
A HISTORY OF SPANISH NAVY
Pages of Spanish History Written at Sea

Many of the best pages in the history of Spain –and some of those that have 
contributed most to the progress of humankind– have been written on the 
deck of Spanish ships. Nonetheless, an illustrated history of the Navy, complete 
and primarily intended for the non-specialist reader, has not been written yet.

A History of Spanish Navy, an Institute of Naval History and Culture collective 
work, comes to fill this gap. It is an initiatory book, written for both sailors 
and the general public. A book that travels with a fast pace eight centuries of 
service to Spain, by means of  short,  rigorous texts and attractive illustrations, 
mostly taken from the rich historical and artistic heritage of the Spanish Navy 
itself. A book that attests to the role of the sea in the genesis of Spanish nation, 
still little known by many Spaniards. A work, in short, that does justice to the 
sailors, their ships and their exploits, and testifies to some of the values that are 
so necessary today as in other times for the best service to Spain.
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Among the lines of action that I established after taking office in 2017, those related to 
personnel are of particular importance: a fundamental pillar on which the present must be 
reinforced, and the future of the Navy built. Our success will depend substantially on the val-
ues, morale, commitment, and professionalism of each person, as well as on how we manage 
this human capital.

I recalled then that our values and traditions, forged over a long history and shaped by 
the uniqueness imposed by combat and work at sea, and by the efforts of many people over 
generations, have made it possible for the Navy we have today to exist and must sustain the 
Navy needed for the future. This makes it necessary for us all to commit ourselves to work on 
preserving this precious legacy, cultivating and disseminating its values, traditions, manners 
and customs, and adapting the latter as much as is necessary to the reality of the moment, so 
that the characteristic identity of the Institution is preserved, and its future does not disdain 
its past.

It is clear that, in order to preserve this identity and to enrich it in our daily actions, we need 
to know how the Navy was created, to know and understand the facts and vicissitudes that 
have shaped it, so as to learn the lessons which, together with the analysis of the factors that 
determine the current and foreseeable reality, will allow us to decide the direction in which 
we should govern in the present and to avoid repeating the mistakes that we may have made 
in the past.

This alone would be enough to give the members of the Navy a certain amount of insight 
into their history. But, in addition, the fact remains that the Armada has played an essential 
part in shaping the history of our nation, Spain. Through the sea, we Spaniards discovered 
half the world. Naval power turned Spain into the first global empire in history, which lasted 
for more than two centuries. Its expansion, first to the Eastern Mediterranean and then to the 
West, meant opening the two great oceans, the Atlantic and the Pacific, to western knowl-
edge and establishing the trade routes of the Carrera de Indias (the Route to the Indies) in the 
Atlantic and the Manila Galleon in the Pacific, which was to link three continents: Europe, 
America, and Asia. This naval power was uncontested wherever it was imposed, in defence of 
the interests of the Spanish crown.

All this thanks to a powerful and victorious Navy that maintained its hegemony over the 
sea and safeguarded the maritime trade routes with America and Asia.

It is equally true that the loss of naval power, which was a consequence, above all, of the 
War of Independence; and the resulting inability to exercise control over the seas led, in a 
short space of time, to the loss of all overseas possessions and the independence of the sister 
republics.

In short, the moments of greatest prosperity in our country coincide with those in which 
the Spanish managed to maintain naval power. And vice versa, when Spain turned its back on 
the sea, the events of greatest decline occurred. A fact from which we seafarers, and Span-
iards in general, must learn; because the geostrategic situation and Spain’s dependence on 
the sea and its free and legitimate use have not changed over the centuries – rather, on the 
contrary, the sea is becoming increasingly relevant.

But in our case, there are other facts that make rigorous and objective knowledge of our 
naval history even more necessary and important. On many occasions we have accepted as 
true the errors and slander of some stories based on the well-known Black Legend, generated 
by the political and diplomatic interests of powers that were once opposed to the Spanish 
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crown, which have been and continue to be spread in their own interests by others. We there-
fore have an obligation to know the historical truth about our past, told with rigour and avoid-
ing the mistake, so common nowadays, of judging it according to the criteria of our time.

In this sense, it is significant that the current statutes of the Royal Academy of History, 
founded in 1738 by Royal Decree of King Philip V, recall that in the first statutes approved, on 
June 17th of the same year, it was established that the final objective of the Institution was to 
clarify “the important truth of events, banishing the fables fostered by ignorance or malice, 
leading to the knowledge of many things obscured by antiquity or buried by neglect.” In turn, 
in the first of its paragraphs, it insisted on the essential purpose of cultivating history, which 
was none other than “to purify and cleanse Spain of the fables that tarnish her and to illus-
trate it with the news that seems most profitable.”

Well, almost three centuries later and despite the laudable efforts of many historians and 
distinguished academics of history, both the final objective of the Academy and the purpose 
of cultivating history remain fully valid.

Of course, neither should we fall into naivety or blind nationalism that makes us consider 
that everything done by our ancestors was right, but the mistakes that may have been made, 
and from which, as I have pointed out, we must learn so as not to repeat them in the future, 
must not conceal or diminish the greatness, the enormous magnitude, of the work that Spain 
did from the end of the 15th century to the end of the 18th century, changing the history of 
Mankind forever. And all of this was done at the end of another titanic undertaking of almost 
eight centuries, the Reconquista.

For all these reasons, I considered it appropriate to commission the Institute of Naval His-
tory and Culture to write a book that would synthesise Spanish Naval History and dissemi-
nate the values of the Navy throughout the ages. A useful book both for the courses taught 
in our training schools and as a reference manual for the members of the Navy. A book that 
allows the Spanish people to know our naval history in its proper context, judging it within 
the socio-cultural and ethical parameters of the time in which the events narrated took place, 
and that exposes it in a manner that is attractive and in keeping with the current times.

I sincerely believe that the authors have been more than successful in what they set out 
to do. It is an attractive, rigorous, and well-illustrated book that provides the minimum of 
historical culture necessary to understand the Navy. It covers both the general context of 
Spanish history, often written on board our ships, and the most relevant naval aspects (armed 
conflicts, biographies of illustrious seamen, the development of the ship and its armaments 
and the evolution of the institution) and recovers the memory of campaigns that, because 
they are not of interest to most foreign historians, have fallen into oblivion. This is the case of 
many of Spain’s successes in war during the Middle Ages and even the Modern Age.

I hope that the book will awaken readers’ interest in our history, thus contributing to mak-
ing us Spaniards more aware of the importance that the sea has had, still has and will have 
for Spain. I trust that historical facts, separated from myths and legends, will make Spaniards 
feel a healthy sense of pride; and that we sailors in particular, equipped with better knowl-
edge of where we come from and how the Navy has evolved, will be in a better position to 
design its future wisely.

Teodoro Esteban López Calderón

Admiral Chief of Staff of the Navy
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It is said that nations that forget the mistakes of their past are doomed to repeat them. 
There may be some truth in this old aphorism, even though such thinking seems today to be 
typical of a slowly evolving ancient world, in which generations followed one another with 
minimal technological or social changes. From the perspective of the observer within those 
generations, it was difficult to avoid the feeling that mankind was walking in circles, which 
made it likely that the unwary would stumble twice over the same stone.

Is mankind still walking in circles? Yes and no, for the many challenges that, deeply em-
bedded in our genetic heritage, are resistant to the times, are joined in ever-faster cycles by 
other, entirely new challenges, which do not fit any experience of the past. It would be as 
bad –and probably as frequent– to forget the lessons of history as to blindly apply them to 
different problems, which require innovative solutions.

Which require, in short, that mankind, still far from its dream destination, continues to 
make its path as it walks.

Those who approach the study of history like a recipe book are therefore mistaken. That 
is not what the Institute of Naval History and Culture offers readers of this book, which is an 
introduction to the history of the Navy and is intended, primarily but not exclusively, for stu-
dents in the Navy’s command training schools.

We offer, first of all, a complement to the training of those who, as time goes by, are called 
upon to write new pages in our logbook. More or less important pages – which issue does not 
lie within our power to predict – but never as a mere filler because success never comes alone. 
Pages that, in any case, begin as blank pages, so that their protagonists, without plagiarizing 
the past, may use what they understand in them in order to be in the best conditions to face 
new situations.

We also offer roots, which is perhaps even more important. Roots that identify us with the 
country we serve and the institution we serve. Roots without which the vocation of the sea-
farer would wither away over a long career in which the breezes that blow serenely alternate 
with the threats roared by the waves.

Finally, we offer the encouragement that, according to article 21 of the Royal Ordinances, 
we must receive from the heroes who forged our traditions and from those who gave their 
lives for Spain. Seen as a whole, the history of the Armada, with its light and shade, should 
be a source of pride for those of us who have taken over from so many honest, brave, com-
petent and self-sacrificing sailors, some of whom, the best known, look at us from the pages 
of this book.

Juan Rodríguez Garat

Admiral Director of the Institute of Naval History and Culture
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The history of mankind, ever since there were signs of the existence of our species, has 
seen a continuous struggle by human beings to impose themselves on their environment. 
The sea, despite its particular challenges, has been no exception.

