Enrique Tandeter emphasized the 
“circumstantial” factors favoring this growth, including the stimulus 
of strong external trade, growth of the indigenous population, and 
the increased workload demanded of draft laborers at the mines;103 
and these were unquestionably important factors in the renaissance 
of Peruvian silver mining. But so too, surely, was the guarantee and 
expansion of subsidized labor through the mita from 1732, and still 
more the radical tax reform of 1735, by which the Crown renounced 
half of its fiscal rights from mining. This bold measure once more 
broke with royal policy extending back into the early colonial era, 
designedly to stimulate production. It is tempting to conclude that, 
had this measure been delayed until the late Bourbon era, it would 
have taken a more prominent place alongside the measures intro-
duced after 1763—including establishment of the Real Banco de San 
Carlos, the creation of mining colleges and technical missions, and 
 reductions in the price of mercury—cited by historians as responsible 
for the Bourbon mining renaissance.

Finally, in the 1720s there began a further cycle of reforms, this 
time affecting the administration of silver mining at Potosí and the 
revenues that it generated. This cycle remained in low key during the 
period up to the 1730s, though in the 1740s it would yield reforms 
of some substance. It began with a decree dated January 31, 1720, 
that revived an earlier law (long in abeyance) stating that members of 
the Tribunal de Cuentas in Lima should spend three years in Potosí 
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by turn, supervising accounting procedures and inspecting the royal 
treasury there.104 This measure was not a success, but a further step 
then came as part of a decree of October 22, 1732, already discussed, 
that sanctioned and regulated the Potosí mita. Responding partly to 
a suggestion by Viceroy Castelfuerte, the final clause of this decree 
gave the viceroy authority to appoint ministers from the Audiencia 
of Lima or Charcas, or another local tribunal, as superintendent of 
the mita, in successive terms of two years, essentially so as to ensure 
that the conditions governing the labor draft set out in 1732 were 
respected. Castelfuerte also incorporated into the post that of inspec-
tor of the royal treasury.105 The measure thus in effect created a situ-
ation not dissimilar to that which had prevailed prior to 1720, and 
with similarly unsatisfactory results. The Charcas judges lacked pro-
fessional accounting qualifications, hindering their ability to control 
the treasury, and were moreover closely linked to the mining and 
bureaucratic elite in Potosí; it was not to be expected that they should 
achieve the sought-after improvement in standards of government 
there. Nevertheless, from the mid-1740s, early Bourbon reform of the 
administration of Peru’s most important silver-mining center would 
begin to bear real fruit—as discussed in chapter 6.

The Church

Few significant reforms of the colonial Church were undertaken dur-
ing the early Bourbon era. With powers over the American Church 
already far exceeding those it enjoyed in the Peninsula, with perhaps 
one major exception, few measures of substance were adopted much 
prior to the 1760s. Thus, the Bourbons began issuing new laws gov-
erning the colonial Church virtually from the moment of accession 
in 1700, and during the period to the 1740s, a considerable num-
ber of measures were decreed. But most seemed trivial in scope or 
import. By way of some examples, a first significant flurry of laws 
was issued in the late 1710s, doubtless reflecting the vigor of the 
Alberoni administration and the tensions it engendered with Rome. 
In 1716, the clerical fuero (corporate legal jurisdiction) was limited 
strictly to clergy and not to family or dependents, while sanctuary was 
restricted to churches, so that other types of church-owned property 
were excluded. The following year, clerics were barred from hold-
ing legal positions with intromission in purely secular suits, while 
as a whole, the years 1714–19 witnessed numerous decrees against 
overcharging for confirmations or burials in convents, and against 
personal clerical employment of Indians. The high clergy was urged 
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to punish priests setting a bad example, exiling them if necessary. 
Other measures followed in later years, for example in 1725 regard-
ing clerical qualifications, particularly with regard to competence in 
native languages, or in 1730, decreeing that no transfers between 
curacies might be made without prior presentation of full reports by 
the bishop to the viceroy.106

The reason for discussing these decrees and others of their type, 
manifestly minor albeit abundant, is twofold. First, in my view, these 
measures demonstrate the essential constancy of purpose in Crown 
policy across the early and later Bourbon periods. New royal legisla-
tion concerning the Church in Peru under the early Bourbons devel-
oped around a number of central themes: first, prima facie regalist 
reforms (those that extended the Patronato Real or curtailed clerical 
legal privilege); second, reform of ecclesiastical standards or behav-
ior, more broadly understood; third, the appropriation by the state 
of a greater share of ecclesiastical revenues; and last, royal control 
and restrictions on the religious Orders. These themes, of course, are 
the same as those that informed Bourbon policy toward the Church 
during the more active and aggressive later period. In this sense, the 
earlier measures, though limited in scope, evinced the same basic 
motives as did those of the period subsequent to 1760. The earlier 
measures represented the first slender shoots, then, of policies that 
became more robust before the accession of Charles III, and came to 
full f lower only following the latter event.

A more important reason to discuss these measures, nevertheless, 
is to seek to emphasize how apparently trivial decrees, buried in the 
archives or in scholarly collections of colonial laws, could have a real 
impact in Peru, given the wider context in the viceroyalty. Put another 
way, in this as in other spheres, the impact of Bourbon rule could 
be expressed through other means than major reform, while hav-
ing a comparable impact on the Peruvian Church. Thus, the period 
1726–33 witnessed a series of much more serious decrees regarding 
the Church in Peru, most of them provoked by the hostile policies of 
Viceroy Castelfuerte (discussed immediately below). These decrees 
made serious allegations against the Church, of moral laxity and even 
criminal behavior among the clergy, in uncompromising language. A 
cédula dated February 13, 1727, for example, addressed apparently 
widespread concubinage among the priesthood, citing reports of many 
priests “maintaining illicit exchanges and publicly supporting whole 
families of wives and children.”107 This decree, and another dated May 
7, 1730, also concerned illicit trade by members of the clergy, with 
some convents pictured as storehouses and markets for contraband 
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goods; further cédulas followed in the same vein. Although ostensi-
bly concerned with ecclesiastical reform, these decrees had ends that 
clearly exceeded those of reform alone. They seemed to represent 
something new in the address of the Spanish Crown to the Church in 
the colony, and the local clergy sensed this: the archbishop of Lima, 
Diego Morcillo, described the cédula of February 13, 1727 as “less 
favourable to the Church than is usual from the Catholic kings.”108 
In general terms, it is clear that this and other legislation and actions 
during these years surprised and offended a broad spectrum of  clerical 
opinion in Peru.

Indeed, it should be emphasized that during this early period as 
afterwards, it was viceroys’ own policies toward the Church, in addi-
tion to their inf luence in Madrid, that left their mark on Church-
state relations in Peru. Whether associated with concrete reforms, or 
divorced from practical policies, it was viceregal actions that set the 
tone and timbre of relations and so shaped the clergy’s perceptions of 
the impact of the new dynasty. Arguably the leading  example of this 
was the episode of great tension in relations with the Church that 
occurred during the administration of the Marqués de Castelfuerte 
in the 1720s and 1730s. Castelfuerte brought a highly aggressive 
attitude to his dealings with the Peruvian Church, which came to 
define important characteristics of early Bourbon relations with 
the institution as a whole. The resulting crisis embraced the whole  
of the Church, from the high clergy or leaders of the religious 
Orders, to the Tribunals of the Inquisition or the Santa Cruzada. 
No fewer than 30 or so discrete disputes may be identified, mainly 
over points of ceremonial, exercise of the Patronato, or conflicts of 
legal jurisdiction. Among the worst of these arose with the secu-
lar Church over Castelfuerte’s attempts to monitor moral abuses 
among the clergy, and with the Franciscan Order over the riot that 
attended the execution of the Paraguayan rebel, José de Antequera, 
in Lima in 1731. Two Franciscan friars were actually shot dead by 
viceregal troops during the latter riot, and in the aftermath, their 
Commissary-General tried to have the viceroy excommunicated by 
the Cathedral Chapter (in the event winning only his own recall to 
Spain).109 Though caused by the viceroy’s own attitude and on his 
initiative, rather than ordered or organized from Madrid, in all but 
a handful of these cases the Crown approved Castelfuerte’s actions 
and policies and supported him wholeheartedly in his conflicts with 
the clergy. The viceroy’s administration thus came to embody an 
episode of especially aggressive regalism in Peru, following a period 
of particular clerical inf luence and freedom of action. To a Church 
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accustomed to late-Habsburg laissez-faire, it came as a shock, and 
the first acute indication of what Bourbon rule might yet mean—
even before the era of major ecclesiastical reforms.

Elsewhere, to the 1730s, the principal trend to emphasize is the 
incipient traces of what in later decades would become a major plank 
of Bourbon reform of the American Church: the attempt to restrict 
the autonomy or limit the activities of the religious Orders. The 
reforming legislation of the early period was directed at both secular 
and regular clergy, but official criticism of regulars was often much 
the harsher. Friars were criticized more often and more severely for 
the inefficacy of their mission, inadequate preparation, and scan-
dalous behavior. Rather than respond to objective criteria, this 
 persistent criticism is evidence of the general distrust manifest toward 
the Orders by representatives of both the Crown and the secular 
Church. It gave rise to a series of decrees restricting the number of 
friars and the wealth of the Orders, diminishing their independence 
of the bishops, and (after 1750) even eroding their visible presence 
in colonial society. Thus, a cédula of 1717, reiterating earlier decrees 
of 1704–5, reaffirmed a ban on new foundations of monasteries, 
convents, and hospitals without authorization from Madrid. A fur-
ther decree of 1727, reiterating measures of the early 1700s and itself 
repeated twice in the 1730s, decreed that monasteries with fewer 
than eight members (so-called conventillos that dotted the Peruvian 
countryside and were subject to the authority of a superior of their 
Order rather than a secular prelate) were to be closed or merged 
with their head monastery. The heads of the Orders excited par-
ticular suspicion, particularly the Franciscan Commissaries-General 
and the Mercedarian Vicars-General, as positions of special power, 
with few equivalents among the other Orders. A handful of decrees 
from 1707, including in 1729 and 1734, ordered special vigilance of 
the Vicars-General, including with regard to communications with 
(and remission of funds to) Rome.110 These minor measures, then, 
prefigured the more sweeping reforms of the 1750s, above all the 
single important exception to the general rule of early Bourbon inac-
tion over the colonial Church: the secularization of Indian parishes 
administered by friars.

Conclusion

This chapter has completed this book’s examination of what it identi-
fies as the first cycle of early Bourbon reform for the colonies, cover-
ing the period from the late 1710s until the death of José Patiño in 
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1736. It has discussed those areas of colonial policy and reform—
administrative, fiscal, in the mining sector, and the Church—that 
complemented the early Bourbon commercial program, discussed in 
the previous chapter. In isolation, the reforms undertaken in these 
other areas may seem unimpressive to, and in some cases have simply 
been overlooked by, historians familiar with the more wide-ranging 
program pursued by Charles III and IV and their ministers after 
1763. But taken together—and of course, as only part of the early 
Bourbon reform program as a whole, that continued into the 1740s 
and 1750s—they unquestionably included measures of real impor-
tance, and that contributed to reshape Peru in significant ways. To 
recap only the main measures, they embraced establishment of the 
viceroyalty of New Granada from 1717 (definitively from 1739); the 
systematic ending of tax farming in the viceroyalty, and return to 
direct administration of fiscal resources by salaried Crown officials; 
wholesale reform of the Peruvian currency; substantial and success-
ful administrative reform of the mercury industry; and the halving 
of taxation on production in the silver-mining sector. Lesser but still 
significant measures included the favoring of peninsular or nonnative 
candidates over creoles in posts in the higher bureaucracy, and the 
reform and effective expansion of indigenous tribute and forced labor 
(the mita). All this, in addition to the suspension of the Atlantic trade 
fleets in 1735: in no sense an active reform, but nevertheless among 
the most enduringly significant of all the measures undertaken in the 
colonies at this time.

A further conclusion is that specifically commercial concerns 
informed policy across a wider range of measures than those directly 
affecting trade alone. Thus, I have argued that both the establish-
ment of the viceroyalty of New Granada in 1717, and its abolition in 
1723, responded to motives that were ultimately commercial, in the 
need to enhance royal authority in this region and to prevent contra-
band there. The halving of taxation on silver mining in 1735 similarly 
responded to commercial imperatives, in the need to restore Peruvian 
Atlantic trade, and was announced in the very decree that suspended 
the trade fleets. And these and other measures of this period, notably 
throughout the mining sector, had their origins in the feverish activ-
ity of the Alberoni years in the late 1710s.

Finally, and beyond specific policies and reforms, and building on 
material presented in chapter 3, I have argued that this period marked 
a change in the character or style of government in the colonies, in 
ways recognized by scholars as identifiably “Bourbon.” In part, this 
change came at the hands of a new corps of military men appointed 
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to the leading colonial posts; the Marqués de Castelfuerte, viceroy 
of Peru from 1724 to 1736, is perhaps the most significant example. 
Partly through their implementation of new policies emanating from 
Madrid—particularly in the areas of colonial administration, fiscal 
affairs, and relations with the Church—but partly simply through 
their own style of government, these men gave Peruvians a first indi-
cation of what the change of dynasty in 1700 might actually mean. 
Peruvian creoles, and the Peruvian Church, were among the most 
affected, and the first to notice this change; even if the real impact 
on their wealth and freedom of action yet remained modest. But it 
is worth noting here that the tribute and labor reforms undertaken 
by viceroy Castelfuerte, in association with his census of the indig-
enous population, provoked widespread unrest among the native and 
mestizo population affected by them. Scarlett O’Phelan identified 
this reaction as a “first eighteenth-century moment” of rebellion; 
and elsewhere, I have noted that the reform-inspired unrest of these 
years provided a precedent for the future that was both suggestive 
and ominous.111



Chapter 5

Reform Abated, 1736 to 1745

Introduction: War, Ministries, and  
the Viceregency, 1736–45

The years 1735–36, with the suspension of the trade fleets for 
America and the death of José Patiño, marked the end of the first 
cycle of Bourbon reform for the colonies. This is not to say that major 
innovations in the organization and administration of the colo-
nies were absent in the decade following 1736; quite the contrary, 
in fact. Two of the most self-evidently important measures of the 
entire Bourbon era—the development of colonial trade via  registros 
or single register ships rather than annual fleets, and the definitive 
 creation of the viceroyalty of New Granada—came to fruition during 
precisely this period. But neither measure was the product of these 
years; rather, both were now implemented after a process of contem-
plation and legislation that, as we saw in chapters 2–4, had far deeper 
roots. Thus, the viceroyalty of New Granada was first established 
under Julio Alberoni in 1717–18, only to be abolished in 1723; as 
we shall see shortly, its reestablishment in 1739 was a response not 
only to the War of Jenkins’ Ear that broke out in the latter year, 
but to discussions initiated by Patiño before his death and ongoing 
since the mid-1730s. The suspension of the trade fleets, meanwhile, 
occurred in 1735, but in a broader sense represented the final failure 
of early Bourbon commercial policy as developed under Alberoni and 
 implemented since 1720. Outwith these two important areas, during 
the decade 1736–45, few measures of any substance were taken in 
the colonies, and fewer still that merit the name of reform. Thus, for 
example, a rare new tax imposed in Peru in the early Bourbon era was 
introduced in 1741. But this was introduced entirely as a measure of 
emergency wartime fund-raising, and did not long survive the end of 
hostilities.1
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Warfare provides one clear explanation for the loss of momen-
tum in government and reform that, in my view, was apparent 
between the mid-1730s and the mid-1740s. If the War of Succession 
had disrupted or delayed concerted reform at the dawn of the cen-
tury, so then armed conflict performed a similar role during the 
War of Jenkins’ Ear that began in 1739. Blending all but seamlessly 
into the War of the Austrian Succession, this became the second 
extended period of warfare of the Bourbon age, persisting until 1748 
and the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle. The War of Jenkins’ Ear was the 
first genuinely colonial war to confront Spain and Britain, and was 
fought mainly in the Americas, over access to colonial trade. It was 
sparked by British frustration at the success and aggression of the 
guardacosta in defending Spanish commercial rights on the coasts 
of the Main and in surrounding waters.2 It resulted in the celebrated 
(by Britain) capture of the key Panamanian port of Portobelo by 
Admiral Edward “Old Grog” Vernon in December 1739, and his 
equally celebrated (in Spain) repulse at Cartagena de Indias in 1741 
(of which the novelist Tobias Smollet was a critical eyewitness).3 A 
further major consequence was grievous losses of Spanish register 
ships sailing to and from America, throughout the period to 1748. 
And more broadly, the factors that had operated during the War of 
Succession now surely operated once more, with chronic fiscal crisis 
arising from wartime expenditure, joined with governmental preoc-
cupation with the  hostilities, once more delaying or disrupting the 
planning or implementation of reform.

Along with warfare, however, a further factor contributed to the 
loss of governmental momentum following the death of José Patiño 
in 1736: the absence of any very capable successor in the key min-
istries. The Secretariat of the Indies was occupied by the Marqués 
de Torrenueva from 1736 to 1739, and by José de la Quintana from 
1739 to 1741. Neither achieved much of note, whatever their personal 
qualities (Allan Kuethe has recently argued that Quintana, in par-
ticular, was a figure of some experience and stature).4 Far more prom-
ising was the appointment of José del Campillo y Cossío to succeed 
Quintana in 1741, holding a cluster of ministries (including Indies) 
until his death in office only two years later, in April 1743. Campillo, 
like his own successor the Marqués de la Ensenada, was formed under 
Patiño during the latter’s long administration in various posts since 
before 1720.5 He is renowned among historians for a theoretical 
tract, Nuevo sistema de gobierno económico para América, or “New 
System for the Economic Government of America,” completed in the 
year of his death, which advocated wholesale reform of the colonial 
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system, and exercised considerable influence over the program after-
wards pursued by the ministers of Charles III.6 This work, however, 
remained unpublished until 1789, while Campillo’s administration 
was both too short, and too wholly absorbed with the war, to have 
much impact of consequence in the colonies. Only with the appoint-
ment of Ensenada to the secretariats of Hacienda, War, and Indies 
and Marine in 1743 did government (both colonial and peninsular) 
recover both energy and a firm direction and purpose.