Archaeological evidence only allows us to guess what man’s first sea voyages were, in 
an often hostile, environment which, depending on the attitude of each social group, may 
have been enriching or threatening, a free path or an impassable barrier. In the evolutionary 
process, shell-fishing on beaches must have been followed by fishing, increasingly far from 
the coast; then by exploration, trade and, in turn, piracy; and, whenever the sea brought two 
communities with conflicting interests into contact, war.

All these activities, which are part of our evolutionary behaviour, inevitably had to offer 
those societies that had settled on the seashore a powerful incentive to learn to sail and to 
gradually build bigger and better boats.

As part of this process, which is still little known today, it is not possible to precisely estab-
lish the milestones that marked the path to the sea of the different human communities es-
tablished in what is now Spain. We know even less about most of the events of prehistory and 
even of the Ancient Age which, because of their warring nature, because they were organised 
and because they were carried out on or from the sea, could be considered direct precedents 
of the modern institution that is the 21st century Armada. But this does not prevent the sail-
ors of today from feeling that their roots are deeply rooted in the history of Spain, or from 
considering themselves heirs to the heroes, known or unknown, who from the sea contribut-
ed to forge our nation as we know it today.

The history of the Navy, in short, has no beginning. That is why the institution, like some 
others that have been part of the identity of human societies since the dawn of time, is usu-
ally given an immemorial character. However, it is not difficult to find, over the centuries and 
particularly since the creation of the medieval navies of the kingdoms of Aragon and Castile, 
a few milestones that unquestionably form part of the DNA of today’s Navy. Such milestones 
– of a nautical or military, technological or organisational nature – as well as the people who 
have made them possible are the real protagonists of this book. A book that was originally 
intended to initiate the training of Spanish sailors in a subject, history, which is essential to 
their career, but which does not wish to conceal its vocation to provide the public, in a brief 
and hopefully attractive format, with our version of that history that has so often been told to 
us from incomplete or unfocused perspectives.
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THE SEA IN THE GENESIS OF SPAINTHE SEA IN THE GENESIS OF SPAIN

It is not known for certain what man’s first steps on the 
sea were. There is, however, evidence that in the Bronze 
Age, 3000 years before our era, people were already sailing 
on our Mediterranean coasts, as evidenced by the appear-
ance of foreign materials or cultural influences in places 
where they could only have arrived through the sea.

Approximately one millennium before our era, Phoenician 
sailors, mainly for commercial reasons, created settlements 
in the south of the peninsula: Cadiz, Malaga, Almuñecar or 
Adra.

In the places where they established their ports, their 
presence helped to develop a maritime culture that would 
complement that of the Tartessians, which is still little 
known. This colonization process oriented towards the sea 
was continued by the Greeks and, above all, by the Carthag-
inians, who arrived in the peninsula six centuries before our 
era and took over the entire coast of eastern Spain, where 
Hasdrubal would establish a maritime base, Cartagena, 
which still remains important.

First recorded 
archaeological 

voyages
The Bronze Age. 
Maritime trade Tartessos

Arrival of the 
Phoenicians

Arrival of the 
Greeks

Commercial 
supremacy of 

Carthage

Rivalry with 
Rome

Punic
WarsThe Roman 

conquest begins
Roman 

Civil Wars
The Roman 

conquest ends

The century of the invasions

Swabian kingdom in Galicia 
Visigoth kingdom in Toulouse  

Vandal kingdom in Africa

Visigoth occupation 
of part of Hispania

End of the Western 
Roman Empire

Visigoth defeat in Gaul, 
the Visigoth kingdom 
retreats to Hispania

Byzantine 
landing 
on the 

Peninsula

Visigoth  
conquest 

of the 
Swabian 
kingdom

Religious unity 
(Catholicism)

End of the 
Byzantine 
province 

Territorial 
unification

Legislative unity 
(Liber Iudiciorum)

Muslim 
Invasion:

Defeat 
of the 

Visigoths

14

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y



In the places where they established their ports, their 
presence helped to develop a maritime culture that would 
complement that of the Tartessians, which is still little 
known. This colonization process oriented towards the sea 
was continued by the Greeks and, above all, by the Carthag-
inians, who arrived in the peninsula six centuries before our 
era and took over the entire coast of eastern Spain, where 
Hasdrubal would establish a maritime base, Cartagena, 
which still remains important.

MUSLIMS CHRISTIANS

711 - 719 Muslim conquest of Hispania

720 - 755 Wilayah ( Governor ) Kingdom of Asturias

756 - 928 Umayyad Emirate 
(political independence)

Carolingian conquest of Barcelona

Kingdom of Pamplona

First Viking attack

Kingdom of León

929 - 1031 Umayyad Caliphate 
(religious independence)

Independent County of Castile

Dictatorship of al-Manṣūr (Almanzor)

Andalusian Civil War

End of Muslim supremacy

1031 - 1086 First taifas (independent Muslim 
principalities of the Iberian Peninsula)

The Kingdom of Aragon is created

The Kingdom of Castile

Aragon and Pamplona are united

León and Castile are united

Alfonso VI takes Toledo

1086 - 1145 The Almoravids conquer Al-Andalus

El Cid conquers Valencia

Alfonso I of Aragon conquers Saragossa

Aragon and Pamplona separate

Crisis of the Almoravids

Second taifas Kingdom of Portugal

1145 - 1192 The Almohads occupy Al-Andalus

León and Castile separate

1212 Las Navas de Tolosa, great Christian victory

Collapse of the Almohad Empire
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Roman Spain
The struggle between the Carthaginians and the Romans 

for control of the Mediterranean, resulting in the three Pu-
nic Wars, ended with the definitive defeat of the former, 
which was inevitable after they lost control of the sea. The 
Roman victory paved the way for the conquest of the penin-
sula, which was completed by Augustus in 19 BC, following 
a harsh campaign involving Rome’s naval power, in which 
the fierce resistance of the Cantabrians and the Asturians 

was eliminated. From that time until the entry of the Suevi, 
Vandals, Alans and Visigoths, the Iberian Peninsula was in-
tegrated into the Roman Empire and, although there were 
neither naval bases nor permanent fleets in Hispania, its 
merchant ships as well as its ports –especially those in the 
Gulf of Cadiz– were essential for transporting the valuable 
goods that Hispania produced to the Empire´s capital.

Carthaginian and Roman Ships (3rd century BC)
Watercolour by Rafael Monleón
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Athenian trireme (three oars) ( 5th century BC)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Legendary Ships

CARTHAGINIAN AND ROMAN VESSELS

At the time of the confrontation between Rome and Carthage, a great development of the navies took place. 
The trireme (three oars), which had dominated the seas in the centuries immediately before, was overtaken 
by larger ships with many oars. In any case, the main battleship was to be a “navis longa”, with a mixed 
propulsion system for sailing and rowing. But in the moment before the battle, the sail was withdrawn, as 
manoeuvring was done better by rowing.

Roman Triremes (three oars). Watercolour by Rafael Montalbán
Madrid Naval Museum
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Carthage was a naval power before Rome and had a war fleet that protected its ports and trade routes. Rome 
had to improvise its navy almost from scratch, but it did so quickly; history tells us that the Romans copied a 
Carthaginian ship –a quinquerreme (five oars)– that had accidentally run aground on their coast.

The great navies of the Punic Wars considered the quinquerremes to be their main combat units. They also 
carried lighter and faster ships for scouting and connection purposes. Patrol and escort units were usually 
triremes.

The battle took place in several phases. Initially it was a question of damaging or immobilising the enemy ships 
by manoeuvring to hit them with the spur. Some projection weapons, such as those used on land, were also 
used to kill or wound enemy troops before boarding. But the eventual outcome was a ship melee in which the 
soldiers fought on the decks with short weapons, as in land battles.
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Diccionario de arquitectura naval 
Juan José Navarro , Marquess of Victoria

Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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PTOLOMEO, Claudio. Almagestum
Venetiis: ductu Petri Liechtenstein Coloniesis Germani, 1515
Madrid Naval Museum Library
The Almagest was the most important work in Nautical 
Astronomy and its author was the most significant 
astronomer of the ancient world, a benchmark throughout 
the centuries

Astronomical Astrolabe
Azafea type invented in the 11th century by Azarquiel

Madrid Naval Museum

Astronomical Tables of Ibn al Bannâ
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
Ibn al Bannâ (1256-1315) was an important mathematician whose 
Tables are an outstanding example of the Hispanic-Arabic cultural 
tradition. An important document for the history of navigation.

Armillary sphere
(geocentric system)
Madrid Naval Museum

The Andalusi Navy

The Visigothic kingdom, focused on completing the 
unity of the peninsula –which it did not achieve until 624, 
under the reign of Swinthila– did not pay much attention 
to the sea.

Little by little, much of the shipbuilding capacity be-
queathed by the Romans, the nautical knowledge and 
seafaring experience were lost, while the focus of Mediter-
ranean trade shifted to Constantinople, driven by the Byz-
antine Empire. Whether as a result of this policy or of the 
internal conflicts in the Visigothic kingdom, the fact is that 
the Arab invasion of the peninsula was met with no resis-
tance at all at sea.

The Visigothic Kingdom

The spread of Islam in North Africa brought the maritime 
know-how of the defeated nations, their ships and their en-
dowments within the reach of the Umayyad dynasty. With 
these at its service, the caliphate achieved the capacity to 
expand across the sea. This opened the possibility of taking 
advantage of the difficult time the Visigothic monarchy was 
experiencing in Spain, weakened by a civil war. As is well 
known, King Rodrigo’s defeat by the North Africans in 711 
gave way to the Muslim occupation of the peninsula.

The relatively quick, none-too-bloody conquest of the 
Visigothic kingdom was carried out on land. It was not a pri-
ority at that time for the invaders to have a permanent navy, 
as nobody was disputing their dominance of the Strait, the 
umbilical cord that linked them to Africa. Therefore, it was 
not until Abd al-Rahman I proclaimed himself independent 
emir in 756 that the need for a navy began to be felt. For 
one thing, he needed to defend himself from the Abbasid 
Caliphate.

During the period of the emirate, the Andalusi navy 
proved its usefulness and effectiveness in the conquest of 
the Balearic Islands, in incursions against Corsica or Mar-
seille, in piratical pursuits, in the conquest of various North 
African squares and in the defence of the Atlantic coast 
against the incursions of the Vikings, experienced sailors 
who plundered the Andalusian coasts for over a century.

After the proclamation of Abd al-Rahman III as caliph 
in 929, the caliphate’s wealth enabled the construction of 
a powerful naval force, supported by numerous shipyards. 
This force enabled the Caliphs of Cordoba to conquer Fez, 
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From the Compass to 
the Aegis

MUSLIM CONTRIBUTIONS 
TO NAVIGATION 

AND WAR

Muslim contributions to the science of naviga-
tion and warfare were numerous and covered 
various areas. On the one hand, their culture 
helped to preserve and spread much of the 
knowledge of classical antiquity.

In addition, they served as a transmission belt 
for knowledge and techniques from the Far 
East, such as the compass and gunpowder. But 
they also made their own contributions in areas 
such as astronomy, travel books, cartography, 
nautical instruments, and new ship types.

The Muslim influence has left traces in the 
Spanish language that still persist – for exam-
ple, the numerous Arabic and Persian names of 
the stars, including all those of the Big Dipper. 
Then, as another example, there are the many 
Arabic voices in Spanish and Portuguese nauti-
cal terminology, but also in other languages: 
alidade, admiral, arsenal, azimuth, dock, falúa, 
jarcia (rigging), etc.
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PTOLOMEO, Claudio. Almagestum
Venetiis: ductu Petri Liechtenstein Coloniesis Germani, 1515
Madrid Naval Museum Library
The Almagest was the most important work in Nautical 
Astronomy and its author was the most significant 
astronomer of the ancient world, a benchmark throughout 
the centuries

Astronomical Astrolabe
Azafea type invented in the 11th century by Azarquiel

Madrid Naval Museum

Astronomical Tables of Ibn al Bannâ
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
Ibn al Bannâ (1256-1315) was an important mathematician whose 
Tables are an outstanding example of the Hispanic-Arabic cultural 
tradition. An important document for the history of navigation.

Armillary sphere
(geocentric system)
Madrid Naval Museum
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the capital of the Idrisid kingdom, and other North African 
enclaves such as Ceuta, Melilla, and Tangiers. On the pen-
insula, the Caliphate’s maritime superiority over the Chris-
tian kingdoms contributed to the victorious incursions of 
al-Manṣūr (Almanzor) –in Barcelona and Santiago de Com-
postela–.

Once the Caliphate was divided into the first taifa king-
doms, only the Denia taifa maintained an outstanding 
maritime capacity until the arrival of the Almoravids, who 
crossed the Strait in 1086. Although they were able to con-
quer the Balearic Islands in 1116, the Almoravid war effort 
against the Christian kingdoms was also carried out mainly 
on land.

With the disintegration of Almoravid power from 1144 
onwards, the second taifas appeared, most of them very 
short-lived. After the arrival of the Almohads in 1147, only 
the Majorcan taifas resisted until 1203.

The Almohads had a notable navy, which contributed to 
delaying the development of the Christian kingdoms’ naval 
capacity. However, after their defeat at the Battle of Navas 
de Tolosa in 1212, Muslim Spain experienced a new division 
into taifas from which the Andalusian navy would never 
recover. The turn of the Christian kingdoms had come.

The kingdoms that gradually emerged in Northern Spain 
began their historical course by fighting on their land bor-
ders against the Muslims and, at times, also among them-
selves, in a process of consolidation in which the sea rarely 
played a major role.

In the Bay of Biscay, Roman-era maritime activity did 
not recover until the end of the Viking attacks, and did so 
in a modest way, from coastal fishing, whaling and coastal 
trade. The harsh weather conditions in the Cantabrian Sea 
required round, high-board and square sailing ships, with a 
clear northern influence.

Little by little, the increase in commercial activities as 
the border with the Muslims moved away, the defence 
of maritime traffic against pirates and corsairs, and the 
movement of whales to more distant hunting areas led 
the seafaring towns of northern Spain to build larger, more 
sea-resistant ships that, whenever mobilised by the king, 

The return of the 
Christian kingdoms 
to the sea

Legendary Ships

SHIPBUILDING IN THE 
MIDDLE AGES

Shipbuilding, with its ancient tradition, under-
went major changes in the Middle Ages, which 
was much more technologically innovative 
than is often assumed.

Older ships were built using the “lining first” 
system, with the pieces being assembled using 
the tongue and groove method on larger ships 
and the sewing method on smaller boats. Af-
terwards, structural pieces were added as a re-
inforcement.

At the end of the Middle Ages, the “structure 
first” system clearly predominated, with the 
method of joining by metal elements (nails, 
spikes, pins). A new system was used for the as-
sembly of the lining “in a shed” and the “mas-
ter frame” concept and the design of gauges on 
the basis of the latter.

In addition to new construction methods, the 
Middle Ages saw the incorporation of many 
new navigation and manoeuvring elements 
(sternpost rudder, combination of different 
sails, wooden stump anchors, grapples, etc.).

In the Bay of Biscay, the solidity of the boat was 
fundamental for it to be able to withstand often 
adverse conditions. Furthermore, shipbuild-
ing was greatly influenced by developments in 
Northern Europe, which were spread by the Vi-
kings. The ships of the Bay of Biscay were usu-
ally built with oak, with a strong structure, very 
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close frames, and sheathing. For war, in addi-
tion to the ubiquitous galleys –more limited in 
this sea by the weather– armed merchant ships 
were used, setting up one or two “castles” de-
pending on the size of the ship.

In the Mediterranean, the contributions of the 
different coastal peoples (Byzantines, Muslims, 
etc.) led to the appearance of a large number of 
different types of ships for trade and war. An-
cient tradition was perpetuated in Byzantium, 
whose main warship –the dromon– is supposed 
to have evolved from the Late Roman liburna, a 
light warship. But around the year 1000 a new 
model appeared: what nowadays is known as 
the galley, whose genesis is not yet well de-
fined. The galley –with its subtypes– was the 
Mediterranean warship par excellence for many 
centuries. The merchant ship of the Mediterra-
nean was a round ship, which used Latin sails 
and whose construction was less robust than 
that of the Cantabrian Sea.

Mediterranean coca model
(early 15th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of a 13th century Mediterranean 
merchant ship, armed at war
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of a Normandy boat from the 10th century
Madrid Naval Museum
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were also more adapted to combat. It was, however, a 
slow process: Alfonso VII still needed ships from the Crown 
of Aragon and the Republic of Genoa for the ephemeral 
conquest of Almeria in 1147.

In the Mediterranean, the recovery came somewhat 
earlier.

The Counts of Barcelona were committed to strongly 
supporting maritime trade, which was important for their 
economy. It was necessary to equip themselves with a pow-
erful merchant navy and possibly also a small number of 
warships. Despite this, Genoa’s help was also needed for 
the conquest of Tortosa in 1148.

The weather conditions in the Mediterranean favoured 
the use of long sailing and rowing ships, which were built 
specifically for warring purposes for the Crown or for pri-

vate individuals attracted by the riches that could be ob-
tained from the booty achieved in battles or privateering 
ventures. Tall ships, with more cargo capacity, were used in 
the Mediterranean for trade and, in the military field, for 
transport and logistical support.

The different seafaring characteristics of the galleys and 
the one-handed ships gave rise during the late Middle Ages 
to tactical opportunities, in favour of one model or anoth-
er depending on the occasion, which capable sailors were 
able to exploit to achieve superiority in the confrontation. 
Once victory had been achieved over the opposing fleets, 
the benefits of domination of the sea –trade, privateering, 
troop transport and the blockade of disputed areas– provid-
ed a powerful incentive for the maintenance of more or less 
permanent navies, thus giving rise to the navies of Aragon 
and Castile, direct antecedents of today’s Navy.

Round ships, with square and Latin sails
Diccionario de construcciones navales. Rafael Monleón
Madrid Naval Museum

Latin ships of the 13th century. Diccionario de construcciones navales. Rafael Monleón. Naval Museum of Madrid
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transport and logistical support.