The view sustained in these pages, that a lull in reform and gov-
ernmental initiative was apparent for a decade from 1736, is further 
shaped by the course of events in Peru itself. For here, the long and 
active viceregal administration of the Marqués de Castelfuerte was 
followed by that of José Antonio de Mendoza y Sotomayor, Marqués 
de Villagarcía, who served from January 1736 to July 1745. Villagarcía 
belonged to the very highest Spanish nobility, and had served in diplo-
matic positions in Italy and as viceroy of Catalonia.7 This aristocratic 
pedigree was typical of the viceroys of the Habsburg period, and in 
some respects Villagarcía can be seen as a throwback to the pattern 
prevailing prior to the viceregency of Castelfuerte. He left only the 
briefest of governmental reports,8 and his official correspondence, 
held in the Archivo General de Indias in Seville, is both relatively 
slim and largely preoccupied with war; so that he remains perhaps the 
least known of the period’s Peruvian viceroys. Entering his post at the 
age of almost 70, he displayed what seemed like lethargy, or perhaps 
a desire for the quiet life, that at times saw him fail to follow through 
with important aspects of policy. He was also excessively concerned 
with the pomp of his office and—perhaps unsurprisingly for someone 
formed in the Spain of Charles II—had something of a reputation as a 
religious bigot. He is remembered, if at all, chiefly for the coincidence 
of his viceregency with the scientific expedition of Charles Marie de la 
Condamine and the subsequent writings on Peru of two of its Spanish 
members, Jorge Juan and Antonio de Ulloa. After 1739, virtually all 
his energies were absorbed with war, above all that of Jenkins’ Ear 
with Britain, but also with the rebel Juan Santos Atahualpa in the 
lowland forests east of Tarma. He displayed some vigor in organizing 
the viceregal defenses, and his sole significant innovation was a new 
tax to finance the war effort.9

On the whole, Villagarcia’s was clearly the least effective of the 
 viceregal administrations of the middle decades; and in this sense 
it may be seen as paralleling the loss of ministerial momentum that 
prevailed in Spain between the death of Patiño and the rise of the 
Marqués de la Ensenada. Although momentum was recovered in 
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Madrid in April 1743, with the latter’s rise to power, only in July 
1745 did a further active and long-lasting viceroy take the helm in 
Peru, in the form of José Antonio Manso de Velasco, later Conde 
de Superunda. And while this might have been a purely Peruvian 
 phenomenon—the result of the vagaries of the viceregal office—it 
may be noted briefly here that a similar pattern appears to have pre-
vailed in New Spain also. There, the long and vigorous administra-
tion of Viceroy Casafuerte from 1722 to 1734—often taken as closely 
paralleling that of his near-namesake Castelfuerte in Peru—was 
 followed by the interim appointment of the archbishop of Mexico, 
Juan Antonio de Vizarrón, from the latter date until 1740.10 This in 
turn was followed by the brief terms of the Duque de la Conquista 
and the Audiencia in 1740–42, and then the somewhat anonymous 
administration of the Conde de Fuenclara between 1742 and 1746.11 
Only with the arrival of Juan Francisco de Güemes y Horcasitas, first 
Conde de Revillagigedo, in 1746, and his rule until 1755, did stable 
and dynamic governance return to Mexico. And as we shall see in 
the chapter that follows, Güemes y Horcasitas’ own appointment 
was made in very similar circumstances to that of Manso de Velasco, 
and at the hand of the same minister: the Marqués de la Ensenada. 
In short, the lack during this period of firm ministerial direction in 
Madrid seems paralleled, whether fortuitously or otherwise, by the 
lack of strong or effective viceregal rule in the two major colonies.

In this context, then, this chapter focuses first and foremost on 
the major reforms, or alterations in the colonial system, that (while 
their origins lay mainly in the earlier period) came to fruition in the 
decade after 1736: the reorganization of Spanish Atlantic trade, and 
the  recreation of the viceroyalty of New Granada. It then goes on 
to discuss lesser measures introduced during this period, and which 
above all affected fiscal affairs and the viceregal treasury.

Spanish Atlantic Trade

One of the two major measures implemented (if not originating) 
 during the otherwise relatively undistinguished decade after 1736 
was radical reorganization of Spanish colonial trade. The suspension 
of the historic fleets and fairs for Atlantic trade, decreed in 1735, 
as we saw in chapter 3, was ostensibly intended merely as a tempo-
rary measure, to endure until commercial conditions in Peru should 
turn favorable to their reestablishment. The decree announcing the 
suspension made this quite clear, and went so far as to legislate on 
some points of the organization of anticipated future fleets. A fleet 
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was, in fact, dispatched to Panama in 1737, and a silver fleet was sent 
from Peru to meet it; though these galeones were classed officially as a 
group of register ships sailing under guardacosta escort, so as to deny 
the British the right to send an “Annual Ship” to the fair. In 1739, 
José del Campillo still counted proper organization of the fleets to 
Portobelo and Veracruz among the chief duties of the minister for 
the Indies, possibly suggesting that policy on commercial reform 
remained unfixed (even at so late a date).12

Governmental attitudes to colonial trade, nevertheless, were 
superseded by events, and the outbreak of the War of Jenkins’ Ear 
in 1739 enforced the prolongation of the suspension of the galeones. 
In December of the latter year, Admiral Vernon destroyed Portobelo, 
rendering the trans-Isthmian route unviable. The impending trade 
fair had to be abruptly suspended; the Peruvian treasure was ordered 
withdrawn to New Granada, and most was scattered or lost to con-
traband along the way. The threat to the fleets imposed by the British 
navy, and Spain’s need of all its warships for its own defense, led to 
the substitution of both galeones and flota by single register ships 
(navíos de registro), sailing alone between Cadiz and ports in the 
Americas. In 1740, it was ordered that such ships might trade directly 
with the coasts of Chile and Peru via the Straits of Magellan and Cape 
Horn, so ending a prohibition on this route that had endured since 
the sixteenth century. And while no blanket permission was given for 
register ships, in practice, the fiscal as well as the commercial benefits 
to be gained from their concession meant that permits were granted 
practically on demand. For some 15 years after 1740, register ships 
constituted the primary vehicle for Spanish Atlantic trade.

The transfer from fleets to registros has been called, correctly, “the 
greatest innovation in two centuries of colonial trade.”13 Such a change 
could only seem traumatic to the groups that had been the chief ben-
eficiaries of the traditional system. The great Lima merchants, who 
had long resisted participating in the official trade, now found their 
position under serious threat. Viceroy Manso de Velasco described 
their plight in terms of a pincer movement: in Lima they faced the 
competition of peninsular merchants off register ships, selling their 
goods direct to the population, without the need for intermediaries. 
At the same time, their traditional reexport markets in Upper Peru 
were fully supplied from Buenos Aires, so that goods might cost less 
in Cuzco than in Lima itself.14 Moreover, until the repeal of the ban 
on American remissions to Spain to purchase goods on their own 
behalf, they were even denied the opportunity to compete with the 
register merchants on equal terms. For years, they lobbied in Lima 
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and Madrid for the closure of the port of Buenos Aires and a return 
to the fleets. In an irony that crowned half a century of bitter mutual 
hostility, they were joined in this plea both by their Mexican coun-
terparts, and by the merchants of the Cadiz Consulado, who were no 
more enamored of the new and more competitive climate.15

It was long argued that the register trade proved no more capable 
of remedying the underlying weakness of Spanish trade than had 
been the fleet system. Most notably, the merchandise the single ships 
carried remained of predominantly foreign manufacture, and many 
of the registros themselves were foreign vessels with foreign crews. 
Carmen Parrón Salas, in dedicated work on the transition to the reg-
ister system in Peru, emphasizes the dominance of French and other 
“neutral” shipping throughout the 1740s.16 Again, of 164 register 
ships that sailed to Veracruz during the period of suspension of the 
flotas, 45 were neutral (between 24% and 40% of them French).17 
Some vessels even sailed direct to or arrived from the Americas at 
neutral ports in Europe or at ports in France—including ships con-
tracted by the Caracas Company.18 This was a more overt surrender 
of colonial trade than had been apparent even during the War of 
Succession at the turn of the century, then—an aspect discussed in 
major work on this topic by Stanley and Barbara Stein.19 And nei-
ther was the register trade especially safe during the wartime years; 
of 118 such ships leaving Cadiz in 1740–45 alone, no fewer than 
69 (58%) failed to return. It is also worth emphasizing that abandon-
ment of the f leets in favor of register ships did not imply, at least from 
a legislative point of view, any rupture of the traditional monopoly 
structure of the Carrera de Indias. Cadiz remained the only port 
qualified for trade with the Indies, and the merchants of the Cadiz 
Consulado remained the only merchants qualified to engage in the 
Indies trade (although in practice, the concession of registros gave 
access to a much wider range of participants).20 The extension to 
other ports and merchant groups of a generalized right to trade only 
commenced after 1765, until which date, the ongoing restriction 
continued to exert a negative influence on the natural development 
of trade in the Peninsula.

But the advent of the register ship trade nevertheless proved an 
event of profound importance for both the commercial and, in 
the longer term, even the political development of Spanish South 
America. It had an enormous impact on the character and structure 
of trade with the viceroyalty of Peru, one which in my view has only 
recently come to be appreciated in its full extent. This topic has been 
explored recently and most persuasively in an outstanding study by 
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the Basque scholar Xabier Lamikiz, published in 2010.21 Register 
ships were cheaper and more flexible than were fleets, and responded 
much more readily to market conditions. With respect to the gale-
ones, not only did they save the infrastructure costs of escort ships 
and crews, but—with the opening of the Magellan Straits route—
also those of transport across the Isthmus of Panama. The reduction 
in costs, and much greater frequency of sailings, affected both the 
quantity and the quality of the trade. Lower prices and a more diverse 
and measured supply facilitated imports of goods previously prohibi-
tively expensive, and Peru experienced a boom in luxury imports, 
from carriages to fine silks. Lamikiz cites Manso de Velasco in 1761 
to the effect that due to the register system, “those who could not 
afford it in the past wear exquisite silks at present.” José de Baquijano 
similarly later noted that from the mid-century, “prices decreased, 
allowing families to wear the most exquisite fabrics at prices that pre-
viously would not have allowed them to buy the rough manufactures 
of this country.”22 Mestizos, castas, free blacks, and Indians were 
now able to dress after the fashion of creoles and Spaniards, “scan-
dalising travellers.”23 Moreover, this boom in luxury imports was 
but one symptom of a general expansion in trade, which built on the 
modest growth of the earlier period. The number of ships crossing 
the Atlantic each year increased by 55 percent in the period 1739–54 
with regard to 1717–39; yearly tonnages increased by 38.5 percent in 
the same period.24 If one compares the periods 1710–47 and 1748–
78, the increase is more marked still, with a rise of 86 percent in 
shipping movements between the two.25 The upward trend was thus 
maintained into the era of Comercio libre, that began in 1765 and 
reached its zenith after 1778.

The register trade also provoked a revolution in the mercantile 
community in Spanish South America. Faced with the new, f luid, 
rapidly changing, and aggressive trading climate—where “fierce com-
petition” now prevailed26—many of the great Lima merchants sim-
ply withdrew from commerce, and invested their resources in other 
fields. Meanwhile, the length and difficulty of trade via the Straits of 
Magellan led to a shift among Spanish merchants away from the use 
of agents and toward consignment. “Though not an overnight trans-
formation, by 1760” this shift toward the consignment trade “was 
well established,” according to Lamikiz.27 The shift itself formed but 
part of the “completely new pattern of trade” apparent after 1739, 
in which notably, “the very nature of risk was transformed,” so that 
“the risks associated with agency and competition became more 
important” than they had been under the galeones regime. Cadiz 
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merchants necessarily came to rely far more on their correspondents 
in America, so that, for example, “it is no wonder that in 1755 there 
were sixty Cadiz agents in Mexico City” alone.28 Spanish merchants 
also began to trade more on their own account, instead of acting 
simply as intermediaries for foreign merchants residing in Spanish 
Atlantic ports. And perhaps most strikingly, Lamikiz suggests 
that the new system proved disadvantageous to foreign merchants, 
whether in Spain or in the colonies themselves. This was not only 
because “the new pattern of trade might have encouraged Spaniards 
to depend less on foreigners and more on their transatlantic corre-
spondents,” but because the greater reliance on long-distance trade, 
itself dependent both on consignment and much more extensive use 
of credit, presented greater risks for foreigners than for their Spanish 
competitors. As a result, “the advent of the register ships changed 
the pattern of trade with America in favor of Spain’s indigenous mer-
chants,” so that “trade with Peru was for the most part dominated by 
Spanish merchants.”29 This is a contrasting conclusion, then, to that 
of the Steins and others, who have rather emphasized foreign pen-
etration of the registro trade, not least in ownership of the shipping 
involved. And here may also have arisen a further factor contributing 
to the growing disenchantment among British merchants with the 
reexport trade to America via the Peninsula, detected especially from 
the 1750s onwards.30

The place partly vacated by Lima wholesale merchants was occu-
pied increasingly by Peninsular merchants, whether trading on their 
own behalf, or acting as factors for Spanish firms. Within a few years, 
these Peninsular merchants (the majority of whom were Basques) 
became the dominant commercial class in Lima, generally smaller 
scale than the merchants they had displaced, but more dynamic, and 
accustomed to the risks and opportunities of a much freer market. 
And this process was fuelled by the recision of the ban on remissions 
of funds in 1749, which permitted both these newly established mer-
chants, and Peruvians themselves, to deal directly and cheaply with 
counterparts in Andalusia.31 For Peruvians, this right to remit funds 
to Spain was probably the key issue, in fact, since once gained, they 
could participate fully in the new system, sending funds to Spain to 
purchase stock for which they knew there was a market. The fact that 
the essence of the Cadiz monopoly was maintained was of far less 
importance to Americans than to those Peninsular merchants who 
continued to be excluded from trade. It mattered much less to a mer-
chant in Peru, Chile, or Buenos Aires whether his or her merchandise 
was imported from or exported to Cadiz or another peninsular port; 
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what mattered was that he or she was allowed to participate in direct 
trade at all. Manso de Velasco, who had written in 1749 arguing for a 
restoration of the fleets, by 1756 expressed a change of attitude that 
he claimed was common to the Peruvian mercantile community at 
large: “Experience has taught me . . . that the Registros via the Cape, 
when well organised, offer greater profits and benefits.”32

What was more, the opening of the Cape Horn or Magellan Straits 
route profoundly affected the economic complexion of the continent, 
preparing the way for the political changes of the later colonial era. 
The River Plate and Chile, previously backwaters, suddenly found 
themselves on a major trade route. Buenos Aires swiftly became 
among the foremost trading entrepôts of the continent, importing 
goods to its own hinterland and resupplying ships en route for the 
Pacific. Legally or otherwise, much merchandise made its way inland 
to the mining zones of Upper Peru and beyond, strengthening eco-
nomic ties with those regions and fuelling the precipitate growth of 
the capital of the Plate. Chile, for its part, could now import and 
export goods direct to the rest of the empire. Its agro-export econ-
omy and population soared, prompting the eminent Chilean histo-
rian, Sergio Villalobos, to describe the advent of the register trade 
with his country as “the most important of the commercial reforms 
of the eighteenth century.”33

Further studies in recent years have contributed to a wider appre-
ciation of the impact and implications of the switch to register ships 
in trade with Peru. Mariano Bonialian, in his El Pacífico hispano-
americano, published in 2012, describes the impact of the new sys-
tem on Hispanic trading networks in the Pacific. These networks 
had flourished greatly from the late seventeenth century, to such an 
extent as to contribute (in Bonialian’s view) to the crisis of the last 
Portobelo fairs and the collapse of the galeones by the 1730s. But with 
the switch to register ships, trade in the Pacific experienced a marked 
decline, in both its principal manifestations: the Manila Galleon that 
linked New Spain with the Philippines, and the illicit coastal trade 
between Mexico and Peru. Thus, by the mid-1750s, the Manila trade 
at Acapulco was described as suffering from “decadence and a noto-
rious lack of funds,” and was in a “deplorable state.” The formerly 
vigorous trade from Mexico to Peru, partly in China goods, now 
no longer made sense when it was “more risky, with low profitabil-
ity and reduced chances of success” compared to the register trade. 
Asian goods continued to enter both Peru and Mexico, of course, 
but strikingly, they now did so from the Atlantic rather than the 
Pacific, whether in register ships, the New Spain flotas, or via foreign 
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contraband. Bonialian concludes: “We are in the presence of a verita-
ble revolution in commerce and consumption in the imperial system, 
brought about by the early signs of the British industrial revolution 
and a reorientation of the trade in Oriental products via Europe 
towards the Americas.”34 And—to further underscore the profound 
impact of the register trade on broader patterns of Hispano-American 
commerce—in my own book on British trade with the Spanish colo-
nies, published in 2007, I drew attention to a major shift observed 
from ca. 1750 in the nature of Anglo-Spanish commercial relations 
in the Caribbean, which saw Spanish-Americans displace the British 
themselves as the primary carriers of this trade. I suggested a range of 
possible explanations for this striking shift, only for Xabier Lamikiz 
to provide the most convincing explanation to date, by discussing so 
thoroughly the broader shifts in Spanish Atlantic trade caused by the 
move toward the register system.35