The different seafaring characteristics of the galleys and 
the one-handed ships gave rise during the late Middle Ages 
to tactical opportunities, in favour of one model or anoth-
er depending on the occasion, which capable sailors were 
able to exploit to achieve superiority in the confrontation. 
Once victory had been achieved over the opposing fleets, 
the benefits of domination of the sea –trade, privateering, 
troop transport and the blockade of disputed areas– provid-
ed a powerful incentive for the maintenance of more or less 
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CHAPTER  Ii
THE NAVY OF ARAGON

CHAPTER II – THE NAVY OF ARAGON



THE NAVY OF ARAGONTHE NAVY OF ARAGON

The first signs of military naval activity in the Christian 
kingdoms of the Middle Ages appeared in the Catalan 
counties in the 9th century, in the context of the struggle 
between the Umayyad emirate and the Carolingian Empire; 
but they were suspended when a navy sent by Abd al-
Rahman III destroyed Ampurias. It was not until the second 

decade of the 12th century that Catalan ships collaborated 
with the Republic of Pisa in an expedition against the 
Balearic Islands. In 1147, Catalan and Genoese ships took 
part in the aforementioned conquest of Almeria and a 
year later, in the conquest of Tortosa, the last stage in the 
Reconquista of the Catalan coasts.

The Crown of Aragon
The union of the Kingdom of Aragon and the County 

of Barcelona in the person of King Alfonso II, the son of 
Petronila of Aragon and Ramón Berenguer IV, Count of 
Barcelona, created the foundations of the crown which, 
with the passing of time, was to succeed in dominating 
the western Mediterranean, with a string of almost un-
believable successes. A small kingdom in the northeast of 

the Iberian Peninsula, with a small population and limited 
resources, was able to achieve notable victories by sea 
and land, expand its borders and project its influence 
throughout the Mediterranean in the face of powerful 
enemies. The shock troops, as embodied by the almoga-
vars, and the efficient Crown Navy played a crucial role in 
these achievements.

CHRONOLOGY

9th Century  
Carolingian 
fleet based 
in Ampurias 935

Destruction 
of Barcelona

1114-16

Attack on 
Almeria

Reconquista 
of Tortosa

1229-35

Reconquista 
of Valencia

1282-85

Aragon 
supports 
Castile in 

the War of 
the Strait

1298-1302

Expedition 
to the 

East of the 
Almogavar 

Company

1323

Destruction 
of Ampurias, 
its port and its 
fleet

Pisan-Catalan 
expedition to the 
Balearic Islands

Reconquista 
of Majorca 
and Ibiza 
( Menorca 
becomes 
tributary)

Coronation 
of Peter III 
in Sicily

War of the 
Sicilian 
Vespers

Crusade 
of Aragon

War of the 
Brothers 

in Sicily

The 
Aragonese 
conquest 
of Sardinia 
begins

985 1147-48 1233-45 Since 1292 Since 1302

Aragon- 
Genoa War

1329-36
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The conquest of 
Majorca and the 
Kingdom of Valencia

The real founder of the Aragonese Navy was King James 
I the Conqueror, who managed to assemble a powerful fleet 
of more than 150 ships for the conquest of Majorca in 1229. 
This endeavour was followed by the subjugation of Minorca 
and the conquest of Ibiza and Formentera. The Crown’s 
ships also supported the land troops in the conquest of 
Valencia in 1238, and until the completion of the Aragonese 
Reconquista in 1245. This put an end to the kingdom’s 
possibilities of expansion on the peninsula, which no longer 
had territorial borders with Muslim territories.

However, the powerful naval forces of the Aragonese 
Crown continued to be useful for supporting the Christian 
allies –as was the case with Castile in the conquest of Tarifa 
and Algeciras– or for defending the commercial interests 
of the Crown in the disputed Mediterranean. Many of the 
kings of Aragon – who, unlike the Castilians, frequently 
embarked on naval warfare– dedicated their energies to 
this sea.

Armed Conflicts
THE CONQUEST OF MAJORCA

(1229-1231)

It is believed that the conquest was decided at a din-
ner of rich Catalan men with the young King James I 
in Tarragona, on the initiative of the maritime mer-
chants, who wanted to put an end to Muslim piracy.
The composition of the fleet, comprising some 
155 ships, was of 25 stout naos, 18 taridas, 12 gal-
leys and 100 minor units. It is also known that it 
departed from the coast of Tarragona, under the 
command of the king himself.
There were no naval battles; only two landings on 
unplanned beaches –as the fleet was diverted by 
bad weather– and with little opposition.
There was then a somewhat harsh land battle in 
the heights near Porto Pi. After the Christian victo-
ry, the capital was besieged. The island, which re-
ceived no help from any Muslim kingdom, soon 
had to surrender, although there were still small 
nuclei in the Tramontana mountain range that re-
sisted for some years.
Minorca was not conquered, as its Muslim gover-
nor agreed to become a tributary vassal of the King 
of Aragon. In 1235, Ibiza was conquered by a group 
of nobles, led by the archbishop of Tarragona.
King James I granted the islands as a whole the 
status of a kingdom. The integration of the Bale-
aric Islands into the Crown of Aragon would be the 
first and decisive step in Mediterranean expansion.

Monument to King James I in Madrid

CHRONOLOGY

Final conquest 
of the 
kingdom of 
Majorca

1343-49

War of the 
Two Peters

1356-69

King 
Alfonso V the 
Magnanimous 
conquers 
Naples

1443

War of 
Aragon 

and Venice 
against 
Genoa

1351-54

Compromise 
of Caspe-
House of 

Trastámara in 
Aragón

1412
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Illustrious Seamen

ROGER DE LAURIA (c. 1245-1305)

From a noble family in southern Italy, as a child he moved to Aragon in the entourage of Princess Constance 
Staufen, who came to marry Prince Peter (later King Peter III the Great).

Educated at the court of James I of Aragon, he became an excellent military leader and showed absolute loyal-
ty to the Aragonese kings throughout his life.

During the War of the Sicilian Vespers, he was appointed admiral of Sicily by King Peter III. There he began an 
unparalleled successful career in which he would soon be promoted to Grand Admiral of the Crown of Aragon.

He fought and won six major naval battles, which were key to the defence of Sicily against the Angevin claims 
and to the failure of the invasion of Catalonia by the French. He also took part in many other brilliant actions in 
various scenarios (landings, conquests of coastal areas, land battles, etc.).

De Lauria had all the qualities one would wish in a naval officer. He was foresighted and conscientious in pre-
paring the force and planning operations, for which he knew how to exploit the available intelligence; he exer-
cised influence over his subordinates; and in combat, in addition to resolution and courage, he showed great 
tactical initiative and conceived innovative stratagems.

Jerónimo Zurita, the greatest chronicler of the Kingdom of 
Aragon, wrote of him: “Admiral Roger de Lauria, the most 

famous and excellent captain ever to have sailed before and 
after his time, and never defeated at sea, died.” In 1911, 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica proved the chronicler right 

by publishing this text: “No medieval admiral of any nation 
displayed an equal combination of intellect and energy, and 

none of modern times has surpassed it.”

Statue of Roger de Lauria
in Barcelona

Roger de Lauria
Grand Admiral of the Crown of Aragon
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF CASTELLAMMARE (1284)

The Battle of Castellammare, fought in the Gulf of Naples during the Sicilian Vespers War, was just 
another of Roger de Lauria’s victories, but many of his virtues as an admiral stood out here.

Under his command, the Sicilian navy guarded the Port of Naples, the enemy capital, where a new 
squadron of Charles of Anjou was being concentrated. Before it could reach a clear numerical superi-
ority, Lauria needed to start combat.

To achieve this, he devised a tactical stratagem. Some of his galleys approached the enemy port 
while another part of the squadron remained in reserve, hidden from view. The Angevin fleet left 
Naples, convinced of their superiority, and began the pursuit of Lauria’s retreating galleys. It was 
inevitable that the hunt would cause some disorder, and that was what Lauria was hoping for. At the 
right moment, he reversed course and faced the enemy while the reserve squad attacked from the 
side, closing the pincers. The Angevins changed from being hunters to being hunted.

There was still another show of cunning. Engaged in hand-to-hand combat, the enemy’s flagship de-
fended itself well as it had numerous soldiers. But Lauria sent swimmers to drill the hull, thus forcing 
the ship to surrender.

In the battle, the Crown Prince of Naples was captured, which meant an important bargaining chip.

Peñarroya de Tastavins'panel painting (late 13th century - early 14th century). National Museum of Art of Catalonia
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Mediterranean expansion
Peter III the Great, son and successor of King James I, 

continued the Mediterranean expansion of the Kingdom of 
Aragon by accepting the Crown of Sicily after the Sicilian re-
bellion against Charles of Anjou. He had legitimacy to do so, 
as his wife was the last heir to the previous reigning mon-
archy, but his acceptance led to war against the powerful 
house of Anjou, supported by the Pope and France. In these 
difficult circumstances, King Peter III was not only able to 
defend Sicily but, defeating the Angevins in all their clashes, 
he expanded to the nearby islands and coasts and attacked 
the enemy’s domains.

The great protagonist of the successes of the Aragonese 
Crown was the undefeated Admiral Roger de Lauria. As well 
as defeating his enemies in the central Mediterranean, he 
travelled with his fleet to the Catalan coast to defeat the 
King of France in the Battle of Les Formigues and in Rosas. 
With his repeated naval victories, the Aragonese admiral 
managed to establish such a superiority that he was even 
attributed this haughty response to an emissary of the King 
of France: “I don’t believe that any fish will try to rise above 
the sea if it doesn’t carry a shield with the King of Aragon’s 
ensign.”