Finally, on the basis of a study of prices in Lima markets, published 
in 2013, Jesús Cosamalón Aguilar is explicit in dating the key secu-
lar economic transformation in the viceroyalty’s markets to ca. 1750. 
This transformation was attributable to the opening of the Cape 
Horn route and the switch to register ships, as opposed to the era of 
“Free Trade” that commenced in the 1760s and reached its legislative 
peak with the Regulation of Free Trade of 1778. Cosamalón Aguilar 
identifies a “period of low prices between 1751 and 1800,” with “a 
general tendency towards stagnation and even a drop in prices of some 
goods”; this trend affected “especially imported goods,” that is to say, 
“European goods in Lima.”36 Although necessarily tentative, based 
on a selected subset of goods and products, his study thus

suggests that from 1750, regional markets began a process of restruc-
turing brought about by the loosening (flexibilización) of the Spanish 
commercial monopoly . . . It is possible that the true commercial reform 
began around three decades before free trade was approved in 1778; 
it can be stated that the reduction in transport costs, the register 
ships, and the dynamic among the economic actors transformed the 
American reality prior to this much-cited measure. When the regula-
tions were issued, prices were already falling, the structure of trade 
was undergoing full transformation, and new products (and mer-
chants) were making an entrance . . . Contrary to what has been stated, 
the reform of 1778 did not cause the disintegration of the markets; 
these had been experiencing a transformation since some time earlier, 
and the measure perhaps only accelerated the economic dynamic in 
play . . . That is to say . . . the decade of the 1750s was the critical point, 
not 1778.37
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It may not be too early, then, to identify a consolidated trend in 
the historiography that now views the switch from galeones to reg-
ister ships as the most significant commercial transformation of the 
Bourbon era; a trend complemented, moreover, by more moderate 
calculations of the true commercial impact of Comercio libre itself in 
the period from 1778 onward.38

During the long years throughout which they constituted the 
primary means of transatlantic traff ic, the advantages of the reg-
ister ships became apparent even to many former avid supporters 
of the f leets. After all, and after the initial shock of readjustment, 
Peruvian merchants could appreciate that the new system corrected 
those elements of the former one they had found so objectionable. 
They no longer faced being ordered to trade against their will, nor 
were they obliged to make the long, costly, and dangerous round 
trip to Panama. The cost of stock imported from Spain was now 
much lower; business expanded, as a greater range of items came 
within the reach of a broader spectrum of the population. These 
changes clearly benefited the viceroyalty’s creole consumers. The 
Andalusian merchants, too, might have appreciated the attractions 
of the new system. They no longer had to support the costs of 
the f leets, nor suffer arbitrary appropriations of their capital in 
indultos. The new environment was more competitive, and profit 
margins smaller, but at least the Consulado as a whole no lon-
ger faced the threat of general commercial disasters such as had 
occurred at the Portobelo fairs. They were no longer obliged to 
travel to Peru in person, with all the costs and discomforts the 
voyage implied.39

Finally, the Crown, too, might have appreciated the advantages it 
drew from the new system. It could no longer levy indultos, it is true, 
since to do so required concentration of trade in the fleets. But the 
tax system and rates levied prior to 1740 remained in force, while the 
volume of trade expanded considerably, so that the Crown’s income 
rose accordingly. The great late-Bourbon minister José de Gálvez 
later observed that with registros, “more funds came to Spain than 
under the former flota system”; and indeed, it has been noted that 
although receipts dropped for a few years in 1741–45, they rose 
“spectacularly” in 1746–55, to around twice the prewar figures.40 
And this was true as much in Peru as in Spain: Manso de Velasco 
stated that just four register ships yielded tax revenue greater than an 
entire Armada del Mar del Sur. All these factors might have contrib-
uted to the failure to reestablish the galeones for Peru following the 
end of hostilities in the late 1740s; so that the “suspension” decreed 
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in 1735 in fact marked the permanent abolition of these f leets and 
their associated trade fairs (as discussed in the following chapter).

Colonial Administration

The late 1730s also witnessed final consummation of among the 
most significant of all early Bourbon reforms in the colonies: the cre-
ation of the viceroyalty of New Granada. We saw in the preceding 
chapter that this viceroyalty, the first to be founded since New Spain 
and Peru in the sixteenth century, experienced a first, brief, existence 
from 1717 until 1723, when it was summarily abolished. The need 
for reform in the region encompassed by the viceroyalty was too self-
evident, however, for this project to remain long dormant, and it was 
recreated just 16 years later, in 1739. On this second occasion, its ter-
ritory was much the same as in 1717, except that it now also included 
Panama, while the Audiencias there and in Quito were permitted 
to subsist.41 The factors that motivated the second creation of the 
viceroyalty of New Granada closely resembled those that had pro-
voked the first, although the weight of the various elements differed 
somewhat. In 1734, José Patiño began a review of the experiment of 
1717–23, linked with broader consultations on the progress of the 
commercial program, that led to suspension of the galeones in 1735. 
He consulted the opinion of different experts, among them none 
other than Jorge de Villalonga, the former viceroy of New Granada.42 
The reasons set forth by these experts and others for reestablishment 
of the viceroyalty emphasized the need to achieve a more effective 
and responsive royal administration in the region, better realization 
of the economic potential of New Granada, the need to combat illicit 
trade, and the question of defense.43 In the end, it was the latter 
question that proved decisive; as Francisco Eissa-Barroso, the latest 
scholar to devote extensive and detailed attention to this topic, notes, 
“given the timing of and the international context in which the deci-
sion was made, it is difficult not to think that defensive concerns 
must have weighed heavily in the mind of those involved.”44 With 
war with Britain imminent in mid-1739, the chosen viceroy, Field 
Marshal Sebastián de Eslava, was hurriedly dispatched at the head of 
a large body of reinforcements to the garrison at Cartagena de Indias. 
(In 1736, a military reform had already transformed and expanded 
the garrison at Cartagena, into a fixed battalion of 700 men.45) But 
it should be emphasized that the onset of the War of Jenkins’ Ear 
merely precipitated reestablishment of the viceroyalty, which was 
already a foregone conclusion at this time.
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It may be worthwhile reflecting briefly at this point on the outcome 
of this significant administrative reform and on the wider implications 
of the creation of the new viceroyalty.46 Of the three chief motives 
behind its establishment—defense, trade, and  government—the 
 viceroyalty seemed at first most completely to satisfy the needs of the 
former. Sebastián de Eslava’s most brilliant achievement, for exam-
ple, was the repulse of the British at Cartagena de Indias in 1741. 
Whether this success can be considered a product of the creation of 
the viceroyalty, however, is doubtful, since Eslava’s forces were not 
maintained in Cartagena when the war ended. Both the later Quito 
revolt (of 1765) and the Comunero rebellion (of 1781) found the 
capital and interior almost entirely without defense—emphasizing 
that a viceroyalty without major standing or militia forces was scarcely 
better defended than an Audiencia in similar conditions.47 Second, so 
far as trade was concerned, the commercial results of establishment 
of the viceroyalty, if encouraging, were modest prior to the 1760s. 
The volume of traffic between Cadiz and Cartagena increased, there 
was some reduction in smuggling in the immediate postwar years, 
and Spain recovered a greater proportion of New Granada’s exter-
nal trade. Nevertheless, the overall volume of trade remained very 
small, while contraband subsisted on a major scale, and there were 
few attempts to develop the colony’s natural resources or to diversify 
its exports. Positive developments in trade, moreover, are as easily 
attributed to the impact of the new trading system that grew out of 
suspension of the galeones and the growth of the register ship system 
from 1740 as to the creation of the new viceroyalty. In this context, 
and thirdly, it was in its political dimension that the reform was per-
haps a most unqualified success. Immense persisting problems not-
withstanding, the viceroyalty does seem to have imposed a greater 
degree of royal control over the New Granadan provinces, while the 
treasury in the region gained in authority and revenues. New treasury 
offices were later established, in the 1750s, in Ocaña, Cartago, and 
Barbacoas. Most significantly, Eslava’s administration witnessed final 
successful development of a new and lucrative branch of income, the 
cane-liquor monopoly (estanco de aguardiente), which rapidly came 
to occupy a position in New Granadan finances comparable to that 
of the tobacco monopoly in Peru some years later.48 Much remained 
to be done, but there is little doubt that colonial government in New 
Granada was more effective in the 1750s than in the frankly chaotic 
early years of the century.

Meanwhile, the impact on Peru of the loss of New Granada 
still awaits its historian; we have no “Lima and Santa Fé” to match 
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Guillermo Céspedes del Castillo’s classic Lima y Buenos Aires. This 
historiographical lacuna, though in a sense surprising, may reflect the 
fact that the likely impact was negligible. New Granada had been too 
isolated from Lima’s effective political control, and was too  marginal 
to its economy, for its separation to be greatly felt. It is notewor-
thy, for example, that neither Villagarcía nor afterwards Manso de 
Velasco—the Peruvian viceroys immediately affected—raised any 
serious objection to this amputation of a large part of their juris-
diction (as their successors would, most vociferously, following the 
creation of the viceroyalty of the Río de la Plata in 1776). Villagarcía 
and Manso’s criticisms were directed at specific aspects of the reform, 
not the principle: above all the separation of Panama and Guayaquil, 
both which ports were seen as vital to Peru’s commercial interests, 
especially before the implications of the suspension of the galeones 
and the opening of the Cape Horn trade route sank in.49 The eco-
nomic implications for Lima of the separation of New Granada, 
indeed, such as they were, probably derived more from the new com-
mercial system than from establishment of the viceroyalty as such. 
The New Granadan markets themselves, distant and long since sup-
plied with imports via Cartagena and the Caribbean, were of minimal 
interest to Lima merchants. The one significant market at stake was 
that of Quito, which, sure enough, provoked the only serious dis-
pute between the mercantile communities of Lima and Cartagena. 
This dispute concerned legal access to Quito for imports from Callao 
and Cartagena, with each party petitioning Madrid for the exclusion 
of the other.50 In the medium term, Lima could not compete with 
an increased flow of goods through Cartagena, and Quito slipped 
away from Peru’s economic sphere; as a result, imports into northern 
Peru probably grew as well. But these remained relatively minor con-
cerns for Lima merchants, and the creation of the viceroyalty of New 
Granada proved in no sense as traumatic as that of the establishment 
of the Río de la Plata some 30 years later.

Beyond the lasting creation of the viceroyalty of New Granada, 
one or two further measures worthy of note were taken in colonial 
administration at this time. Indeed, the first of these measures was 
decreed in the very same year as the establishment of the viceroyalty; 
although in this case, once more, this measure’s origins lay much 
deeper in the early Bourbon period. By a cédula dated July 22, 1739, 
a prohibition was declared on further appointments of high-ranking 
clergy to American viceregencies. We saw in chapter 1 that since the 
late seventeenth century, three prelates had served as viceroys of Peru: 
archbishop of Lima Melchor de Liñán y Cisneros in 1678–81, bishop 
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of Quito Diego Ladrón de Guevara in 1710–16, and archibishop 
of Charcas and then Lima Diego Morcillo in 1716 and 1720–24. 
There were examples in other regions, too, notably the archbishop 
of Mexico, Juan Antonio de Vizarrón, who was interim viceroy of 
New Spain from 1734 to 1740 and was thus in post at the time of the 
decree banning further ecclesiastical viceregencies.

In discussing the motives for formally prohibiting cleric- viceroys, 
the decree of 1739 focused on the conflicts of jurisdiction and 
 problems in the exercise of the Real Patronato (the rights of the 
Crown over the American Church) that arose from the union of 
the secular and ecclesiastical powers in the person of the leading 
colonial official. Enrique Sánchez Pedrote, in a rare publication spe-
cifically devoted to the prelate-viceroys, suggested it was based on 
a report by the Marqués de Torrenueva to the secretary of state, 
Sebastián de la Quadra; but it seems probable that reports from the 
Indies were a further important factor.51 Viceroy Castelfuerte sent 
reports virulently critical of his predecessors as prelates-viceroy, and 
seeking a ban on further such appointments, in 1725 and 1733, and 
the experienced captain of f leets Manuel López Pintado wrote in a 
similar vein to Torrenueva in 1736. The Marqués de Villagarcía also 
later commented on the problems that arose from the union of the 
two powers.52 Whatever its origins, and although in both the vice-
royalties of New Spain and New Granada there would be further 
examples, in Peru this decree brought the age of the prelate-viceroys 
to an end. It thus closed an important chapter in the power of the 
Peruvian Church and its intromission in secular administration and 
government.

Finally, Francisco Eissa-Barroso has identified a further royal 
decree of 1740–41 that ordered that “all the military offices” in 
the colonies should be “granted to soldiers whom I [the King] will 
personally choose.” Eissa-Barroso argues that with this decree, the 
Crown “officially recognised its intention to militarise all governor-
ships along the coasts and borders of Spanish America”; a further 
significant moment, then, in the wider Bourbon militarization of 
administrative positions in both the colonies and Spain.53

Fiscal Affairs

Beyond the shift to the register ship system and reestablishment of 
the viceroyalty of New Granada, the main developments of interest 
during the period covered by the current chapter were concentrated 
in fiscal affairs. The late 1730s and early 1740s were marked by 
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further tinkering with taxation and revenues, among which perhaps 
two initiatives may be highlighted as having broader significance. 
First and foremost, this period witnessed the only strictly new tax 
to be introduced in the viceroyalty of Peru throughout the early 
Bourbon decades. Ironically, it came at the hands of the Marqués 
de Villagarcía, substantially the most conservative of the viceroys of 
the period, who found himself obliged to seek some new source of 
revenue to address the huge costs of the War of Jenkins’ Ear. In 
February 1741, he summoned a Junta general de tribunales (a gen-
eral council of administrative bodies) to discuss what was best to be 
done, and this Junta resolved to raise funds for the war through the 
imposition of an entirely new tax in the viceroyalty. This tax was only 
ever known as the Nuevo Impuesto (New Tax), though in fact it was 
a sort of domestic almojarifazgo, with duty charged on a wide range 
of agricultural and industrial goods entering Lima and other towns 
and cities. Only a small range of products were explicitly exempted, 
most of them foodstuffs: meat, bread, candles, animal fat, and also 
soap. The goods affected and the rates to be charged were decided 
by a specially constituted Junta and the cabildo (municipal coun-
cil) of Lima. In the viceregal capital, administration of the tax was 
charged to the Consulado, and it became a means of recovering sums 
loaned by merchants toward defense costs at the start of the war. 
In the provinces, by contrast, the tax was administered directly by 
the corregidores, although from 1744 onward, a growing number of 
provinces paid their quota by lump sum, until eventually this became 
the dominant form of payment outside the capital. The new tax was 
deeply unpopular, and provoked general and sustained protest on 
the part of cabildos and prominent individuals throughout the vice-
royalty. There was widespread incidence of fraud among corregidores, 
and in Lima the tax was especially resented in the aftermath of the 
devastating earthquake of 1746. Introduced in August 1742, it was 
finally abolished by the end of 1752; in this period, it produced the 
not inconsiderable sum of 1,920,980 pesos, of which more than half 
was collected in Lima. All funds remaining after administrative costs 
were spent on defense, especially on naval costs.54

A second initiative in fiscal affairs concerned the rights of the 
Crown to revenues pertaining to the Church in Peru. In general, the 
decade following 1736 was a quiet period in Church-state relations, 
as in other spheres, compared with those that went before or followed 
after. Viceroy Marqués de Villagarcía achieved a return to harmoni-
ous relations with the Peruvian Church, after the turbulence of the 
Castelfuerte years, that endured into the early 1750s. It is possible 
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that he was simply too old and tired to confront the continual chal-
lenges that seemed indispensable to maintenance of the privileges of 
the Crown; although in practice, his seemingly reasonable and dip-
lomatic approach to the Church does not appear to have implied any 
serious abdication of authority.55 Nevertheless, Villagarcía’s vicere-
gency was marked by a small but significant instance of what would 
afterwards become a growing trend in relations between Bourbon 
Crown and Church: the quest for an increase in the share demanded 
by the Crown of the revenues of the American Church. Thus, in 
1737, the Crown won an increased proportion of the ecclesiastical 
tithe by appropriating the income from vacant benefices (vacantes). 
Ecclesiastical livings often fell vacant, usually through the death of 
the incumbent, and—given the vagaries of the state and Church 
bureaucracy—might remain unfilled for years, their income left 
unclaimed. It was these funds that the new measure targeted: in July 
1737, a Junta formed for this purpose in Madrid declared that, since 
under the Patronato all tithes belonged to the Crown, and since 
vacantes were a product of the tithe, so they too belonged to the 
Crown. This Junta suggested that income from vacantes should be 
put to pious ends, and treasury officials were instructed in a cédula of 
October 5, 1737 to reserve the product of lesser benefices to support 
good works. Nevertheless, the same cédula ordered that income from 
greater benefices (Bishoprics, the more lucrative posts on Cathedral 
Chapters, and so forth) should be kept for use at the discretion of 
the Crown.56 The income from vacantes averaged some 44,000 
pesos per year in the 1740s, a figure which more than doubled in the 
 following decade.57 The fiscal significance of the measure was thus 
limited; but it marked the commencement of a notable trend, whose 
next major step, taken in the early 1750s, was the appropriation of 
an entire ecclesiastical levy, that which derived from sales of Bulls of 
Crusade (as discussed in the following chapter).