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF CASTELLAMMARE (1284)

The Battle of Castellammare, fought in the Gulf of Naples during the Sicilian Vespers War, was just 
another of Roger de Lauria’s victories, but many of his virtues as an admiral stood out here.

Under his command, the Sicilian navy guarded the Port of Naples, the enemy capital, where a new 
squadron of Charles of Anjou was being concentrated. Before it could reach a clear numerical superi-
ority, Lauria needed to start combat.

To achieve this, he devised a tactical stratagem. Some of his galleys approached the enemy port 
while another part of the squadron remained in reserve, hidden from view. The Angevin fleet left 
Naples, convinced of their superiority, and began the pursuit of Lauria’s retreating galleys. It was 
inevitable that the hunt would cause some disorder, and that was what Lauria was hoping for. At the 
right moment, he reversed course and faced the enemy while the reserve squad attacked from the 
side, closing the pincers. The Angevins changed from being hunters to being hunted.

There was still another show of cunning. Engaged in hand-to-hand combat, the enemy’s flagship de-
fended itself well as it had numerous soldiers. But Lauria sent swimmers to drill the hull, thus forcing 
the ship to surrender.

In the battle, the Crown Prince of Naples was captured, which meant an important bargaining chip.

Peñarroya de Tastavins'panel painting (late 13th century - early 14th century). National Museum of Art of Catalonia
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In 1295, King James II of Aragon received from the 
Pope the investiture of Sardinia and Corsica in exchange 
for renouncing Sicily and Majorca. After the end of the 
Sicilian War and the resolution of the border conflict 
over Murcia, Aragon once again supported Castile in the 
war against the Muslims. Finally, in 1323, the conquest 
of Sardinia began. Initial successes, including the defeat 

of a Genoese fleet at Cagliari, opened a long period of 
internal rebellion and occasional direct confrontations 
between the navies of Aragon and Genoa. The prolonged 
conflict was to have negative consequences, especially in 
economic terms, but Aragon came off better, as it later 
managed to retain Sardinia, even if Corsica never came 
under full Aragonese rule.

Armed Conflicts

THE ALMOGAVARS IN BYZANTIUM (1303-1305)

After the wars in Sicily, the fearsome land shock troops of the Crown of Aragon, the Almogavars, 
were available and, at the request of the Byzantine Emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos, formed an 
expeditionary corps to fight the Turks in Asia Minor. They were to act as mercenary troops, support-
ed by the Empire, under the command of an adventurer, a former Templar with considerable military 
experience, called Roger de Flor.

Transported by sea to Constantinople, the Almogavars carried out a devastating campaign in enemy 
territory, going from victory to victory, after which the head of the Almogavars was appointed Mega 
Duke of the Empire. This provoked the jealousy of the crown prince, who ordered him and several 
of his officers killed at a palatial dinner. The Grand Company of the Almogavars decided to avenge 
these deaths, initiating a campaign of conquest and pillage throughout Thrace and Macedonia.

A few years later, the Almogavars passed into the service of the Duke of Athens but, as he did not 
fulfil his commitments, they also rebelled and defeated him. The end of this remarkable adventure 
was the creation of two duchies in Greece, called Athens and Neopatras, which would depend on the 
House of Aragon until the end of the 14th century.

Roger de Flor’s Entry into Constantinople (1303)
Oil painting by Moreno Carbonero (1888). Senate Palace, Madrid
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The expansion of the Crown of Aragon had its political, 
economic, and social costs. The kings had to accept con-
ditions from their subjects, limiting their internal power, 
and sell much of the royal heritage, which weakened them 
before the nobility. The war against Genoa damaged trade 
and food supplies in times of famine.

In the area of foreign policy, the other Christian king-
doms were reluctant to admit to imperial ambitions. For 
this reason, the territories successively acquired by con-
quest, agreement, or inheritance –Majorca, Sicily, Sardinia 
and, later, Naples– were not fully incorporated into the pen-
insular nucleus formed by Aragon, Catalonia and Valencia.

Foundations of Naval Power

THE ORGANISATION OF THE ARAGONESE NAVY

Although the counts of Barcelona had already passed laws on maritime trade and its defence, the 
real organiser of the Crown of Aragon’s maritime and naval activities was King James I the Conquer-
or, in the mid-13th century. Supported by a group of legal experts, he compiled old laws and promul-
gated more up-to-date ones, bringing them together into thematic codes. The Ordinances of the 
Shore of Barcelona, the Book of the Consulate of the Sea and the Ordinances for Privateering were to 
appear later.

This legislation evolved in successive reigns, in which new laws were incorporated and updated codes 
were published. Amongst these, the Naval Ordinances of Bernardo de Cabrera, published in 1354 on 
the initiative of King Peter IV the Ceremonious, who had a strong vocation for ordinances and rules.

The following demanding precept comes from these Ordinances:

“Two Aragonese galleys are obliged to face three enemies, three to four, four to five 
and five to seven.”

CAPMANY Y DE MONPALAU, Antonio. 
Código de las costumbres marítimas de 

Barcelona, hasta aquí vulgarmente llamado 
Libro del Consulado. Madrid: en la imprenta de 

don Antonio de Sancha, 1791
Library of the Naval Museum of Madrid

El Libro del Consulado (The Book of the 
Consulate) was a compendium of maritime 

law rules that governed trade in the 
Mediterranean for centuries and was printed 

for the first time in 1502
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As a consequence of this policy, the Aragonese Crown 
had to conquer the Kingdom of Majorca three times, after 
having ceded it twice to collateral branches of the House of 
Aragon. The Balearic Islands were not definitively united 
with the Crown until 1344. Regarding the Italian territories, 
in addition to the disputed island of Sardinia, already men-
tioned above, Sicily was returned to the kings of Aragon by 
inheritance in 1409. Finally, Naples, conquered in 1443 by 
King Alfonso V, was bequeathed to his natural son on his 
death.

The relative decline of the Crown of Aragon in the de-
cades before the Catholic Kings was influenced by several 
factors: it was a small, sparsely-populated kingdom with 
a convoluted political system and a rebellious nobility. A 
kingdom that had had to face a harsh Black Death epidem-
ic, the long war against Genoa and the war of the two Peters 
against Castile. However, Aragon’s Mediterranean policy 
had left a seed that would sprout with renewed strength 
during the reign of the Catholic Kings.

Model of a 14th century Mediterranean ship
Madrid Naval Museum

Mediterranean expansion of the Crown of Aragon
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Illustrious Seamen

BERNARDO DE CABRERA (1298-1364)

Born in Calatayud in 1298, he participated in the expeditions to Sardin-
ia and Majorca. After the latter, at the age of 45, he decided to retire, 
but in 1347 King Peter IV called on him to act as his advisor and help 
him put down the rebellion of the nobility of the Union, which was, 
to all effects, a civil war and ended with the victory of the royal army.

While serving as preceptor to Prince John, the future King John I, Cabre-
ra was appointed admiral and commander of a new expedition to Sar-
dinia in 1353. The reasons were set out by the great chronicler Zurita:

“...because in courage and prudence and in all the good qualities 
required for such a position, this man exceeded all those in his king-
dom....” At Port del Comte, opposite Alghero, the admiral achieved 
a great victory over the Genoese fleet, after which he conquered 
the city, expelled the inhabitants and repopulated it with Catalans. 
Even so, it was necessary to fight a land battle in Quartu to achieve 
a lasting peace. During these years, Bernardo de Cabrera wrote his 
Ordinations sobre la fet de la mar (Ordinances on the Sea).

A new conflict soon began, the War of the Two Peters. Cabrera was 
in favour of peace with Castile, where he had been an ambassador. 
But in 1363, a conspiracy on the part of the main personages of 
the kingdom, who were prone to war, managed to convince the 
monarch that Cabrera had betrayed him. By royal order he was 
tried, condemned, and beheaded in Saragossa in 1364. Years later 
the king recognised the injustice of the sentence: his memory was 
rehabilitated, and his titles and property returned to his grandson.

An exciting life and an unjust death for a great admiral, victorious 
in war but a lover of peace, an effective adviser, a prudent diplomat 
and always loyal to the crown.

Detail of the Altarpiece of Saint Ursula
Oil on panel by Juan Rexach (15th century)

National Art Museum of Catalonia
The altarpiece shows 14th century Catalan 

buildings, with the bow and stern castles added to 
the hull, an archaism that at that time was to be 

overcome when both became a structural part 
of the ship

14th century Spanish and Catalan warehouses
19th century engraving on a drawing by 
Rafael Monleón.
The engraving shows the greater robustness 
of the Castilian ships, two of which played a 
sterling role in the battle of Port del Comte. 
Taking advantage of the Sirocco wind, they 
fell on the Genoese galleys, destroying some 
of them and upsetting the balance of power
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Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF CONSTANTINOPLE (1352)

The naval Battle of Constantinople in February 1352 pitted a combined Venetian-Aragonese navy 
against a Genoese navy. Venice was motivated by commercial rivalry. Aragon, for its part, was re-
sponding to Genoese hostility in Sardinia. The alliance was supported by the Byzantine Empire, 
which was at that time facing the Genoese.