Finally, we saw in chapter 4 that no fiscal issue commanded such 
attention in Peru from the 1720s onwards as did commercial taxa-
tion, particularly the alcabala, almorifazgo, and avería taxes. It was 
in the hope of raising the revenue from these taxes that their admin-
istration was taken out of contract with the Consulado de Lima and 
returned to the hands of royal treasury officials from 1724. By the 
mid-1730s, it was clear that this hope had proved false, setting in 
train a further process of inquiry and review. An initial proposal 
from Viceroy Castelfuerte to adopt the system for collection of alca-
balas then in force in Mexico was rejected by the Consejo de Indias, 
and Castelfuerte ordered treasury officials in the provinces to rent 
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out the alcabala if their own administration produced little reve-
nue. This train of review and reform of the domestic alcabala in 
Peru was continued when in 1736, José Patiño relented, and ordered 
the Marqués de Villagarcía to adopt the Mexican system so far as 
conditions in Peru would permit.58 In 1738 the Crown’s commit-
ment to direct administration itself wavered, and the Consejo was 
instructed to prepare Villagarcía for a return to the system of con-
tracts ( asientos) for levying of the alcabala, contracts in all likelihood 
to be signed once more with the Consulado. A respected Crown offi-
cial was to manage transition to the regime of tax farming; but in 
view of difficulties in appointing this official, the project was permit-
ted to lapse.59 Nevertheless, in 1736, Villagarcía, who was generally 
in favor of tax farming, had all the provincial alcabalas put out to  
farming.60 Only in 1746, and under a later viceroy (Jose Antonio 
Manso de Velasco) would further significant review of the alcabala 
take place; and even then, the principle of tax farming remained 
unchanged into the late Bourbon era after 1763. The provincial alca-
bala thus remained the sole significant exception to the general rule 
of a return of revenues to direct royal administration evident under 
early Bourbon rule during the period from the 1720s onwards.

Conclusion

The decade following the death of José Patiño in 1736 witnessed 
two of the most important innovations in colonial government of 
the entire Bourbon era, either early or late. The definitive creation 
of the viceroyalty of New Granada in 1739, as the first new viceroy-
alty to be created in the Spanish colonies since the sixteenth century, 
naturally features in any survey of Spanish Bourbon reform. The shift 
to register ships tends to feature less prominently in such surveys, 
understandably when it was not the product of active policy, but was 
forced upon Spanish ministers by the failure of the earlier program 
for Atlantic trade and by the onset of a long war from 1739. This 
does not detract from its importance, nevertheless, as a major shift in 
the structure of colonial trade, and an important bridge between the 
Habsburg Carrera de Indias and the Bourbon era of “Free Trade” 
introduced from 1765. But the development of these two major mea-
sures during the late 1730s and early 1740s should not blind us to 
the underlying loss of reforming momentum in imperial government 
that took place during this decade. The first cycle for early Bourbon 
reform, that began under Julio Alberoni in the late 1710s, and was 
developed above all by Patiño in the 1720s and 1730s, died with the 
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latter minister; both the viceroyalty of New Granada and the shift to 
register ships in colonial trade, indeed, had origins that lay before his 
death. The lack of any very clear colonial policy in the years following 
1736 was itself the product of the lack of any very strong successor 
to Patiño at the head of Spanish government, particularly in colonial 
affairs, tied to the sapping costs and effects of the war. Only from 
1743 would a firm direction return to Spanish colonial affairs, with 
the rise of the Marqués de la Ensenada as Patiño’s most distinguished 
successor. And only from 1745 would a new cycle truly commence in 
Peru, with the arrival of a fit successor to the Marqués de Castelfuerte 
as viceroy, in the person of José Antonio Manso de Velasco, later 
Conde de Superunda.



Chapter 6

Reform Renewed: The Second  
Cycle, 1745 to 1763

Introduction

The pace of governmental initiative and reform, both for Spain 
and the colonies, that slowed following the death of José Patiño in 
1736, quickened again around a decade later. Two main factors may 
be  identified as providing the basis for the renewed stability and 
 efficacy apparent in government from the mid-1740s. The first was 
the final winding-down of the Wars of Jenkins’ Ear and the Austrian 
Succession; the final Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle was not signed until 
1748, but major hostilities in the Americas had ceased by the end 
of 1742. Just as the ending of the long War of Succession had con-
tributed to the first f lorescence of early Bourbon government after 
1713, so a return to peace unquestionably freed up resources and 
energy for a second flourishing of reforming initiative in the mid-
1740s. But the other major factor was the rise to power of Zenón 
de Somodevilla y Bengoechea, Marqués de la Ensenada, who with 
Julio Alberoni and José Patiño made up the trio of most influential 
servants of the early Bourbon Crown. It is to Ensenada, then, and 
his key servant and collaborator in Peru, Viceroy Manso de Velasco, 
that we first turn in this chapter.

The Marqués de la Ensenada was the product of a petty noble 
 family of Logroño, and like his predecessor José del Campillo y Cossío, 
was a protégé of Patiño. Appointed by the latter to a minor post in 
the Ministry of Marine in 1720, Ensenada spent the following two 
decades at work in virtually every branch of the navy, rising by 1737 
to secretary of the Admiralty.1 On the death of Campillo in 1743, he 
acceded to the secretariats of Hacienda, War, and Indies and Marine, 
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to which were later added the Superintendency-General of Revenues 
and  sundry other posts, making him “Secretary of Everything.”2 
Although the point has not been explored at any length, I would 
argue that this concentration of ministries in their persons was key 
in  allowing both Ensenada and Patiño before him to make a space 
for colonial affairs among the other pressing problems of govern-
ment. Ensenada was prodigiously hardworking, flamboyant, and 
self- confident to the point of arrogance; in politics, he was astute, 
inventive, a realist, and a fierce patriot. His vision for Spain depended 
on reform at home and peace abroad, with a role of balance and arbi-
tration between Britain and France. When he fell in July 1754, it was 
in a sort of coup largely engineered by the British ambassador, Sir 
Benjamin Keene.3 With peace finally secure from 1748, he was able to 
implement a program that has at times caused him to be considered 
the first true Bourbon reformer. Because of this, or because he was 
Spanish by birth, or for the elements of social reform perceptible in 
his domestic program, he seems destined for a place in the Spanish 
historiography of the period denied until now to Patiño. He has fared 
better than the latter only in relative terms, however, with writings on 
his work few and far between even to date.4

To foreign observers it appeared that Ensenada shared power in 
the 1740s with the secretary of state, José de Carvajal, and the royal 
confessor, the Jesuit father Francisco de Rávago, in a governmental 
triumvirate. The importance of this sharing of power should not be 
underestimated—Allan Kuethe has suggested that it was Ensenada’s 
failure to secure the Secretariat of State that ultimately brought 
him down—but in practice, his authority was virtually absolute in 
domestic affairs, and entirely so in the affairs of the Indies.5 His pro-
gram of domestic reform is often portrayed as novel in its scale, and 
 perhaps especially in the social dimension detected in its fiscal aspect, 
although in fact, most of it built upon firm foundations established 
either by Alberoni or Patiño. In fiscal affairs, Ensenada attempted 
to “replace existing taxes on consumer goods . . . by a  single tax on 
income”; this single tax would “not only resolve immediate prob-
lems of revenue but also effect more permanent structural change 
and become part of a general reform of the administration and the 
treasury.” It was ultimately frustrated by its (primarily aristocratic) 
opponents, but Ensenada also returned the rentas provinciales (the 
alcabala, cientos, and millones taxes) to direct royal administra-
tion, and established the Real Giro scheme to serve the Crown in 
 transactions of international finance.6 He extended the Intendant 
system throughout the Peninsula and, true to his naval background, 
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launched a major shipbuilding and supplies initiative, refloating a 
program that had foundered since the death of Patiño.7

So far as Ensenada’s program for the Indies is concerned, some 
scholars have interpreted his colonial policies as marking the true 
onset of Bourbon reform in America, and as clearly precursory to the 
program of Charles III.8 His own preoccupation was with colonial 
trade; and if his apparent radicalism in Atlantic affairs failed to find 
full expression—he was reported as remarking in 1750 that “the most 
beneficial thing that could happen to this country would be to burn 
all the laws of the Indies”9—it was nevertheless during his administra-
tion that single register ships came further to dominate the Atlantic 
trade, sealing the fate of an already moribund traditional system of 
fleets and trade fairs. Elsewhere, as we shall see, he was concerned 
above all with administrative reform, finally halting sales of office 
to the Audiencias and corregimientos, and with colonial defense, of 
which he instituted a large-scale review after 1748.

Ensenada’s greatest impact in America, however, was exercised 
indirectly, through his choice of candidates for the top administra-
tive positions in the colonies. He staffed the Indies with trusted 
dependents, many of them like himself from the Rioja region, and 
provided steadfast support to the initiatives these men chose to 
 implement locally. What might have proven to be disastrous nepo-
tism was averted by the high caliber of the officials so appointed, who 
came to constitute a new wave of Bourbon officialdom, in my view 
directly comparable to the group of military officers appointed to key 
posts in the years around 1720 (and who were discussed briefly in 
chapter 3). These officials included the first Conde de Revillagigedo 
as viceroy of New Spain (1746–52) and Domingo Ortiz de Rosas 
as governor of Chile (1746–55), as well as the key figure for the 
present purposes: José Antonio Manso de Velasco, later Conde de 
Superunda, as viceroy of Peru. In 1751, Ensenada further decided 
to place “in the main provinces of this viceroyalty military governors 
to re-establish the proper administration of justice”; nine such offi-
cers arrived two years later, their disposal placed at the discretion of 
Manso de Velasco.10

Manso de Velasco reached Peru in July 1745, and remained there 
for more than 16 years, the longest term of any of the Peruvian 
 viceroys throughout the colonial period. Following the aristocratic 
viceregency of the Marqués de Villagarcía after 1736, Manso repre-
sented a return to the classic Bourbon administrative type: a man of 
modest hidalgo origins who rose by his own merit through a military 
career to the rewards of high office and ennoblement. A riojano, he 
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entered the Royal Guards at the age of 16, and began a career at 
arms that involved him in the battles of the War of Succession, the 
recapture of Oran in north Africa in 1732, and successive “Farnesian” 
campaigns in Italy. In 1736, he received his first appointment in 
government, and his first posting to America, as captain-general of 
Chile. He spent eight years in Santiago, an active period now chiefly 
remembered for the foundation of a string of new towns in the envi-
rons of the capital.11 In Peru, he proved a highly capable viceroy, 
industrious and thoughtful; his long governmental report presents 
a clear index to a well-ordered mind.12 Manso was an innovator who 
undertook several major reforms of real novelty, while his less aggres-
sive style probably ultimately made him a more effective governor 
than the most directly comparable of his immediate predecessors, the 
Marqués de Castelfuerte. He was seen at his best in the aftermath of 
the huge Lima earthquake of 1746, working diligently to succor the 
populace and speed reconstruction—efforts that contributed to his 
ennoblement two years later, and that even today are commemorated 
by a string of monuments in the Peruvian capital.13 Probably still the 
best known of the early Bourbon viceroys, his end was tragic: he was 
caught up in the British attack on Havana in 1762 on his return voy-
age to Spain (at the age of 74), was made a scapegoat for the loss of 
the city, and was ruined. He died five years later still attempting to 
clear his name.14

As already noted, Manso de Velasco numbered among Ensenada’s 
colonial protégés; and it was this relationship with the chief Spanish 
minister that conferred upon his viceregal administration much of 
its significance. A remarkable fragment of the private correspon-
dence between the two men survives to illustrate its nature.15 They 
addressed each other as paisano del alma (“countryman of my soul”) 
or amigo de mi vida (“friend of my life”); Ensenada handled impor-
tant family affairs for Manso in his absence; both alluded repeatedly 
to their common origins in La Rioja.16 From the very first, Ensenada 
announced his intention not only to support Manso in his decisions, 
but also formally to supply him with any additional powers he might 
find imperative to the prosecution of his program: “You should act as 
your honour and conscience dictate, since here you will be supported; 
and tell me what you cannot do by yourself, so you can be sent the 
necessary orders.”17 This support was not to be acknowledged openly, 
but would be none the less real for that:

“It is necessary that you should take a hand in affairs, throwing the 
stone where you see fit, and hiding the hand; since that is what I am 
here for, and my sword is very long”;18
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“Care will be taken to ensure that the orders conceding you the 
powers that you ask for do not refer to your reports; but you should 
take no notice of this, since everyone knows that you are greatly sup-
ported by the king, and my ministry”.19

The chief goal of this absolute support was reform of the Peruvian 
treasury and the increase of remissions to Spain, and the greatest 
new powers conceded to Manso de Velasco were those encompassed 
within the General Superintendency of the royal treasury (discussed 
later in the present chapter). But the viceroy used his special influence 
in a wide range of affairs; and this, combined with his own resource-
fulness, produced a program of reforms perhaps unprecedented in 
Peru since the viceregency of Francisco de Toledo in the 1570s. The 
most important of these reforms operated in the field of fiscal affairs, 
not surprisingly given the overall priorities set by Ensenada; but we 
shall see that other major measures also affected the silver-mining 
sector and the viceregal Church during these years. And we shall first 
address a still further key area: reforms to the colonial administration 
itself.

Colonial Administration

In colonial administration, after 1750, a decisive shift occurred in 
a question that had been of concern to the early Bourbon Crown 
almost from its origins: that of sales of posts in the colonial bureau-
cracy. As we saw in chapter 4, sales of posts at the highest level in the 
colonies, in the Audiencias, were effectively halted between 1712 
and 1730, and remained largely suspended for a further decade 
 there after. Sales of other posts in the colonial bureaucracy went on 
without interruption, however, or even increased, despite several 
decrees announcing their abolition, particularly in the 1720s. After 
1745, indeed, sales of posts in the American Audiencias again reached 
levels unprecedented since the War of Succession at the beginning 
of the century. Throughout the 1740s, doubtless spurred by the 
long period of  warfare after 1739, 12 appointments or promotions 
to the Audiencia of Lima alone were without question purchased, 
while the number of posts sold for all the Peruvian courts reached 
twice this number.20 The most that can be said for the reforming 
attitude of the Crown during what constituted a second major epi-
sode of sales of Audiencia posts is that some attempt was made to 
mitigate their impact, by the momentary suspension of supernu-
merary judges and by the grant of enhanced powers to American 
authorities to investigate the qualities of new appointees.21
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However, a major change came about from 1750, which signified 
the definitive end to sales of the higher posts in Spanish colonial 
administration. Most importantly, and although no formal decree 
announced the reform, strong circumstantial evidence suggests that 
the sale of Audiencia positions was halted permanently from this 
time.22 Furthermore, the sale of posts in colonial treasuries was also 
halted in 1750, alongside Audiencia judgeships. And it is claimed 
that sales of corregimientos (provincial magistracies), too, were 
halted, in 1751,23 possibly in the context of the broader reform that 
legalized the forced distribution of goods by corregidores at this very 
date. In short, the early 1750s witnessed a definitive shift in policy, 
marking the end to sales of posts in the higher colonial bureaucracy, 
and closing a cycle that had plagued colonial administration since 
the seventeenth century. In its concern for a closer royal control over 
bureaucratic appointments, and thus a tighter and more active con-
trol over the colonies themselves, this must be considered a major 
early Bourbon reform in colonial affairs.

What was more, the halt to sales of colonial offices found its 
counterpart in a much less well-known process: a notable reinforce-
ment of the authority of the viceroys, evident from the late 1740s 
onwards. During the early years subsequent to 1700, a recognizably 
Habsburg confusion of jurisdictions had prevailed in the colonies, 
with a fragmentation and overlapping of authority between  different 
officials and bodies, that operated at least in part to the prejudice 
of the viceroys. As examples of the development of this process, 
in 1717, Audiencias were permitted to grant appointees access to 
their bureaucratic posts over the heads of the viceroys,24 while in 
1725, Viceroy Castelfuerte was rebuffed in an attempt to win the 
right to make appointments to the Peruvian treasuries. The patron-
age at the disposal of the viceroys, too, was sharply curtailed when 
cédulas of 1716 and 1727 further restricted their rights of appoint-
ment to  corregimientos and proprietary military posts,25 and with 
the legal death of encomienda in 1720 (discussed in chapter 4). And 
in the decade following 1727, minor but significant branches of the 
royal treasury were removed from the viceroys’ control and placed 
under that of dedicated officials, including income from the media 
anata and lanzas taxes and from the regularization of land titles 
(composiciones de tierras). Most significantly, in 1736, the revenue 
from sales of mercury from Huancavelica in the silver-mining  centers 
was removed from viceregal control and placed in the hands of a 
newly powerful governor (in the first instance, Jerónimo de Sola y 
Fuente—see chapter 4).
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This pattern of dilution of viceregal authority was reversed firmly 
from the late 1740s. Between 1748 and 1751, the right of Audiencias 
to grant access to office without the assent of the viceroys, granted 
in 1717, was revoked. Viceroys’ authority over Audiencias was 
 further enhanced in 1749 by the concession of greater powers to 
punish negligence or malfeasance among judges, and in 1753 by 
the right to determine appeals arising from suits involving judges 
or their close relatives.26 But the greatest accretion to the powers 
of the viceroys was that which derived from the Superintendencia 
general de Real Hacienda (General Superintendency of the Royal 
Exchequer) and associated measures taken during the years 1746–
52. This innovation (discussed at length in the following sec-
tion) gave viceroys unprecedented, indeed absolute, authority over 
any affairs related to the treasury; for example, it even deprived 
Audiencias of cognizance of legal cases involving royal revenues. 
The strengthening of the office of viceroy after 1746 arose from 
Ensenada’s determination to grant trusted officials in the colonies 
the powers necessary to  implement whatever reforms they saw fit. 
But its effect was much more wide-ranging, and ensured that the 
viceregency in Peru entered the late Bourbon period with its author-
ity significantly enhanced. Policy toward colonial administration 
from the years around 1750, then, was based on both an end to 
sales of American office, and the strengthening of the authority of 
the viceroy, in both cases in quest of a more effective and efficient 
government of the colonies.