The allied navy met at Messina, but units were added in transit to the imperial capital until a total 
of approximately 65 galleys were assembled. On the Genoa side, the number of galleys was simi-
lar, although what may have been transport ships were also present. The Byzantine galleys did not 
become involved in the action. The battle was a terrible one. The initiative came from the Allied 
vanguard, made up of Catalan and Valencian galleys. The tense, bloody battle was favourable to the 
allies, but was complicated by a terrible storm that caused a greater loss of ships and lives than the 
conflict itself. The King of Aragon’s admiral-in-chief, Poncio de Santa Pau, was wounded and praised 
for his ability; the Byzantine emperor was also to praise him for his courage. A few days later he died 
of his injuries, a considerable loss.

The tactical victory did not have the expected results. Despite their heavy losses, or perhaps be-
cause of them, the Genoese reconciled themselves with the Empire and obtained a favourable trade 
agreement. The war continued and, a year later, fighting was resumed, this time in Sardinia. There, 
the alliance, under the command of Bernardo de Abrera, once again achieved a clear victory.

The Navy in the Middle Ages
Watercolour by Rafael Monleón

Madrid Naval Museum
Monleón shows a Catalan 

galley and a Venetian ship on 
this sheet. Both navies fought 
together against Genoa in the 

Battle of Constantinople
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Illustrious Seamen

BERNAT DE VILAMARÍ (+1463)

The coronation of King Alfonso V the Magnanimous as King of 
Naples in 1443 was a very important milestone in the history 
of this kingdom, of Italy, of Spain and of Mediterranean Europe. 
King Alfonso V became the arbiter of Italian politics, and his new 
kingdom became the border with the expanding Ottoman Empire, 
which only ten years later conquered the Byzantine capital and, in 
the following decade, almost the entire Balkan Peninsula.

Admiral Bernat de Vilamari, about whose beginnings he is only 
known to have learned his trade as a privateer, was responsible 
for initiating action against the Ottoman Empire. In 1450, Vilamarí 
occupied and fortified the island of Kastelorizo (Castellroig), which 
now served as his base of operations and the easternmost posses-
sion of the Crown. From there he attacked the ports and traffic of 
the Ottomans and their allies, the Egyptian Mamluks. One nota-
ble event was the victorious attack on Damietta in the Nile Delta, 
which forced the Mamluk Sultan into a favourable treaty for Ara-
gonese commercial traffic with Egypt.

In 1454, a new war began against Genoa, for which King Alfonso V 
called Bernat de Vilamari. In the same year, the admiral destroyed 
a convoy of Genoese ships near Ponza. Another notable event in 
this war was the conquest of the city of Noli in Liguria, followed by 
the siege of Genoa itself (1457-58). Operations were suspended 
when Alfonso V died, and the armistice with Genoa was signed by 
the admiral himself in 1459.

A saga of illustrious admirals from the Empordà began with Bernat 
de Vilamarí. His son of the same name, Bernat II de Vilamari, was 
in the service of John II of Aragon in the Catalan Civil War, then in 
the service of Ferrante I of Naples and, after fighting at the orders 
of the Great Captain in the second Italian campaign, he was ap-
pointed admiral of Naples by King Ferdinand the Catholic in 1502.

Altarpiece of Saint George (15th century) 
by Pere Nisart

Diocesan Museum of Majorca
This altarpiece shows what a port of 

the Crown of Aragon looked like in the 
15th century

Strozzi Board. Oil painting attributed to Francesco Rosselli (circa 1475). Museo di Capodimonte (Naples)
It is believed to represent the return to port of the Aragonese navy after defeating the Angevins at the Battle of Ischia in 1465. As was common at 

the time, they towed the captured French galleys, dragging the flags and banners of the defeated
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Chapter  IIi
THE NAVY OF CASTILE

CHAPTER III – THE NAVY OF CASTILE



THE NAVY OF CASTILETHE NAVY OF CASTILE
Since their origins in Asturias, the energies of the king-

doms that would eventually unite under the Castilian Crown 
were more focused on the challenge posed by the border 
wars against the Muslims than on the possibility of fight-

ing on the sea. The only relevant exception, the small naval 
force created by Bishop Diego Gelmírez in the 12th century 
with the help of technicians from Genoa and Pisa to face 
the attacks of Muslim corsairs, was short-lived.

First challenges of the Castilian Navy
The strategic need for a military navy arose when 

Castile looked out over the Mediterranean through 
Murcia and the Gulf of Cadiz for its conquests in Lower 
Andalusia. The starting point for the Castilian navy 
was the strong ships of the Cantabrian coast, which in 
the 11th and 12th centuries were dedicated to deep-sea 

fishing, whaling and trading with other ports in Atlantic 
Europe. With these ships, the Castilian navy participated 
in the capture of Cartagena in 1245 and, three years later, 
in the decidedly more important conquest of Seville by the 
monarch who definitively unified the crowns of Castile and 
Leon: Ferdinand III the Saint.

CHRONOLOGY

c. 1115

The Navy 
of Bishop 
Gelmírez

Conquest of 
Cartagena

1245

Military Order of 
Santa Maria of 
Spain

1272-80

Naval disaster 
in Algeciras

1278

Castile-
Portugal War, 
Castilian 
victory at San 
Vicente

1337

War of the 
Two Peters

1356-69

Wars against 
Portugal

1369-85

Battle of La 
Rochelle

1372

Conquest of 
Seville

Creation and 
Organisation 

of the Navy

First 
operations in 
North Africa

1247-48

The War of the 
Strait begins

1275

Conquest and 
defence of 

Tarifa

Opening of 
the Strait to 

merchant 
traffic

1292-94

Conquest of 
Algeciras, end 

of the War of 
the Strait

1344

Victory of 
Henry II of 

Trastámara

New dynasty 
in Castile

1369

The armada of 
Castile in the 

One Hundred 
Years' War

Since 1370
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Armed Conflicts

THE CONQUEST OF SEVILLE (1248)

Besieged by land by the troops of King Ferdinand III the Saint, Seville received reinforcements and supplies via 
the Guadalquivir River. To complete the siege, Admiral Bonifaz’s navy had to defeat the enemy galleys that 
were defending the access to the river, a feat the Castilian ships had never achieved before. A chronicler de-
scribes this battle as follows:

“The Muslim navy was made up of forty small and large ships, and the Christian navy was made up of twenty, 
including galleys and ships; and when they came to blows, the Biscayans won, as they were more skilled at sea. 
And they took three ships away from them, and sank two of them, and burned one, and slew many of the Moors: 
wherewith the rest of the heathen ships fled, leaving the victory to us.”

Once the Muslim army had been defeated, Admi-
ral Bonifaz managed to go up the river, break the 
chains that the defenders had put up by ramming 
them with their heavier naos, destroy the bridges 
and carry out his mission without retreating in the 
face of difficulties.

In the battle between the very different naos and 
galleys, tactics played a very important role. 
However, the chronicler prefers to stress the 
training and value of the contingents –giving 
the generic name of Biscayans to Asturians, 
Cantabrians and Basques, all bordering the 
Bay of Biscay– as the decisive factors for the 
outcome of the battle.

View of Seville. Anonymous. Focus Abengoa Foundation

The coat of arms of Santander, like that of other 
Cantabrian towns that also provided ships to 
the Navy of Castile —Santoña, Laredo, Avilés 
and Comillas— and that of the Autonomous 
Community of Cantabria itself, bears witness to 
Admiral Bonifaz’s feat almost eight centuries later.

CHRONOLOGY
Conquest of 

Gibraltar
Attacks by The nobility’s 

Sanchez de conquest of 
Tovar on the Canary 

the coast of Islands begins
England and 
the Thames

1397-1400 Until 1451

1374-80 1402 1462

Castilian 
attacks by sea 
in Portugal Naval support 
and Morocco to France until 

the end of the 
100 Years’ War
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Ramón Bonifaz. Mayor of Burgos and Sailor
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Illustrious Seamen
RAMÓN BONIFAZ

(late 12th century -1256)
Little is known with certainty about the birth and 
origins of Ramón Bonifaz. The Mayor of Burgos 
in 1233, he entered the history of the Navy and 
Spain when Ferdinand III the Saint, realising that 
he needed a fleet to conquer Seville, “summoned 
a rich man from Burgos, named Ramón Bonifaz, a 
man with experience and practice in the issues of 
the sea, and gave him a commission and royal let-
ters to gather a navy that was equal to the task in 
the villages of the North and as soon as possible.”

Bonifaz demonstrated his skills as an organiser by 
rigging thirteen stout naos and five galleys in the 
Bay of Biscay. He demonstrated his skills as a sailor 
by keeping his navy units safe, despite the harsh-
ness of the Atlantic crossing. He demonstrated 
his military skills by defeating the Berber galleys 
at the mouth of the Guadalquivir River. He also 
showed initiative and willingness to win when he 
rammed the chains that defended the river at full 
sail, with the reinforced bows of his largest naos.

Although there is no documentary certainty about 
his appointment as an admiral –as tradition would 
have it– he was the first sailor in Castile whose 
great victory is known from historical sources.

This statue of Ramón Bonifaz, in the City of 
Seville’s monument to King Ferdinand III the 

Saint, pays tribute to the man believed to have 
been  the first admiral of Castile.

To besiege this important city, a key to Almohad 
maritime power, it was necessary to dominate the 
Guadalquivir River and its accesses. To this end, the king 
ordered Ramón Bonifaz, a rich man from Burgos, to 
assemble a navy in the harbours of the Cantabrian and 
Galicia. After defeating the squadron of galleys that 
defended the entrance to the Guadalquivir, Bonifaz’s ships 
sailed up the river, destroyed the bridge of boats protected 
by chains that linked both banks of the Guadalquivir and 
completed the blockade of Seville.