Fiscal Affairs

From the mid-1740s, responsibility for f iscal policy in the American 
viceroyalties lay ultimately with the Marqués de la Ensenada. 
Ensenada sought self-sufficiency for the treasury within the 
Peninsula, and tended to regard American income as a windfall, to 
be applied strategically as and when it arrived.27 But this did not 
mean that he underestimated the importance of American revenues. 
He obtained several decrees strengthening his authority over colo-
nial treasury affairs, as secretary for the Indies.28 He believed that 
American viceroys faced fewer obstacles in laying hands on funds 
than he himself did, and in letter after letter he pressed Manso de 
Velasco for remissions of revenue from Peru. The urgency of these 
requests was reinforced in 1748, with the enhanced opportunities 
and greater costs that came upon the Peace of Aix-la-Chappelle.29 
Ensenada’s policy toward American fiscal affairs broadly ref lected 
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the concerns apparent in his domestic program of reform. In 1746, 
as part of a general review of colonial f iscal policy that encom-
passed the alcabala tax, he considered introducing a variant of the 
Intendant system to Peru.30 In the same year, he reactivated the 
process that brought an end to private operation of the Peruvian 
Mints (as discussed hereafter). After the Treaty of Aix, he ordered 
that military garrisons be cut back to a minimum so as to save on 
salaries, and more broadly, he invited Manso de Velasco to advise 
as to possible cuts in civil and ecclesiastical salaries.31

In general terms, indeed, Ensenada left Manso a free hand in the 
development of viceregal fiscal policy, merely issuing vague injunc-
tions to set the Peruvian treasury in good order, foster the more rig-
orous administration of revenues, and eliminate corruption. It was to 
enable the viceroy to realize the parallel goals of an improved admin-
istration of the treasury, higher revenues, and so a greater surplus for 
remission to Spain, that Ensenada offered Manso a legislative carte 
blanche and any additional powers he might require. This offer was 
reiterated in 1748, Ensenada writing that the viceroy was well placed 
to establish order in the Peruvian treasury, “since you have the pow-
ers, and you will be given all that you wish.” He returned to the point 
some months later: “You have been given powers to do so, and should 
you wish for more, you will be given more.”32 The offer was comple-
mented by a special receptivity to Manso’s proposals in fiscal matters; 
indeed, the viceroy’s initiatives were accepted so readily in Madrid 
that it seems possible the two men discussed the options for fiscal 
innovation in Peru before Manso’s departure from Spain.

This unusually close relationship between minister and viceroy 
provided the context within which the significant innovations in 
Peruvian fiscal affairs of the 1740s and 1750s developed. Ensenada’s 
readiness to give Manso the additional powers he needed to effect 
reform and increase income to the Peruvian treasury became appar-
ent from the late 1740s, in an important process of concentration of 
fiscal responsibility in Peru. This policy first bore fruit in 1746, when 
Manso was granted broad powers to correct abuses and ensure the 
treasury was run properly according to established laws.33 In 1747, 
he gained ultimate legal jurisdiction over most branches of the trea-
sury, including the media anata and Lanzas taxes and income from 
composiciones de tierras, though still excluding revenue arising from 
the Mint and the mercury monopoly.34 But in the following year, a 
new governor was appointed for Huancavelica with greatly curtailed 
control over the income from mercury sales, while the viceroy later 
exploited an internal crisis in the Tribunal de Cuentas to assume 
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several of the functions of the regent of the latter body.35 And this 
extended process reached its culmination in 1751, with the decree 
of the viceregal Superintendencia General de Real Hacienda. This 
measure had its origins in Ensenada’s proposal of 1746 for establish-
ment of Intendants with special fiscal responsibility in Peru, an idea 
Manso had opposed, seeking instead a general superintendency of the 
treasury for himself.36 The crucial cédula, dated June 30, 1751, gave 
American viceroys powers identical to those of the Superintendent 
General of the treasury in Spain; that is to say, complete authority 
to collect, administer, and farm out the royal revenues. The mer-
cury monopoly and the Mints were now expressly included in his 
jurisdiction, and it was declared that no minister or tribunal of the 
Crown might challenge the viceroy’s authority in fiscal matters.37 
Two  further cédulas of the following year rounded out these powers, 
notably by declaring that no official might undertake any initiative in 
questions affecting the treasury without the viceroy’s knowledge and 
prior approval.38

The General Superintendency of the royal exchequer was a major 
innovation in colonial fiscal organization. It gave viceroys a degree 
of authority in fiscal, and more broadly economic, matters they had 
not enjoyed since the formal organization of the treasury system in 
the early 1570s almost two centuries before. Manso made explicit 
use of his powers in a variety of ways: to quash the claim of owners 
of register ships to large tax concessions in the wake of the break-
down of the fleet system; to reinforce his authority with regard to 
the treasuries and the Tribunal de Cuentas; or to bring the governor 
of Potosí to heel in disputes arising from implementation of the new 
regime at the Potosí Mint.39 The basic effect of the decrees of 1751 
and 1752 was to give the viceroy entire freedom of action to man-
age the treasury as he saw fit, to abolish or alter established features 
or to introduce new ones, without fear of legal challenge from the 
Audiencia, royal treasury officials, other ministers, or governors. The 
great potential of these powers to effect real change in the viceroyalty 
was recognized, and to some extent realized, when in 1780 they were 
transferred to inspectors-general José Antonio de Areche and then 
Jorge de Escobedo during the visita general of 1776–84 (they were 
transferred back to the viceroy in 1787).40

Armed with these formal powers, and equally importantly with 
the unstinting support of Ensenada, Manso de Velasco became the 
author of two measures of real importance to the Peruvian treasury. 
The first was the legalization of repartimiento de mercancías (forced 
distribution of goods to Indians) by corregidores. The provincial 
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magistrates had long distributed batches of supposedly needful 
goods among native communities in their districts, and had drawn 
much of the economic benefit of their posts from this practice. But 
it was the object of persistent criticism from observers who empha-
sized the excessive prices that were charged, often for goods of little 
practical use to the native peasantry.41 The official documentation 
surrounding legalization of repartimiento consistently emphasized 
the economic and social aspects to this “reform”: the benefits it 
would bring both to corregidores themselves and to the Indians, 
who would be able to obtain necessary supplies under shelter of a 
properly regulated legal framework. But there is little doubt that the 
principal motive was fiscal. When Manso arrived in Lima he held 
several discussions with the Regent of the Tribunal de Cuentas, the 
Marqués de Casa Calderón, concerning means of raising revenue 
to the treasury. Among other matters, Casa Calderón brought to 
Manso’s attention the revenue which the Crown forfeited by fail-
ing to recognize and so to tax the repartimiento de mercancía, 
which went on anyway and was worth up to 2 million pesos per 
year. Casa Calderón also recalled two cédulas of 1735, which could  
be interpreted as permitting repartimiento, so long as the goods 
distributed were both necessary and sold at fair prices.42 Manso 
immediately acted on these discussions, and, in July 1746, sent a 
full report on his proposals for legalization of the repartimiento 
to Madrid—including provisional estimates prepared by the Royal 
Officials of the value and price of goods to be distributed.43

These proposals contradicted royal policy of the previous two 
hundred years, and envisaged legalization of a practice whose evil 
effects were abundantly documented. The Council of the Indies 
opposed it outright, while Ensenada hesitated; he seems to have 
requested the opinions of the viceroy of New Spain and the president 
of the Audiencia of Guatemala, since both men presented reports 
on this matter, in November 1748 and November 1749 respectively. 
Ensenada then referred all of this documentation to Sebastián de 
Eslava, the former viceroy of New Granada; and it was Eslava’s favor-
able verdict that finally decided the issue.44 His recommendations 
were incorporated in a cédula of June 15, 1751, which ordered the 
formation of a Junta composed of members of the Audiencia, which 
would prepare the detailed tariff lists on which the new system was 
to be based.45 Under Manso’s presidency, the Junta in Lima drew up 
lists (aranceles) establishing the precise quantity and species of goods 
each corregidor would be permitted to distribute to Indians under 
his jurisdiction, as well as the prices at which these goods were to be 
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sold.46 Fifteen-point regulations were also established, intended to 
ensure that the new distributions were made honestly and in accor-
dance with the tariffs.47 Legalized repartimiento came into effect 
from early 1754, and the tariff lists and regulations were approved 
by decree of June 5, 1756.

The fiscal impact of this measure was considerable. Assuming that 
full quotas of goods established in the tariffs were actually sold at 
the prices indicated, and that little income was lost to fraud, taxing 
repartimiento implied an immediate increase of some 47 percent in 
the value of the alcabala on trade within Peru. That is to say, income 
from the alcabala in Peru should have risen from 503,546 pesos for 
the five-year period 1747–1752, to 739,308 pesos in the five-year 
period after the system was introduced.48 Even if all this increase was 
not achieved, a large part of it clearly was, and so fuelled the overall 
increase of 60 percent in the value of the alcabala which Manso de 
Velasco identified as occurring during this same period. The income 
from tax on repartimientos was soon considered so significant, in 
fact, that it long contributed to the deafness of the viceregal authori-
ties in the face of growing evidence of the critical social need to 
abolish the institution of repartimiento de mercancía itself.49 As is 
well known, it would take the traumatic experience of the rebellion 
of Túpaq Amaru in 1780–81, with the resulting huge loss of life and 
property, before the Crown finally recognized this need, and again 
suppressed legal repartimiento.50

Manso de Velasco’s second and far greater contribution to 
Peruvian fiscal resources was establishment of the estanco del tabaco, 
the royal tobacco monopoly.51 The Marqués de la Ensenada showed 
an early interest in exploiting the market for colonial tobacco to 
the Crown’s advantage, and may have discussed the establishment 
of a monopoly with Manso before his departure for Peru.52 But the 
estanco itself was entirely Manso’s work. Soon after his arrival he 
entrusted the affair to a royal accountant, Tomás de Chavaque, who 
prepared a detailed project describing how it might be arranged. 
In its eventual form, the monopoly was governed by a Junta Real 
de Tabacos comprising members of the Audiencia and headed by 
the viceroy himself. It was administered by a team of dedicated 
Crown functionaries under the Director General José Nieto, a for-
mer consul of the Lima merchant guild. Tobacco was imported, 
principally from Havana via Panama, or purchased from produc-
ers in the north of Peru itself; it was kept in a central store and 
distributed in Lima through a network of kiosks (estanquillos) set 
up at points around the city. The estanco was introduced over a 
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number of years; proclaimed by viceregal decree of April 24, 1752, 
it first operated only in Lima and affected only snuff (tabaco en 
polvo or rapé). Early in 1753, it was extended to include the more 
widely used leaf tobacco (de hoja or rama). In May of the same 
year, a separate monopoly was established in Chile; and after 1754, 
the system was gradually extended throughout the viceroyalty: to 
Trujillo, Huamanga, Cuzco, Arequipa, La Paz, Santa Cruz, La 
Plata, and lastly Buenos Aires, in late 1755. Ordinances governing 
the monopoly’s operations were finally printed in Lima in 1759.

Start-up costs for the estanco were high: purchase of existing 
stocks of tobacco alone cost some 380,000 pesos, and there was 
further investment to be made in buildings and the salaries of gov-
erning officials. All of this had to be advanced from the treasury, 
to be repaid against future profits. On the other hand, income was 
considerable even from the first years. In the period 1752–62, the 
estanco gave average annual profits of some 140,000 pesos in the 
viceroyalty as a whole; from as early as 1754, the whole of the mili-
tary subsidy (situado) for Chile was paid from estanco income, to the 
relief of the treasury in Lima.53 In later years, the tobacco monopoly 
became one of the Crown’s most important sources of both revenue 
and credit. Income increased gradually until the late 1770s, but then 
grew rapidly as a result of a reorganization undertaken during the 
Visita General that followed the Túpaq Amaru rebellion, to reach a 
peak of more than half a million pesos in 1785. As Catalina Vizcarra 
has emphasized in recent work on this topic, in fact, “gross revenues 
from the tobacco monopoly surpassed silver” for much of the period 
from 1752 to the eve of Independence, while “net revenues repre-
sented around 15 per cent of fiscal income for most of the period.”54 
The estanco del tabaco’s rich resources—already by 1760, tobacco 
stocks represented almost 30 percent of all Crown wealth in Peru—
were used to guarantee emergency borrowing by hard-pressed vice-
regal authorities.55 Indeed, the reliable character of tobacco profits 
made it easy for the government to obtain huge loans from creditors 
happy to receive payment in the form of censos against the monopoly 
income.

Legalization of repartimiento de mercancía and establishment 
of the estanco del tabaco represent the two major policies developed 
by viceroy Manso de Velasco in fiscal affairs. But there were other 
measures. The 1740s also witnessed a renewal of the reform of the 
Peruvian Mints, which it will be recalled (from chapter 4) had been 
suspended on the outbreak of war in the late 1730s. By chance, one 
of the earlier obstacles to Crown ownership of the Lima Mint was 
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removed when the great earthquake of 1746 demolished the old 
building and permitted the purchase of its site and some adjoining 
land at a greatly reduced price. In the same year, the Crown demon-
strated its commitment to reform by dispatching an official, Andrés 
de Morales, to Mexico City with orders to familiarize himself with 
the workings of the Mint there, and then to proceed to Lima to 
implement Crown operation as superintendent. Morales arrived in 
Lima on May 25, 1748, with a team of experienced Mexican offi-
cials, and took possession of the Mint two days later. Coinage on the 
royal account began immediately. A viceregal decree was published 
ordering all owners of raw gold and silver (pastas) to take them to 
the Mint for valuation and purchase. To promote the smooth estab-
lishment of the new system, and to forestall any hesitation on the 
part of the owners, Manso took steps to ensure funds sufficient to 
purchase incoming metal were always readily available. All existing 
staff, most of whom had purchased their positions, were suspended; 
though most were promptly restored to their posts, now as salaried 
Crown officials.56

Several dispossessed officials who had previously enjoyed propri-
etary occupation of their posts (through purchase) resisted introduc-
tion of the new regime. The chief of these, the former treasurer the 
Conde de San Juan de Lurigancho, spent years lobbying the Crown 
for continuance of the income he had received while owner of his 
position. But this and similar obstacles were overcome. In 1751, the 
Crown sent Manso de Velasco a copy of the Ordinances governing 
the Mexican Mint, and invited him to suggest adaptations suitable 
to conditions in Peru. With the viceroy’s suggestions incorporated, 
the final Ordinances governing Crown operation of the Lima Mint 
were issued on November 11, 1755.57 The wholesale reform of the 
Mint in Lower Peru that had commenced in the late 1720s was thus 
brought to conclusion some quarter of a century later. Meanwhile, 
reforms in this sector extended further afield than Lima alone: in 
the 1740s, the Crown responded to appeals by the local popula-
tion in Chile, and created an entirely new Mint at Santiago. The 
first to be established in Spanish South America since the 1680s, 
and operational from 1749, it saved Chilean precious metals the 
expensive and risky voyage to Lima for coinage.58 In 1758, a further 
new Mint was established, at Popayán in southern New Granada, 
and produced moneda de cordoncillo (the new round, milled coin-
age) from this date. The process of reform at the second Peruvian 
Mint, at Potosí, was rather slower; incorporation to the Crown was 
decreed in 1750, but there were many delays. Construction of the 



ORIGINS OF BOURBON REFORM IN SPANISH SOUTH AMERICA156

splendid new building went on throughout the 1760s, and it was 
not until 1767 that the first moneda de cordoncillo was manufac-
tured in Potosí.

Lastly, in 1746, Manso de Velasco made further changes to the 
administration of the alcabala tax in Peru, an issue that, as we have 
seen in the previous two chapters, had preoccupied all the viceroys 
of the period since the 1720s. To be highlighted here is the prepara-
tion by a Junta on Manso’s orders of tariff lists (aranceles) assigning 
all American goods a fixed value for the purposes of taxation. These 
lists were then used to calculate the alcabala due on each cargo of 
merchandise, allowing the unreliable and time-consuming system 
of piecemeal valuation between Royal Officials and individual mer-
chants to be discarded.59 The evidence is that these reforms had 
some effect on revenues from commercial taxation, further contrib-
uting to the 60 percent rise in income from alcabalas that Manso 
de Velasco claimed to have witnessed between the five-year  periods 
1740–44 and 1750–54.60 Nevertheless, Madrid continued to be 
 dissatisfied, and administration of the alcabala was subject to fur-
ther review by Ensenada in 1746 and again in 1752; though no 
further action was taken during the period covered by this book.61 
In late Bourbon times, as is well known, the alcabala rates and 
administration in Peru formed a major focus of fiscal policy in the 
viceroyalty, and one that became the target of much violent resis-
tance to reform there.62

Beyond fiscal administration as such, Bourbon policy toward the 
generation of revenue during the 1740s and 1750s demonstrated 
much the same apparent conservatism as in the 1720s and 1730s: 
the primary emphasis was on extraction of greater value from exist-
ing taxes rather than the imposition of new levies. Perhaps the key 
instance of this greater appropriation of existing resources was the 
requisition by the Crown after 1750 of the ecclesiastical levy known 
as the Cruzada. We saw in the preceding chapter that the first 
significant instance of a Bourbon claim to a greater share of the 
income of the Peruvian Church dated to the late 1730s, with the 
appropriation of income from benefices left vacant after the death 
or departure of their incumbent (so-called vacantes). Appropriation 
of income from the Cruzada represented a more significant step 
than this earlier measure, since it embraced a distinct branch of 
ecclesiastical revenue. In their origins, Bulas de la Santa Cruzada 
(Bulls of Crusade) were designed to raise funds for military cam-
paigns in the Holy Land, but they had long since become a regular 
ecclesiastical levy, sold to willing purchasers every other year. In 
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1750, Fernando VI won from the Pope the right to administer the 
Cruzada through the clergy of his choice and to apply its product 
to whatever end he saw fit. A Nueva Planta (new regulations) gov-
erning administration of the tax was decreed by cédula of May 12, 
1751, but had to be substantially modified by Manso de Velasco, 
and was eventually established in Ordinances published in Lima in 
1752. These placed the Cruzada under the overall responsibility 
of the viceroy, with actual sale of bulls handled by Crown rather 
than clergy officials wherever possible. The Nueva Planta provided 
that the resulting income be used to maintain forts and garrisons 
along the coasts and to “pacify” the Indian tribes of the interior, in 
both cases ostensibly in defense of the church. But after 1752, this 
earmarking was all that distinguished the Cruzada from any other 
branch of the Peruvian treasury.63

Mining

In the mining sector, the late 1740s witnessed the reversal of 
the  policies for reform of the mercury industry witnessed dur-
ing the 1720s and 1730s, and that were described at some length 
in  chapter 4. These reforms—based on changes to the system of 
government at the mines of Huancavelica, and above all on the 
guarantee of ample credit to the mercury industry—must be con-
sidered broadly successful. Culminating in the long governorship of 
Jerónimo de Sola y Fuente (1736–48), they produced a stable and 
prosperous regime of exploitation at the mines, with rising levels 
of production, and good profits for both Crown and miners. But 
despite this success, the experiment with alternative forms of man-
agement of the mines and mercury industry in Peru did not survive 
Sola y Fuente’s administration. Initially, the commission to his suc-
cessor as governor, Gaspar de la Cerda y Leiva, conveyed to him all 
the powers enjoyed by his predecessor.64 But at the same time, his 
authority was seriously compromised by the provision that in all his 
actions, De la Cerda y Leiva was to proceed in accordance with the 
viceroy, a clause that prompted viceroy Manso de Velasco to observe 
that De la Cerda came to his post “quite subordinate.”65 Although 
couched in rather diffuse language, the effect of this clause was 
clear: the independence of the Huancavelica governors, with regard 
to their financing of mercury production, as well as in other matters 
pertaining to their jurisdictional authority, was at an end.

Why was the series of quite effective reforms of the Peruvian 
 mercury industry launched since the 1720s abandoned in the late 
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1740s? One of the reasons may be found in the views that Sola y 
Fuente himself expressed on the future administration of the mines.66 
Sola had been the most fervent defender of the value of the governors’ 
maintaining autonomous control over the financing of the mercury 
industry; and yet he had also experienced firsthand the difficulties 
that such a control entailed. The viceroys regarded both the removal 
of the mercury funds from their control, and the autonomy the gov-
ernor enjoyed as a result, as an intolerable restriction of their author-
ity. As a result they refused to cooperate with, and indeed at times 
were openly hostile to, Sola, who wrote of his “continual battle” with 
the higher authorities of the viceroyalty.67 While these authorities 
always advanced sufficient funds to the Huancavelica treasury, they 
also found a variety of pretexts to requisition sums from the income 
from mercury sales. This was in open violation of Sola’s authority, but 
the governor found it prudent to acquiesce to these affronts.68 From 
the beginning of the War of Jenkins’ Ear, the viceroys insisted that 
all funds in Huancavelica surplus to the mine’s operating require-
ments be remitted to Lima; in this way they frustrated the clause of 
Sola’s commission that ordered that all such surplus be sent directly 
to Spain.

In any case, as we have already seen, royal policy was now tak-
ing a different course, quite incompatible with the thrust of the 
administrative reforms at Huancavelica of the past quarter-century. 
In 1743 Ensenada stepped into the ministerial vacuum left by the 
death of José del Campillo, eager for a rapid reform and capitaliza-
tion of the American territories to help fund his program of domestic 
renewal. He quickly placed trusted men of ability in high positions 
throughout the colonies, including Manso de Velasco. Ensenada 
was willing to give men such as Manso any powers they required to 
purge the colonial administration, especially in the treasuries, not 
least so as to secure a more copious remission of surplus revenue 
to Spain. Over the following years, the result was a considerable 
reinforcement of viceregal powers, especially in the fiscal sphere. In 
Peru this process was consummated in 1751, with the important 
reform that conferred on the viceroys the Superintendencia General 
de Real Hacienda. And this decree explicitly returned control of 
the mercury funds to the viceroy. As his commissioning papers indi-
cated, governor Gaspar de la Cerda’s subordination to Manso de 
Velasco was thus part of the Crown’s conscious effort to “conserve 
and maintain [viceregal authority] in all its breadth and magni-
tude.” Major reforms at Huancavelica in 1722 and 1735, then, had 
sought to improve administration by strengthening the powers of 



REFORM RENEW ED 159

the governors there; in 1748, in my view, this concern was sacrificed 
to the wider aim of enhancing that of the viceroys.

The broad conditions surrounding his administration apart, De 
la Cerda’s governorship coincided with the culmination of a  process 
of debate that, for the first time since 1719, brought into ques-
tion the very survival of mercury production at Huancavelica. As 
early as January 1746, Ensenada brought the whole enterprise of 
mercury production in Peru under review.69 The motive most fre-
quently offered for the project he came to consider, which contem-
plated closure of the mine and the use of mercury from Almadén 
to supply the Peruvian silver industry, was the toll the Huancavelica 
mita labor draft exacted among the subject Indian population.70 
But Ensenada’s chief interest seems to have been the possibility of 
supplying Peruvian miners with cheaper mercury, and so further 
stimulating silver  production. In 1748 he asked Manso de Velasco 
to consider the cost of transporting mercury from the Isthmus of 
Panama to the silver mines, and the price at which it might then be 
sold. Privately he acknowledged that the Huancavelica mine would 
probably be closed, though at this point the official position was 
that it had to be kept in readiness to supply Peru in case of any inter-
ruption in remissions from Almadén.71 Manso replied the following 
year with the considered opinion of a group of local experts: the 
Huancavelica mine could not sustain being left idle for any lengthy 
period of time, so that if the project were to go ahead, the mine had 
to be closed altogether. In this case it would be necessary to main-
tain at least four years’ supply of mercury in reserve.72 Ensenada then 
solicited further opinions among experts resident in Madrid.73 In 
October 1750, Manso was advised that a trial remission of mercury 
from Almadén was to be made, via the Buenos Aires route. Miguel 
de Escurrechea, a former silver merchant at Potosí, was charged 
with the transport of the mercury and its sale in Peru, at a price not 
to exceed 70 pesos per quintal (hundredweight).74 A total of 1,300 
quintales were eventually distributed in Potosí and Oruro; but the 
whole project was abandoned when a serious collapse at Almadén 
left the Spanish mine for a time unable to supply the requirements 
even of New Spain, much less those of Peru as well.

The policy shift toward Huancavelica of the late 1740s, and the 
concurrent debate regarding possible closure of the mines, thus 
brought to an end the active cycle of early Bourbon intervention in 
the mercury industry that had begun in earnest after 1719. In terms 
of their administration and reform, the mines and mercury industry 
in Peru languished all but untroubled throughout the later 1750s 
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and indeed the 1760s—notwithstanding the celebrated governorship 
of that most self-consciously Enlightened official, Antonio de Ulloa, 
from 1758 to 1764. Major, sweeping late-Bourbon reform reached 
the mines only with the Visita General of José Antonio de Areche, in 
1776; an episode followed swiftly by a major structural collapse, the 
ending of state-sponsored exploitation of the deposits, and a perma-
nent decline in levels of production.75

In the silver-mining sector, we saw in chapter 4 that during the 
1720s and 1730s, significant reforms were introduced affecting the 
Potosí mita and royal taxation of silver production. We also saw that 
from the former decade onwards, there developed a further cycle of 
relatively minor measures that aimed to achieve a better administra-
tion of both mining at Potosí and the revenues it produced. These 
measures were based first on regular inspection of the Potosí treasury 
by members of the Lima Tribunal de Cuentas, and (from 1732) on 
the union of the posts of superintendent of the mita and inspector of 
the treasury in the person of a judge from the Audiencias of Lima or 
Charcas. They yielded little improvement either in the administration 
of Potosí or its financial affairs, which continued to be marked by 
chaos and irregularities.

In 1745, Manso de Velasco, scandalized by the state of affairs in 
Potosí, again sent an accountant from Lima to inspect the treasury 
there. This official was José de Herboso, who arrived the follow-
ing year having inspected the treasuries at Huancavelica and Cuzco 
while en route.76 Herboso’s inspection was an important one, above 
and beyond his modest success in imposing order at the treasury, 
since his and Manso de Velasco’s reports decisively influenced the 
immediate course of ongoing reform at Potosí. Most significantly, in 
1749, they prompted a further and far more ambitious reform of the 
administration of the town and its mining industry. A single official 
was appointed for the first time uniting all the diverse and often 
conflicting jurisdictions that had developed piecemeal over time and 
had long plagued the administration of the town and its mines: the 
corregimiento, inspectorate of the treasury, superintendency of both 
the mita and the royal Mint, the post of alcalde mayor de minas, 
and a commission against contraband.77 This thus became the most 
important Bourbon reform of the administration of Potosí prior to 
the Intendancy in the early 1780s, which it clearly foreshadowed. 
In that part of the new official’s instructions that pertained to the 
treasury, he was instructed to maintain the system introduced by 
Herboso, along the broad lines set out in the latter’s instructions of 
December 1, 1745.78
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The first of the new class of governor was Ventura de Santelices 
(in post 1750–61), whose long and eventful administration has, 
surprisingly, benefited from little detailed study.79 The parallels 
with the governorship of Jerónimo de Sola at Huancavelica, whose 
origins were discussed in chapter 4, are evident: both men headed 
substantial reforms in the administration of their respective mining 
industries, both enjoyed an authority without precedent among their 
predecessors, and both were appointees of the Crown, dispatched 
directly from the Peninsula. Assessing the success of Santelices’s 
administration requires some caution, however, more so than in the 
case of Sola y Fuente. As governor, he seems to have been honest, 
industrious, and often acute, but he nevertheless lacked the degree 
of tact or ability to compromise that was vital in any important 
Peruvian office. In this sense, his case was not dissimilar to that of 
his contemporary at Huancavelica, Antonio de Ulloa—to maintain 
the parallels between the two mining centers.

An early crisis arose for Santelices over the “revolt” in February 
1751 of the kaj’chas: Indians who scavenged for ore on the Rich Hill. 
Santelices handled this disturbance badly, and so gave his opponents 
a pretext to criticize him.80 These opponents included a faction of the 
Potosí miners, as well as those local authorities whose jurisdiction 
had suffered with the creation of his post—notably the Audiencia of 
Charcas itself. Among his chief adversaries in Potosi was none other 
than the former inspector José de Herboso, now himself active in 
both mining and refining. Herboso’s position seems to have swayed 
Manso de Velasco, who was persistently critical of Santelices, and 
sought his dismissal from as early as March 1752.81 In this context, 
the governor’s story was one of well-meaning and intelligent poli-
cies, some of them defeated by circumstances or opposition, which 
nevertheless produced reforms of real importance. He took vigor-
ous steps to defend mitayos against the abuses of the miners, while 
attempting to promote workings on a wider scale on the mountain. 
He undertook a large-scale program of restoration of the reservoirs 
and canals at Kari Kari, that supplied water to the refining mills of 
the town. He was closely concerned with the incorporation to the 
Crown of the Potosí Mint, discussed in the preceding section of 
this chapter, and with the construction of the sumptuous building 
designed to hold the new minting machinery. In 1757, Santelices 
also created a rudimentary “commission or school,” an early fore-
runner of the later School of Mines. Composed of a director and six 
experts, it was intended to promote a more scientific understanding 
of extraction and refining techniques.82
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The most important initiative hatched during Herboso’s inspec-
tion and perfected by Santelices, however, was the credit and sil-
ver-dealing scheme that later developed into the Real Banco de San 
Carlos. This scheme sought to free the Potosí miners from the extor-
tionate rates demanded by private merchants for advances of capital or 
supplies, and so, by lowering costs, to further promote silver produc-
tion. The project of a group of miners first given form by Herboso, it 
appeared in early 1747 as the Compañía de azogueros (an azoguero in 
this context meaning a mining entrepreneur), with the limited aim 
of supplying the industry with necessary materials and notably with 
mercury. This early scheme was not a success, since its funds (raised 
by the cession of a fraction of the value of each silver mark produced 
by participating merchants) were lost in dubious financial opera-
tions. In 1752, against the backdrop of the resulting financial crisis, 
Santelices assumed the direction of the Company and expanded its 
operations to include the purchase from the miners of all raw silver. 
This scheme was of far wider value to the mining community, since 
the poor rates paid by private silver merchants (mercaderes de plata) 
had long been among the miners’ chief grievances.83 For a decade 
the Banco de la Compañía, or banco de rescates, f lourished under 
Santelices’s direction, with a consequent positive impact on produc-
tion.84 Not the least benefit of the scheme was to increase the amount 
paid the producers for each mark, from seven pesos two-and-three-
quarter reales to seven pesos four reales for Spanish miners, and from 
six pesos six reales to seven pesos for kaj’cha Indians.85 It was to 
Santelices’s undoubted credit that on his departure from Potosí the 
Company held net assets of more than 700,000 pesos. The misman-
agement of his successors, and the squandering of this sum, was the 
chief motive behind eventual assumption of the Company’s role by 
the Crown, as the Real Banco de San Carlos, from 1779.

The Church

In the affairs of the Church, we saw in chapter 4 that pressure from 
royal reformers on the religious Orders was evident from soon after 
the Bourbon accession, and was sustained in mild fashion through-
out the decades that followed. This pressure increased markedly, 
however, after 1746. One of the first decrees dispatched by the 
Marqués de la Ensenada in the name of Ferdinand VI ordered 
the suspension of licenses to build new monasteries and convents 
pending reports from local authorities on the advisability of each 
 foundation. A Junta de Ministros was then formed in Madrid in 
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November 1748 with the remit to discuss a wide range of issues 
affecting the Orders.86 Following the discussions of this Junta, a 
clutch of cédulas was dispatched to Peru in October 1749, giving 
Manso de Velasco and the archbishop of Lima the option of differ-
ent measures limiting the reconstruction of convents destroyed in 
the 1746 earthquake. A further decree barred the Orders from the 
newly established town of Bellavista, mid-way between Lima and 
Callao.87 But by far the most important measure to come out of the 
Junta, indeed the most important Bourbon reform of the colonial 
Church prior to the reign of Charles III, was the secularization of 
Indian parishes administered by friars.

The secularization of Indian parishes, or doctrinas, was first 
decreed in partial form on October 4, 1749, and then generally on 
February 1, 1753. By the latter decree, it was declared that hence-
forth, all doctrinas falling vacant should be granted to a secular priest 
and not a member of the regular Orders.88 This was a major blow 
to the regulars. Against strict tradition, and often against their own 
instincts, they had taken charge of a large number of Indian parishes 
during the half-century following the Conquest, when the secular 
Church was insufficiently manned and organized to cope with the 
task of evangelization and maintenance of the faith among a vast new 
flock. They had retained these parishes throughout the maturity of 
the colonies, in time coming to depend on the income from the cor-
responding tithes, a substantial proportion of which passed to the 
Order rather than the individual friar. Thus, until 1754, the Orders 
controlled 190 parishes in Peru, and received nearly 450,000 pesos 
per year in income as a result.89 Doctrinas constituted a significant 
proportion of all parishes: in 1756, after the process of secularization 
began, regulars still occupied around 62 percent of parishes in the 
frontier bishopric of Mizque, and 37 percent even in the archbish-
opric of Lima. The total figure for Lower and Upper Peru was more 
than 25 percent.90

The parishes administered by friars had long been viewed with 
resentment and jealousy by many secular priests, and provided a 
major source of tension between the two branches of the Church. 
Some secularizations were effected earlier in the century, but from 
1749, they proceeded on a systematic basis. Surprisingly, this major 
reform was the subject of little study until recently: Kenneth Andrien 
has described it as “one of the least examined, yet most influential, 
of the early Bourbon reforms,” in an essay that now constitutes the 
leading work on the subject for Peru.91 In New Spain, for compari-
son, secularization took place quite rapidly: in the most recent study, 
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Christoph Rosenmüller shows that no fewer than 109 doctrinas were 
sequestered between 1749 and 1755, almost half of them in the latter 
year alone. The program could advance rapidly in Mexico “because the 
government in Madrid, the viceroys, several bishops and most secular 
priests threw their weight behind it”; thus, the early Bourbon phase 
of secularization “was more radical than scholars have assumed.”92 In 
Peru, the process appears to have been rather slower and more piece-
meal: Andrien describes secularization as “a long, steady process, 
 particularly with the recalcitrant Franciscans,” that became a “war of 
attrition” that ran on into the 1770s. This process was nevertheless 
“inexorable”;93 and by the end of the century, few parishes remained 
in regular hands.