Once the city surrendered, the first royal shipyards 
were set up in Seville. But the real forger of the Castilian 
Navy was Alfonso X, son of Ferdinand III. It was he who 
legislated, organised, resourced, and assigned a mission 
to the naval forces: "the crusade beyond the sea". He was 
also the one who created the only order of chivalry whose 
specific purpose was to fight at sea: the Order of Saint 
Mary of Spain.
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE ORDER OF ST. MARY OF SPAIN

In 1272, Alfonso X the Wise decided to create a specific military order 
to fight at sea and from the sea, as the armed arm of a project of his 
called “Crusade beyond the sea.”

It was a novel initiative, something that had not been done before 
in Europe nor would it be done later. The fundaments of the order 
were inspired by those of the Chivalric orders that had been created 
during the Crusades to defend the Holy Places. The novelty was that 
the warrior monks of this new order were to be knights of the sea.

The headquarters of the order was in Cartagena, although the inten-
tion was for it to have other chapters in El Puerto de Santa María, La 
Coruña and San Sebastian.

Its uniform and emblem were also new. The emblems of the other military orders always had a cross, 
while the Order of Saint Mary had a star instead. For this reason, it was also known as the “Order of 
the Star”.

Unfortunately, it was short-lived. In 1280, at the Battle of Moclín, the Order of Santiago was defeat-
ed and its Grand Master and most of the Friesians lost their lives. The king decided that the master 
and the knights of the Order of the Star should be transferred to the Order of Santiago. The order 
was closed by royal decision, but its decline gave new life to the Order of Santiago.

Emblem of the Order 
of St. Mary of Spain

Shipyards of Seville

King Alfonso X The Wise
National Library, Madrid
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE ORGANISATION OF THE CASTILIAN NAVY

It was obvious who had undertaken the organisational task of the Castilian Navy: King Alfonso X the 
Wise. The process was different from that of Aragon, as there were hardly any precedents for this in 
Castile. The maritime activities of the towns of the Cantabrian Sea had been governed by their own 
laws. Little by little, partnerships between the towns arose, culminating at the end of the 13th centu-
ry with the creation of the Hermandad de las Marismas (Brotherhood of the Marshes).

But the arrival of Castile in the south of the peninsula and the Mediterranean created a new situa-
tion, on a living border, with commercial projection but also with military needs.

It was necessary to organise the navy differently, in both in its maritime and naval aspect, which 
were very closely related in medieval times; both in the old and in the new towns; both for war in the 
Atlantic and for war in the Mediterranean.

The legislative effort made was considerable and it was recorded in numerous texts, among which two 
stand out: the Código de las siete partidas (Seven-Part Code) (1256-1265), which, among many other 
general provisions, describes the office of admiral along with its duties; and the Ordenanzas marítimas 
de Castilla (Maritime Ordinances of Castile) (1281), which regulated all activities in this sector.

It was a huge legislative undertaking, but the organisational work of Alfonso X also extended to such 
different aspects as general strategy, the planning of operations and shipbuilding.

Las siete partidas del sabio rey don Alonso El Nono. En Madrid, con privilegio imperial, 1611
Ferrol Naval Library
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The war of the Strait
The newly created Castilian Navy faced important chal-

lenges from the beginning. Its deployment in three mari-
time areas, separated by foreign coasts, required the ability 
to adapt to the circumstances of each theatre of operations. 
In the Straits, the rivalry for dominance of the area against 
the Marinid Empire was settled after 70 years of hard war 
with victories and defeats, but in which Castile finally man-
aged to impose itself.

An important milestone in this war was the conquest 
of Tarifa in 1292, with the help of Aragon and Genoa. The 
trade route through the Strait of Gibraltar, which linked 
the Mediterranean with the North Sea, was then open to 
the whole of Europe. Five decades later, with the conquest 
of Algeciras in 1344, which also involved Aragonese and 
Genoese ships, the threat of further Muslim invasions was 
ended.

Alonso Jofre Tenorio. Admiral of Castile
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Naval Museum of Madrid

Illustrious Seamen

ALONSO JOFRE TENORIO
(end of 13th century - 1340)

The first admiral of the Castilian Navy warrants 
mention for his victories in great naval battles 
was born near Pontevedra, the son of a Ponteve-
dra nobleman and an Aragonese lady. In 1314, he 
was named Admiral Major of the Sea, carrying the 
weight of the naval war in the Strait of Gibraltar 
until his death in battle in 1340.

There were successes and failures in the long war 
against the Muslims, but Admiral Jofre Tenorio 
achieved a great victory in the waters of the Strait 
in 1325.

In addition to the permanent war against the Mus-
lims, he also had to engage in combat against the 
Portuguese in 1337. He achieved another great 
victory off Cape San Vicente, sinking six galleys, 
capturing eight and taking the Portuguese admi-
ral prisoner.

Jofre Tenorio’s last battle was a defeat, but an 
honourable one. With his fleet depleted by various 
circumstances, he was accused by the courtiers of 
passivity in the face of the enemy. To maintain his 
good name, he attacked the Muslim fleet at the 
first opportunity, even though he was clearly in a 
situation of inferiority, dying in battle off Gibraltar. 
His was a heroic and honourable death, in keeping 
with the values of the period in which it occurred.

Naval combat of Gibraltar between the Castilian squadron 
of Alfonso Jofré Tenorio and that of the Marinids of 

Muhammad Allâd Azafi
Oil painting by Antonio Brugada (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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The golden age of the Castilian Navy
The demands of the long war over the Straits and the 

struggle for dominance over the Bay of Biscay and its im-
portant trade routes turned Castile into a great maritime 
power from the middle of the 14th century. From then on, 
its naval forces were to face the Marinid Empire, Aragon, 
Portugal, England, the Hansa... and the balance was clearly 
a favourable one.

The Hundred Years’ War, which pitted France against 
England between 1337 and 1453, established the inter-
national framework for other related conflicts, some of 
which affected Castile and its navy. Both France and En-
gland needed the support of the Castilian ships, which had 
gained prestige from the superiority demonstrated during 
the War of the Two Peters over an Aragonese Navy, which 

had to flee from battle. This seems to have been one of the 
reasons why both powers intervened in support of the op-
posing sides in the First Castilian Civil War: Peter the Cruel, 
supported by England, and Henry of Trastámara, support-
ed by France.

Following Henry of Trastámara’s victory in 1369, the 
Castilian fleet actively participated in the Hundred Years’ 
War in support of France, fulfilling the commitment made 
by the Castilian king to contribute two ships for each French 
one. In 1372, at the Battle of La Rochelle, under siege by 
the French, the Castilian galleys under the command of 
Ambrosio Boccanegra decisively defeated an important 
English fleet. In the years to follow, the dominance of the 
sea that Castile obtained as a result of this victory allowed 

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF LA ROCHELLE (1372)

During the Hundred Years’ War, the French kept La Rochelle, then in the hands of England, under 
siege. An English fleet commanded by John Hastings, Earl of Pembroke, tried to reinforce the har-
bour with an army of 500 knights and 8,000 soldiers transported in about fifty boats. The Castilian 
squadron that opposed the reinforcement, under the command of the Admiral of Castile, Ambrosio 
Boccanegra, was much smaller in number and made up of naos and galleys.

The development of the combat is not known for sure, as there are several, inconsistent versions in 
medieval texts. It seems certain that the Admiral of Castile avoided fighting upon the arrival of the 
English fleet, only to initiate strife the following day in more favourable conditions. It is possible that 
bombards were used, although it is more likely that the English ships were attacked by incendiary 
devices, as the chronicles speak of ships being set on fire, which cannot be achieved with stone pro-
jectiles. It is also possible that the largest English ships could not move because they were beached 
at low tide –during equinoctial tides– while the galleys, which were much less deep, could manoeu-

vre in search of favourable positions.

In any case, the English fleet was destroyed or captured 
in its entirety. In accordance with the customs of the 
time, the English admiral and his golden-spurred knights 
had to parade around tied up with ropes in front of the 
King of Castile, in Burgos.

After this decisive victory by the Castilian navy, England 
lost control of the English Channel, was unable to move 
its troops and found its coastline exposed to Castilian 
attacks.

Battle of La Rochelle. In Jean de Froissart’s
Grandes Chroniques de France

46

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y



the repeated incursions of Admiral Fernán Sánchez de 
Tovar’s fleet of ships and galleys into the coast of England 
itself, even going up the Thames River in 1380 to sack several 
towns near London.

In the same period, the Castilian Navy also defeated the 
Portuguese Navy during the three Fernandine Wars and 
the Portuguese succession crisis. Of these Iberian wars, 
mention should be made, within the naval area, of the re-
sounding victories of Ambrosio Boccanegra in Lisbon in 
1373 and Fernán Sánchez de Tovar on Saltés Island in 1381.

Ships of the Middle Ages (11th-13th centuries)
Watercolour by Rafael Monleón

Madrid Naval Museum

With all these actions, Castile showed its great naval 
power in a matter of just a few years. The Castilian navy was 
able to attack Barcelona, threaten London and lay siege to 
Lisbon without the prestigious Aragonese, Portuguese or 
English navies being able to prevent this.