The Crown viewed the process of secularization with satisfac-
tion, since the return of the friars to cloisters was a goal of regal-
ists  everywhere. Indeed, the measure constituted “a forceful, direct 
attack on the considerable wealth and power of the regular clergy,” 
in which the Crown was “the real winner.”94 The secular clergy, 
too, viewed with complacency what represented in many ways a sig-
nal  victory over regulars. But the blow to the Orders was severe, 
and went beyond the purely financial dimension. Secularization was 
inevitably seen by many as a punishment or rebuke, and had a demor-
alizing effect. Individual friars were denied the option of following 
a vocation  outside the convent, and many abandoned their Order or 
returned to Spain, resulting in a loss of brothers that for some Orders 
reached 40 percent of the total.95 The return to cloisters diminished 
their visible presence and thus doubtless their status in colonial soci-
ety, a process complemented in 1754 by a decree that, noting the 
excessive presence of the religious at the University of San Marcos, 
ordered that each Order be restricted to a maximum of two graduates 
and a single Chair, even where the Orders had themselves endowed 
the Chairs in question.96 In the event, secularization faced practical 
obstacles, including the economic threat to the Orders themselves 
and the difficulty of procuring sufficient qualified secular clergy to 
take charge of doctrinas. The Crown acknowledged these problems 
with a modifying decree of 1757, which reserved to each Order “one 
or two parishes, of the richest” in each province, while in 1758, the 
restrictions on regulars at San Marcos were rescinded after energetic 
protest by Manso and the Audiencia. But these measures did little to 
reverse what was by any standards a major shift in the character and 
constitution of the Church in Peru.

It should be noted that the secularization of doctrinas presents 
a further leading instance of the influence of American viceroys in 
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the formulation of imperial policy, since Viceroy Manso de Velasco 
played a key role in both its origins and its subsequent implementa-
tion. Charles Walker has researched this role, along with the origins 
of the reform more broadly: in 1746, Manso had sent a brace of let-
ters accompanying a report on that year’s devastating earthquake, 
both of which proposed reforms affecting the Orders.97 The first of 
these letters proposed a reduction in the number of nuns and friars 
in monasteries and convents, so as to avoid chaotic overcrowding. 
But the second letter requested the secularization of doctrinas, as a 
means of achieving the necessary reduction in numbers of regulars.98 
In a later report, Manso further argued for exclusion of the Orders 
from the new settlement of Bellavista, as mentioned at the beginning 
of this section.99 It was these reports, with one from the viceroy of 
Mexico, that motivated the formation of the Junta that, as we have 
seen, met in Madrid from 1748 to discuss these and related issues; 
and when Manso was informed of the deliberations of this Junta, 
he sent further letters setting out his proposals in greater detail.100 
Cédulas of 1749 regarding the secularization of doctrinas, disbarment 
of the Orders from Bellavista, and reconstruction of the  monasteries 
ruined in the earthquake, were all products of the discussions of  
the Junta. The former measure affected not only Peru, but also New 
Spain; as in other spheres, then, and notably in fiscal affairs, Manso 
de Velasco here influenced imperial policy at the highest level. In 
my view, the most important reform in ecclesiastical affairs of the 
period was thus proposed or prompted by the viceroy—supporting 
one of the broader conclusion of this work, that policy formulated at 
first hand in Peru consistently influenced or informed the actions of 
ministers in Madrid.

Secularization of Indian parishes was overwhelmingly the most 
important ecclesiastical reform of the late 1740s and 1750s; but in 
other areas, too, the pace of legislation affecting the Church quick-
ened from around 1750. As was the case in earlier decades, a great 
many laws were decreed, few of them of any great significance taken 
separately; but as in the earlier period, this legislation responded to 
a number of key themes, themselves suggesting what I have sought 
to emphasize was the essential constancy of Bourbon purpose over 
both earlier and later periods of the eighteenth century. These themes 
were: prima facie regalist reform (strengthening or extending the 
royal Patronato); the reform of ecclesiastical morals; and the quest for 
a greater share of Church revenues; in addition to the assault on the 
religious Orders, most evident in the secularization of doctrinas. And, 
as had been the case in the 1720s and 1730s, the impact of apparently 
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trivial decrees often lay beyond their specific content. Several mea-
sures merely reaffirmed much earlier legislation, for example, but 
might conflict with long-standing practice in Peru, and so have the 
force and effect of new laws.

Among the lesser regalist measures of the 1750s, it was declared 
that priests might be removed from their benefices with only the agree-
ment of the vicepatron and prelate, with no right of appeal (1758), 
and that no collation to any benefice might be made prior to presen-
tation of the royal letters of patent (an issue over which the Crown 
proved particularly scrupulous: 1750).101 Royal control over examina-
tions for Cathedral canonries was increased (1756), while ecclesiasti-
cal judges were barred from imposing imprisonment in pursuit of 
debts to the Church. Even when entitled to decree confinement or 
fines for clerical or other crimes, judges of the Church might do so 
only with the intervention of the secular authorities (1758). A law 
of 1756, following one of 1741, sought enhanced royal control over 
lay religious brotherhoods (cofradías), which invited regalist reform 
both as fora for social gatherings and for the popular religiosity they 
promoted.102 And in 1744, the Crown sponsored a major inspection 
of the Inquisition in Lima, in response to interminable disputes and 
abuses prevalent there, though to little ultimate effect.103 The ecclesi-
astical fuero (or corporate legal privileges) enjoyed by the Inquisition 
was nevertheless limited to Inquisitors, and not to subordinate offi-
cials of the tribunal nor their family members (1751, 1760),104 while 
the Holy Office was obliged to share cognizance of bigamy cases 
with justices of the Crown (1754). Regarding ecclesiastical morals 
and misdeeds, decrees of 1752 and the years that followed, citing 
an earlier law of 1739, sought to address the apparently widespread 
problem of priests’ absenteeism from their parishes.105 So far as royal 
appropriation of Church revenues was concerned, we saw in the pre-
ceding section that the 1750s witnessed full appropriation of rev-
enues from sales of bulls of Crusade. And finally, from 1752, the  
largest reorganization of the secular Church of the early Bourbon 
period took place, with the restructuring and reduction from 14 to 
7 of the Indian parishes of Potosí. The motive for this measure, too, 
was essentially fiscal, and it brought about a halving of clerical salaries 
in the Villa Rica.106

Military Matters

Early Bourbon policy toward defense and military affairs in Peru 
differed very little from Habsburg attitudes and practice in these 
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areas. Notwithstanding constant review of military preparedness 
and finance, and tinkering with aspects of armed and naval forces 
by almost every viceroy, very few real reforms were introduced dur-
ing the early decades of Bourbon rule.107 The major exception lay in 
reforms to naval forces in the Americas, and especially the establish-
ment of formal anticontraband or “coastguard” forces, undertaken 
under José Patiño in the 1720s (discussed in chapter 3). Manso de 
Velasco was the first early Bourbon viceroy to oversee or initiate real 
military reform in Peru, responding both to the circumstances of his 
times and to Ensenada’s military and fiscal reformism; and even here, 
the impact was distinctly modest. The principal measures concerned, 
first, the reform of naval forces in the Pacific, and second, regulations 
governing military garrisons in the viceroyalty.

In 1745, Manso proposed that the Armada del Mar del Sur, 
Spain’s sole formal naval presence on the coasts of Peru and Chile, 
with origins dating back to the late sixteenth century, be abolished 
outright, as expensive and of little value in practical terms. He sug-
gested that the Armada be replaced by small squadrons sent out 
from Spain,  serving two-year tours in the Pacific in rotation.108 The 
abolition of the Armada del Mar del Sur was, in fact, decreed in 
1747, and a squadron of the type envisaged by Manso, compris-
ing the Castilla and Europa men-of-war, spent some 18 months in 
Peruvian waters in 1748–49.109 But the fact that this naval tour from 
Spain was not repeated thereafter, and that Manso oversaw the con-
struction of a new naval vessel, the 60-gun San José el Peruano, at 
the Guayaquil shipyards in 1756, suggests that this decision was 
later reversed. Nevertheless, the loss of the Armada’s historic role, 
of protecting Peruvian trade en route to the fairs at Portobelo, with 
the end of the f leet system itself, ensured its definitive decline from 
around this time.110 Elsewhere, in 1748, Manso was instructed to 
draw on his experience in Chile and Peru to prepare new military 
regulations governing the garrisons in both kingdoms. Approved 
in 1752, these regulations were designed to eliminate the irrational 
command and company structures that had prevailed before the late 
war. They also had the effect of decreasing both the cost and the 
outright size of the military establishments in Lima and Callao.111

Lastly, both the fortifications and the town of Callao, the port 
of Lima, were completely destroyed by the earthquake and tidal 
wave of October 1746; and it fell to Manso de Velasco to over-
see construction of a new fortress.112 Plans were drawn up by the 
French engineer Gaudin, originally a member (like Jorge Juan and 
Antonio de Ulloa) of La Condamine’s scientific expedition to the 
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Equator; construction took some 20 years, and was only finally 
completed under Viceroy Amat y Juniet in the 1760s and 1770s.113 
The Real Felipe fort proved extremely effective; during the Wars of 
Independence some half-century later, it served as an inexpugnable 
retreat to patriots and royalists by turn, and was eventually surren-
dered in January 1826 only after a two-year siege, the last Spanish 
toehold on the American mainland.

Spanish Atlantic Trade under  
the Marqués de la Ensenada: A Note

We saw in the previous chapter that of two unquestionably major 
 developments to affect the colonies during the period between 
the death of José Patiño in 1736 and the rise of the Marqués de la 
Ensenada from 1743, the most lastingly significant was that which 
transformed Spanish Atlantic trade. The onset of the Wars of Jenkins’ 
Ear in 1739, and later of the Austrian Succession, brought about 
the suspension of the historic system of f leets and fairs for Spanish 
colonial commerce that had operated since the sixteenth century, 
and its substitution for trade by single ships sailing under register 
( registros). Over the years that followed, and the difficult wartime 
conditions notwithstanding, the registro regime appeared fully to 
prove its worth, with an increase in the volume and value of ship-
ments, higher tax revenues to the Crown, and perhaps even some 
diminution in the role and dominance of foreign merchants.

It should be noted here, albeit briefly, that notwithstanding all of 
this, the advantages of the new and more flexible system for colonial 
trade embodied by registros were outweighed in the minds of many 
of the old mercantile elite by the loss of the strict monopoly that 
the fleet system had symbolized. Such was the case with the Cadiz 
Consulado, which, after the end of the war, continued doggedly to 
advocate restoration of the fleets. And extraordinarily, this advocacy 
was sufficient within years of the end of the war to sway the counsels 
of the government in Madrid, at least in substantial part. In 1750, 
Ensenada summoned a Junta composed of Cadiz merchants to dis-
cuss what should be done with regard to the colonial trade. Ensenada 
himself believed that register ships rather than fleets provided the 
superior vehicle for trade, and he temporized over the question of 
renewal or, alternatively, permanent abandonment of the fleets.114 
The group he summoned to Madrid, however, voted unanimously 
to restore the fleet system in its entirety (both the galeones for Peru 
and the flota for New Spain); though it acknowledged that there were 
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real practical impediments to revival of the Peruvian fleets, chiefly 
the fact that the Isthmian terminus at Portobelo still lay in its war-
time ruins. The Junta’s proposals were then passed for their opinions 
to a group of government gurus, including Sebastián de Eslava and 
Ricardo Wall.

The outcome of the deliberations of these individuals was that the 
flota to New Spain was restored in 1754, and first sailed again in 
1756.115 The galeones, by contrast, were not revived, nor even referred 
to in the decree that restored the flota. It seems that the question 
of restoration of the galeones was put on hold in view of the practi-
cal difficulties, and simply lapsed with time, until the move toward 
“Free Trade” after 1765 made it irrelevant. The logical conclusion to 
draw from this is that, despite the manifest advantages of the registro 
system, if restoration of the galeones had been possible after the end 
of the war, they would have been restored. Bourbon government in 
the 1750s thus displayed a greater degree of retrograde conservatism, 
and willful lack of imagination, than it had done in the late 1710s 
and early 1720s. Ensenada himself may be excused the ignominy; 
not only was he opposed in principle to restoration of the fleets, but 
the decree restoring the flota was dated October 11, 1754, some 
three months after his fall from office. Indeed, it seems likely that 
Ensenada’s removal by his enemies was a prerequisite to restoration 
of the monopoly with regard to its richest, New Spanish, branch. 
The flotas to Veracruz thus now entered their final stage—one which 
would last until their final abolition in 1789.116

Conclusion

The second major cycle of early Bourbon reform, that began in 
the mid-1740s and was undertaken principally at the hands of the 
Marqués de la Ensenada in Madrid and Viceroy Manso de Velasco in 
Lima, differed in key respects to its predecessor. Above all, in contrast 
to the earlier cycle, it was less concerned with Atlantic trade, even if 
it witnessed restoration of the flota to New Spain after Ensenada’s 
fall. Elsewhere, commercial policy was now largely limited to man-
aging the new trade via register ships, prevalent since 1740. Rather, 
what might reasonably be termed the Ensenada-Manso de Velasco 
program for Peru concerned primarily the administration of the colo-
nies and the boosting of revenues to the colonial treasury. In these 
areas, and in a fashion directly comparable to the measures taken 
between the late 1710s and 1736, it produced a raft of reforms of real 
substance. The most significant measures included the definitive end 
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to sales of posts in the upper colonial bureaucracy; the introduction 
of a tobacco monopoly; substantial administrative reform at Potosí 
(including institutional forerunners of the later Intendancy, School of 
Mines, and the Real Banco de San Carlos); and the sweeping secular-
ization of native parishes administered by the regular Orders. Lesser 
but still noteworthy reforms included the legalization of the forced 
sale of goods to Indians (repartimiento de mercancía), direct royal 
operation of the Mints in Lima and Potosí, and a process of strength-
ening of the powers of the viceroys, which, I would argue, meant 
that these officials entered the late Bourbon age with their authority 
substantially enhanced. And, still more than had been the case in the 
1720s and 1730s, in the late 1740s and the early 1750s, the viceroy 
(Manso de Velasco) played a role in reforms for Peru that went far 
beyond simple implementation of decrees from the imperial center. In 
measures as substantial as legalization of repartimiento de mercancía, 
creation of the tobacco monopoly, or the secularization of regular 
parishes, he played a leading role in the development of policies that 
were then applied far beyond the boundaries of Peru.

Finally, whatever their specific character or scope, the measures 
now introduced in colonial administration, fiscal affairs, mining pol-
icy, or relations with the Church, shared certain basic objectives and 
priorities both with the measures that had preceded them, and with 
those that came afterwards, in the late Bourbon era. This commonal-
ity of purpose or ethos, in government and reform, across the early 
and late periods of Bourbon rule lies at the heart of any attempt to 
measure the significance of the early Bourbon period in broader his-
torical context. And it is to that question that we now turn.



Chapter 7

Conclusions

In this concluding chapter, rather than summarize or reiterate the 
major arguments of this book—made at length in the Introduction 
and throughout chapters 1–6—I wish to return to the suggestion 
made in the opening paragraph. This suggestion is that the fresh 
research of recent years means that it should henceforth be difficult 
to discuss the Bourbon period in Spanish-American history, includ-
ing the celebrated late-Bourbon reform program, without informed 
 reference to the first half-century and more of Bourbon rule. This 
is not, as was noted in the “Introduction,” because long-standing 
perceptions of the greater significance of the period from the 1760s 
onwards are erroneous. Anthony McFarlane has noted recently that 
the strong tilt apparent in the historiography toward the second half 
of the century “is not unreasonable,” on a number of substantive 
grounds, and no number of new monographs or articles is likely to 
challenge this verdict.1 What has been unreasonable, however, and has 
now become frankly unsustainable, is the degree of neglect to which 
the early period has been subject, along with the radical distinction 
made between the periods prior to and following the 1760s. On the 
one hand, this book has sought to demonstrate that more reforms, and 
of greater substance, were undertaken in colonial affairs by the early 
Bourbons than has been recognized. But still more importantly, these 
reforms displayed concerns and priorities—an essential “ethos”—so 
similar to those of late- Bourbon policy-making as to belie the notion 
that true Bourbon government for the colonies began only with the 
reign of Charles III. In consequence, in my view, it is difficult to dis-
cuss many areas of colonial affairs during the period of late-Bourbon 
reform—from mining, to  administration, relations with the Church, 
or Atlantic trade—without substantial engagement with the earlier 
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period. In this conclusion, I seek to show just why this is so, in a 
number of such areas.

Let us take first the mining sector. The most striking intervention 
of early Bourbon government in Peruvian mining affected not the 
silver sector at Potosí and elsewhere, but rather the mercury industry 
at its (all but unique) center, Huancavelica. From the perspective of 
the Crown, it will be recalled that Huancavelica had entered the 
Bourbon age as a prime example of late-Habsburg decadence and 
disorder, manifest in a corrupt and chaotic administration, the low-
est levels of production since discovery of the mines in the 1560s, and 
a debt of the miners’ guild to the Crown that by 1718 reached the 
sum of 1.6 million pesos. Perhaps in part for this reason, Bourbon 
reform of the mercury sector throughout the monarchy began very 
early, in 1708, and the first reforms of significance for Huancavelica 
were drawn up and implemented between 1719 and 1722, affect-
ing primarily the governorship and the supply of funds to the local 
treasury. When this ongoing reform program reached its peak, in 
1734–35, it took exemplary Bourbon shape: a report was prepared 
by an expert in Spain (a recent governor of the mines at Almadén 
in Castilla-La Mancha), and a high-ranking official, Jerónimo de 
Sola y Fuente, was dispatched to Peru equipped with substantial new 
powers necessary for its implementation. Against the backdrop of 
these measures, the period from the 1720s to the 1750s witnessed 
a return to administrative stability and rising levels of production at 
Huancavelica; indeed, this became the last period during which the 
mines satisfied the demands of Peruvian silver mining for mercury 
for the amalgamation process, while yielding substantial profits for 
both the Crown and the mining entrepreneurs. Progress was even 
made in recovering a portion of the huge miners’ debt to the colo-
nial exchequer.2 This experience stands in sharp contrast to that of 
the late-Bourbon mines, where the still more radical reforms imple-
mented as a result of the Visita General of José Antonio de Areche 
from 1776 brought about a return to maladministration of the mines 
and rapidly led to a structural collapse from which there was no 
lasting recovery. The relative success and failure of early- and late-
 Bourbon policies for Huancavelica was doubtless affected by factors 
not necessarily inherent to them, including the quality of particular 
governors and the progressive exhaustion of the ores. But in the mer-
cury sector, the experience of the early period clearly casts that of the 
later one in a different light.

In silver mining, above all at Potosí—still in 1700 by some mar-
gin the most important of the South American centers—a rather 
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different but equally revealing picture may be drawn. As discussed 
in this book, reform of administration at Potosí under early Bourbon 
rule seems low key: a new governorship for the town and mines in 
1749, a rudimentary mining school in 1757, and development of the 
Banco de la Compañía de Azogueros, or banco de rescates, from the 
early 1750s, above all to purchase unrefined silver from members of 
the mining guild. On their own terms, these were modest reforms; 
but when set in deeper context, their significance appears greater. For 
these were the direct forerunners of key late-Bourbon innovations in 
the government and practice of mining at Potosí: the governorship 
of the Intendancy in the 1780s, the Banco de la Compañía of the 
Real Banco de San Carlos from 1779, and the mining academy of the 
later School of Mines—a leading symbol of Enlightened renovation 
of Spanish-American mining. The first of the new governors at Potosí 
from 1749, Ventura de Santelices, paralleled the case of Jerónimo de 
Sola y Fuente at Huancavelica, as a direct appointee of the Crown 
dispatched to Peru to undertake reform in his sector, armed with 
unprecedented powers to do so. Here, then, the early-Bourbon prec-
edents to the late-Bourbon program seem indisputable. And reforms 
of indubitable substance in silver mining there were too: in 1732, the 
Potosí mita was not only sanctioned once and for all, but was extended 
to include forastero Indians for the first time, receiving thereby a sub-
stantial boost.3 Most importantly, in 1735, the Crown renounced 
half its income from the taxation of Peruvian silver mining, which was 
slashed from quinto to diezmo in a conscious and coordinated attempt 
to boost output at the mines. In chapter 4, I observed that had this 
measure been the product of the late Bourbon era, it would surely 
have taken its place among the reforms introduced after 1763 and 
that are held responsible for the recovery of Peruvian silver-mining; 
reforms that included precisely the establishment of the Real Banco de 
San Carlos and the School of Mines, among others.

In colonial administration, in one major respect, little change 
seemed apparent after 1700 or indeed prior to 1750. This was in 
the closely related areas of sales to the colonial bureaucracy, and the 
penetration by creole officials of the highest colonial administration. 
Under the Habsburgs, sales of provincial magistracies (corregimientos), 
posts in the royal treasuries, and even on the Audiencias (the highest 
courts of justice and government) had become commonplace. The 
result of this trend was that by the period of the War of Succession, 
creoles formed a majority of judges on the Audiencia of Lima (where 
their presence was moreover bolstered by that of peninsular officials 
with close local ties). Creoles also dominated the royal treasuries, 
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the Tribunal of Accounts, the corregimientos, and many lesser bodies 
and positions, such that taken as a whole, the administration of the 
Spanish colonies during the early eighteenth century was very heavily 
creole. In the perception of Bourbon commentators and critics after 
1700, this predominance was problematic because it brought a drop 
in standards of administration and a greater risk of corruption, and 
above all because it contributed to the effective autonomy of the colo-
nies and their unresponsiveness to royal control. Sales of Audiencia 
posts were formally abolished from as early as 1712, before the end of 
the War, and those of posts in the treasuries and provincial magistra-
cies in 1725; but none of these decrees were fully effectual, and sales 
continued in practice over several decades.

Nevertheless, the failure to halt the practice of sales to the colonial 
bureaucracy following the Bourbon succession is to some extent mis-
leading. This is so because a change in governmental attitude was in 
fact apparent during this period, to the prejudice of creole officehold-
ers. From as early as 1717, it was declared that peninsular Spaniards 
would henceforth be preferred for Audiencia judgeships, in the first 
explicit discrimination by place of birth in appointments to these 
posts. Purges were made of the major Audiencias over the follow-
ing three years, which seemed to target purchasers of office and cre-
oles disproportionately, while appointments made in the early 1720s 
strongly favored peninsular (or at least, non-native) candidates. The 
great majority of full five-year corregimientos granted throughout the 
early Bourbon era, too, were made to peninsular Spaniards, in the face 
of vociferous protest by creoles, who further suffered marginally from 
the final abolition of the institution of encomienda in 1720 (all these 
issues were discussed in chapter 4). In truth, these measures did little 
to reverse creole domination of the colonial bureaucracy, a feature 
that prevailed throughout the reigns of Philip V and Fernando VI 
and indeed beyond. But more major change finally came in 1750–51, 
when sales of posts on the colonial Audiencias, in the royal treasuries, 
and to corregimientos, were finally halted once and for all. The relin-
quishment of royal control implied by sales to the bureaucracy, along 
with creole predominance as among its most striking products, stood 
as leading symbols (from the imperial perspective) of the laxness of 
the Habsburg Empire and of the “decadent” colonies of the turn of 
the eighteenth century. The permanent ending of sales in 1750–51, 
with the incipient assault on creole officeholders, thus represented a 
major reform, and should inevitably form part of any discussion of 
what is sometimes called the “Bourbon reconquest of America” from 
Habsburg waywardness and creole autonomy.
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Nor can this topic be limited to the presence of creoles in viceregal 
administration: in relations with the colonial Church, too, we have 
seen that the early period actively marked the transition toward the 
late-Bourbon era, and a break with the Habsburg one, in three major 
ways. First, the very great number of decrees directed at ecclesiastical 
affairs and the Church from the first years of Bourbon rule seemed 
for the most part trivial, of little real impact or consequence in the 
colonies. But the aims of these decrees fell into a number of readily 
identifiable categories: conscious regalist reforms, that extended royal 
privileges over the Church or curtailed clerical autonomy; the reform 
of clerical morals and behavior; measures directed at (or against) the 
regular Orders, perceived as the most autonomous branch of the 
colonial Church; and measures that sought a greater proportion of 
Church revenues for the Crown. While trivial in nature (if great in 
number), early Bourbon legislation for the Church thus displayed its 
regalist, Enlightened credentials virtually from the first, soon after 
1700. The thrust of Bourbon policy toward the colonial Church was 
identical prior to the 1760s and subsequent to that decade, even if its 
major fruits were not yet apparent. In this case, at least as clearly as 
elsewhere, the 1760s can be seen as a watershed only in terms of the 
scale of reform, not its essential character or direction.

Second, one reform of real substance was undertaken during this 
period, in the secularization of native parishes held by the regular 
Orders (the Franciscans and others), beginning in the years around 
1750. And third, I have argued that relations with the Church pro-
vide a clear example of the way Bourbon rule might have an impact in 
the colonies even in the absence of major reform, through the chang-
ing ethos and attitudes of the Crown and its ministers. The tense 
and often aggressive relations of the Marqués de Castelfuerte with all 
branches of the Church in Peru, in the 1720s and 1730s, marked a 
shift from the traditional Habsburg model to the Bourbon one, long 
before most major regalist reform became apparent; a shift of which 
the leading Peruvian churchmen of the day seemed quite aware. And 
it should be added that, as I have noted elsewhere, Church-state rela-
tions in the colonies naturally took place in the context of their devel-
opment in Spain itself, where unusually, their products were greater 
than in the period following 1763. The greatest single achievement 
of Bourbon regalism in the Peninsula was the Concordat with Rome 
signed in 1753, the product of negotiations going back deep into the 
reign of Philip V. This Concordat conceded all chief points of the 
regalist agenda, and won for the Crown powers over the Peninsular 
Church it had previously enjoyed only in the Americas, including the 
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extension of royal patronage to virtually all ecclesiastical benefices, 
and the right to a rich income from vacant livings (previously remit-
ted to Rome).4 The tense relations with the Papacy of Philip V, his 
unusual personal interest in the affairs of the Church, and the long 
negotiations that led to the Concordat seven years after his death, 
provided the foundations for policy and attitudes toward the Church 
in South America.

The case of Spanish Atlantic trade is a particular one: that of a major 
area for which perhaps the greatest reform of the entire Bourbon era 
took place during the early period, consummated by the 1740s. The 
origins and seriousness of early Bourbon trade reform have long been 
the subject of skeptical analysis, focused primarily upon its first major 
initiative, the Proyecto para galeones, y flotas of 1720. The Proyecto 
has generally been derided as flawed in design and of negligible 
impact, the product of a deep conservatism in commercial matters 
that doomed it to certain failure. More recently, criticism has taken a 
different turn, becoming focused on the purportedly cynical nature 
of a program that was never really intended to succeed, but was rather 
imposed upon Spain by the treaty rights of foreign powers and by 
wartime defeat. My own argument, developed in chapters 2 and 3 
of this book, is that the Proyecto merits more serious consideration 
than it has received to date, even when it was indeed poorly matched 
to the international commercial reality of its times. On the one hand, 
with all its failings, it seems clear that it represented an authentically 
Spanish response to the question of colonial commerce, and not 
merely one imposed by rival powers. On the other, its seriousness and 
scope have been obscured by a failure to recognize its grounding in 
a much broader project of national renewal, establishing the Proyecto 
in consciously complementary relation to a range of major economic, 
naval, and administrative measures directed primarily toward Spain 
itself. And beyond this, the Proyecto and the large volume of supple-
mentary legislation and decrees that accompanied it merits our atten-
tion because its impact in the colonies was much more far reaching 
than in the volume or quality of trade alone. The imperatives of this 
first Bourbon commercial program informed and affected most other 
aspects of colonial policy developed during the 1720s and 1730s: 
from the halving of taxation on silver mining, to the first trial of a 
viceroyalty in New Granada, to the type of colonial official selected 
to represent the Crown and implement its policies in the major juris-
dictions. Thus, much early Bourbon colonial government for South 
America as a whole, and not just trade policy, can be understood only 
in relation to the Proyecto para galeones, y flotas.
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Nevertheless, it was the failure of the Proyecto, and particularly of 
successive trade fairs at Portobelo, along with the return to lengthy 
wartime conditions from 1739, that brought about the greatest early 
innovations in colonial commerce. These were the suspension of the 
trade fleets in 1735, to be substituted by registered vessels sailing 
at will, along with the opening of the navigational route via Cape 
Horn in 1740, permitting direct access to the Pacific coasts. That 
these innovations represented a major change in trading patterns has 
long been known, but the full implications may only now be becom-
ing clear. As we saw in chapter 5, it seems ever more apparent that 
the switch to registros brought about a wholesale revolution in trad-
ing patterns in the Americas, and even a shift in the nature of trade 
between the metropolis and the colonies. The impact on commer-
cial circuits in the Americas at the broadest level can be witnessed in 
the crisis of Hispanic commerce in the Pacific after 1740, both with 
Asia (mainly via the Philippines) and along the littoral between Peru 
and New Spain—of which much of the volume and value was now 
diverted to Atlantic routes. The same period witnessed a striking shift 
in Anglo-Spanish trade in the Caribbean, in which Spanish-Americans 
displaced the British as the primary carriers of an intercourse centered 
primarily in the British islands (above all Jamaica). In Lima, still the 
major commercial center for Spanish South America, the great creole 
merchants began to be displaced by smaller-scale Peninsular traders 
(especially Basques), while in a lasting pattern, prices fell, and a wider 
range of luxury goods became available to a greater proportion of 
the populace. And in the Atlantic trade of Spain itself, Spanish mer-
chants now began to trade more on their own account, as the new 
system proved favorable to them and prejudicial to the traditionally 
dominant foreigners. As a result, as we have seen, “the advent of the 
register ships changed the pattern of trade with America in favour of 
Spain’s indigenous merchants,” such that from this time, “trade with 
Peru was for the most part dominated by Spanish merchants.”5

Though inadequately studied, the increase in overall trade brought 
about by the shift from fleets to register ships seems to have been 
relatively modest; the rise in shipping movements was perhaps 55 per-
cent, and in tonnages less than 40 percent, in the first 15 years, albeit 
with a rising tendency. The much more celebrated and better studied 
reforms of the “Free Trade” era, that began in 1765 and reached its 
peak after 1778, had a greater impact; though not, it seems on the 
basis above all of the research of Antonio García-Baquero, so extraor-
dinary an impact as we have been accustomed to think.6 Comparing 
these two major reforms—the permanent shift from fleets to register 
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ships in Spanish South American trade in the late 1730s, and the 
advent of Comercio Libre some decades later—is difficult, when their 
nature and implications were so different. The one, after all, in prin-
ciple affected primarily the means of Spanish Atlantic trade, although 
in practice also Spanish-American trade circuits and the mercantile 
communities active in both Spain and America. The other was aimed 
principally at the ports on both sides of the Atlantic that were per-
mitted to participate in trade, though it necessarily also affected the 
merchandise and the merchants involved, as well as leading to a larger 
increase in overall volumes and values. While comparisons may be 
problematic, however, the key point is surely that both form necessary 
parts of the same story: the story of the transformation of Spanish 
colonial commerce during the eighteenth century under Bourbon 
rule. The first great stage in this transformation began by 1740, and 
had a far-reaching impact and lasting implications (above all in South 
America) long before the onset of the second stage, the Caroline Free 
Trade program. Any historical account that discusses the latter with-
out full appreciation of the former must fail to recognize the ways in 
which Spanish American trade had already undergone transformation, 
prior to the accession of Charles III; any such account thus unreason-
ably privileges one moment of Bourbon commercial transformation, 
over an earlier stage that provided the necessary context to it.

The roll call of areas in which the early Bourbon period witnessed 
significant reforms that in their type and concerns were clear forerun-
ners of the late-Bourbon program is not limited to mining, adminis-
tration, relations with the Church, or Spanish Atlantic trade. Fiscal 
affairs presents a further striking case, with a raft of major measures, 
of recognizably Bourbon stamp, that affected the revenues raised in 
South America as well as the administration of the treasury. On the 
administrative side, beginning as early as 1724, all the major taxes 
previously farmed out to private interests were returned to royal con-
trol, including the great commercial levies of avería, alcabala, and 
almojarifazgo (the “reales derechos”); as a result, the sole significant 
tax still farmed privately by 1763 was the provincial alcabala. Between 
the late 1720s and the 1750s, wholesale reform was effected of the 
South American Mints and coinage, embracing a return to operation 
by the Crown and reform of the currency, as well as the construction 
of new Mints in Santiago de Chile, Popayán, and Potosí. It was in 
fiscal administration, too, that the powers of the American viceroys 
were most notably enhanced under early Bourbon rule, in a process 
that commenced in the late 1740s and reached its peak in 1751, with 
the award to the viceroy of the Superintendencia General de Real 
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Hacienda. Early Bourbon fiscal policy seems superficially to have 
 displayed greater concern with efficient administration than with 
raising the rate of taxes or introducing new ones, but to an important 
degree this is deceptive. One major measure aimed at raising revenues 
consisted of the mass transfer of migrant Indians to the originario 
sector in the 1720s and 1730s, yielding a gross increase of more than 
60 percent in tribute payments, as well as a lasting boost to the Potosí 
mita.7 Another was legalization of repartimiento de mercancía, or 
forced distribution of goods to the native population, in the early 
1750s, contributing to a comparable increase in revenue from the 
alcabala tax at this time. The greatest of the early measures was intro-
duction of a tobacco monopoly throughout the viceroyalty of Peru, 
again in the early 1750s; a reform with immediate fiscal impact, and 
that in the middle term had a transformative effect on the viceregal 
finances. Establishment of the estanco del tabaco in Peru in the 1750s 
provides a far more convincing precedent for its introduction to New 
Spain some 15 years later, in the 1760s, than its (much earlier) estab-
lishment in Cuba, which is often cited in this regard.

Nor does the roll call end here: the viceroyalty of New Granada, 
established permanently from 1739 but initially from as early as 
1717–18, stands as the major jurisdictional innovation of the period, 
and the only Spanish-American viceroyalty to be established between 
those of New Spain and Peru in the 1500s and that of the Río de la 
Plata in 1776. It is time to conclude, however. I will do so emphasiz-
ing that there was indeed such a thing as a “Bourbon era” in Spanish 
colonial history, distinctive from the Habsburg centuries that went 
before. It was distinctive in its concern for and its approach to colo-
nial government, and in the extensive program of imperial reforms 
that were implemented as a result, and that transformed the colonies 
by the close of the Bourbon age and the beginnings of the Wars of 
Independence after 1808. There is consensus among historians that 
this program reached its peak in the late eighteenth century, perhaps 
especially in the 1770s and 1780s, during the reign of Charles III. 
This book, by contrast, has explored its early stages, in two cycles 
of measures and decrees that developed between the late 1710s and 
the mid-1730s, and the mid-1740s and mid-1750s, respectively. It 
may be appropriate to observe, albeit in passing, that cycles of this 
kind have been detected for the late Bourbon era too: in one well-
known article published almost 40 years ago, Jacques Barbier placed 
“The Culmination of the Bourbon Reforms” in 1787–92, largely 
under Charles IV and after the death of Charles III (so sparking a 
lively debate with John Fisher and Allan Kuethe in the pages of the 
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Hispanic American Historical Review).8 Bourbon reform as a whole 
could perhaps be conceived as developing in four such cycles, broadly 
associated with the reigns of each monarch, though far from occu-
pying the whole of each. In truth, dating the onset and develop-
ment of the Bourbon program for the Americas has always proven 
challenging. This book has sought clearly to place its origins in the 
long six decades after the House of Bourbon acceded to the throne 
of Spain. In doing so, it has further argued that the Bourbon era 
in Spanish-American history, as a distinctive subperiod, began soon 
after 1700, rather than in the 1760s, as has been argued for so long. 
These do not seem surprising conclusions, but—15 years after the 
thesis from which the book is derived was completed—they perhaps 
remain  necessary ones.
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