The first two thirds of the 15th century were marked by a 
relative political decline, but this did not affect the Castilian 
navy very much, as it remained powerful and effective. 
These decades saw the first phase of the conquest of the 
Canary Islands, Pero Niño’s corsair expeditions around 
the western Mediterranean and the English coast, several 
specific actions against North African piracy, the conquest of 
Gibraltar and, perhaps most importantly, the collaboration 
with France in the last phase of its war against England, 
which thanks to Castilian naval support was expelled from 
its possessions on the continent.

This necessarily brief account of events suggests that 
the decisive role played by Castilian sailors and their ships 
in the development of mankind, during the first decades of 
the Modern Age, was not the result of chance, but rath-
er of the development of a capable and hard-nosed navy 
that was equal to what was to be its historical mission.

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF 
SALTÉS ISLAND (1381)

This battle took place in front of Saltés Island 
(Huelva) during the Third Fernandine War between 
Castile and Portugal.

The King of Portugal’s 23-galley fleet intended to 
blockade the Guadalquivir River to prevent the de-
parture of the Castilian fleet... but it arrived late. The 
17-galley Castilian fleet, commanded by Castile’s 
Admiral Fernán Sánchez de Tovar, was already at 
sea. Both fleets were sighted off the Algarve coast.

The Castilian admiral ordered the fleet to reverse 
course and row hard. The Portuguese began the 
hunt, but in their pursuit, their fleet became disor-
dered. Some galleys even detached themselves, 
seeking to take advantage of the opportunity to de-
stroy the Castilian coastal fisheries.

When Sánchez de Tovar realised that the time was 
right, he ordered his orderly fleet to stop and rest, 
and as the Portuguese vanguard ships approached, 
he gave orders to reverse the course and move for-
ward, forming a line of demarcation to make the most 
of their crossbowmen. The Portuguese had fallen into 
the trap. Their ships arrived at the site of the battle 
scattered, their oarsmen exhausted. One after the 
other, they were attacked, defeated, and captured... 
22 Portuguese galleys passed into Spanish hands.

The victory made it possible to exploit the success: 
shortly afterwards, the Castilian fleet blocked the 
mouth of the Tagus River to make it difficult for the 
English, Portugal’s allies, to move; and in the follow-
ing campaign, the Castilian fleet was able to sail up 
the Tagus River and lay siege to Lisbon, almost with-
out opposition.

The Navy of the Middle Ages (14th century)
Watercolour by Rafael Monleón

Naval Museum of Madrid
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Illustrious Seamen

FERNÁN SÁNCHEZ DE TOVAR (14th century -1384)

After having served as a galley captain 
in the service of Peter I, Fernán Sánchez 
de Tovar, one of the greatest admirals 
in the Castilian Navy, was put in charge 
of the ships of King Henry II upon the 
death of Ambrosio Boccanegra, the 
victor in La Rochelle. Up to his death, 
which resulted from the plague that at-
tacked the navy that was blocking Lis-
bon, all his expeditions were counted 
as victories.

In 1374, during the Hundred Years’ War, 
his galleys, accompanied by those of 
the Frenchman Jean de Vienne, sacked 
the Isle of Wight. In 1377 he attacked 
Folkestone, Portsmouth, Dartmouth, 
and Plymouth, among other towns. In 
Brittany, the fort of La Roche-Guyon 
surrendered, capturing four English natives. Back in England, he went up the Thames River in 1380, 
sacking Gravesend and Winchelsea. The chronicle of the reign of the Castilian King John I states: 
“They waged a great war this year by the sea and entered by the Artamis [Thames River], at the place 
where enemy galleys never came in.”

In the continuous confrontations with Portugal, Sánchez de Tovar entered the Tagus River without 
opposition after his victory on Saltés Island, contributing to putting an end to the Fernandine Wars. 
Shortly afterwards, the Portuguese monarch died without issue, and since the Castilian king aspired 
to succeed him, a new war was declared in which Sánchez de Tovar blocked Lisbon by sea. Despite 
the blockade at sea, the defeat of the Castilian arms in Aljubarrota, after the death of the admiral, 
put an end to the failed campaign.

Model of a Nordic cog from the 13th to 14th centuries, 
armed for war

Madrid Naval Museum
The cog was a type of merchant ship conceived in 

the Baltic. Simple and solid, with a considerable load 
capacity, slow but resistant and easy to handle, it was the 
characteristic ship of the Hansa, a federation of northern 

European trading cities.
It was also used as a warship, with castles mounted on its 
bow and stern, as can be seen in manuscript illustrations 

and medieval seals.
Thus armed, the cog was part of the fleet of the Hansa 

that faced the Navy of Castile in 1419, in the second 
Battle of La Rochelle. A Castilian navy, commanded by 

Juan de Camporredondo, achieved a decisive victory over 
the Hansa, then an ally of England in the Hundred Years’ 

War, and captured 40 of her ships

15th century galleys. Sheet from Rafael Monleón’s Diccionario de construcciones navales. Naval Museum of Madrid
Although they stand as the medieval warship par excellence, it is not known exactly what fourteenth-century galleys looked like, nor is 

it certain when they began to mount artillery, although their presence in the galleys of the Crown of Aragon is documented in 1415

Attacks by Admiral Tovar's Castilian fleet against the 
English coast (1374-1380)48
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Illustrious Seamen

FERNÁN SÁNCHEZ DE TOVAR (14th century -1384)

After having served as a galley captain 
in the service of Peter I, Fernán Sánchez 
de Tovar, one of the greatest admirals 
in the Castilian Navy, was put in charge 
of the ships of King Henry II upon the 
death of Ambrosio Boccanegra, the 
victor in La Rochelle. Up to his death, 
which resulted from the plague that at-
tacked the navy that was blocking Lis-
bon, all his expeditions were counted 
as victories.

In 1374, during the Hundred Years’ War, 
his galleys, accompanied by those of 
the Frenchman Jean de Vienne, sacked 
the Isle of Wight. In 1377 he attacked 
Folkestone, Portsmouth, Dartmouth, 
and Plymouth, among other towns. In 
Brittany, the fort of La Roche-Guyon 
surrendered, capturing four English natives. Back in England, he went up the Thames River in 1380, 
sacking Gravesend and Winchelsea. The chronicle of the reign of the Castilian King John I states: 
“They waged a great war this year by the sea and entered by the Artamis [Thames River], at the place 
where enemy galleys never came in.”

In the continuous confrontations with Portugal, Sánchez de Tovar entered the Tagus River without 
opposition after his victory on Saltés Island, contributing to putting an end to the Fernandine Wars. 
Shortly afterwards, the Portuguese monarch died without issue, and since the Castilian king aspired 
to succeed him, a new war was declared in which Sánchez de Tovar blocked Lisbon by sea. Despite 
the blockade at sea, the defeat of the Castilian arms in Aljubarrota, after the death of the admiral, 
put an end to the failed campaign.

Model of a Nordic cog from the 13th to 14th centuries, 
armed for war

Madrid Naval Museum
The cog was a type of merchant ship conceived in 

the Baltic. Simple and solid, with a considerable load 
capacity, slow but resistant and easy to handle, it was the 
characteristic ship of the Hansa, a federation of northern 

European trading cities.
It was also used as a warship, with castles mounted on its 
bow and stern, as can be seen in manuscript illustrations 

and medieval seals.
Thus armed, the cog was part of the fleet of the Hansa 

that faced the Navy of Castile in 1419, in the second 
Battle of La Rochelle. A Castilian navy, commanded by 

Juan de Camporredondo, achieved a decisive victory over 
the Hansa, then an ally of England in the Hundred Years’ 

War, and captured 40 of her ships

15th century galleys. Sheet from Rafael Monleón’s Diccionario de construcciones navales. Naval Museum of Madrid
Although they stand as the medieval warship par excellence, it is not known exactly what fourteenth-century galleys looked like, nor is 

it certain when they began to mount artillery, although their presence in the galleys of the Crown of Aragon is documented in 1415
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Chapter  iV
THE AGE OF DISCOVERY

CHAPTER I V – THE AGE OF DISCOVERY



National unity
With the marriage of King Ferdinand of Aragon and 

Isabella of Castile, the two powerful kingdoms of the 
peninsula were united. It was equally important that in 1479, 
the year in which Ferdinand inherited the Aragonese Crown, 
the end came for a series of incapable or weak monarchs 
under whose reign both Aragon and, above all, Castile had 
seen its resources squandered, royal power weakened and 
its ability to influence the outside world lost. The Catholic 
Monarchs put an end to this situation and created the basis 
for the formidable expansion of the Hispanic Monarchy in 
the 16th century. Prior to the inheritance of both kingdoms 
falling to their grandson King Charles I, Castile and Aragon 
had been united only in the persons of their monarchs. For 
this reason, the armies organised by each crown, financed 
by their own income, would maintain their administrative 
autonomy and their own admirals. But it is undeniable that, 
despite these differences, after the arrival of the Catholic 
Monarchs on the throne, the ships of Castile and Aragon 
were to act, together or separately, in the service of a 
common strategy.

The War of the 
Castilian Succession: 
the pieces on the 
Atlantic chessboard

The death of King Henry IV of Castile had provoked a civil 
war between the supporters of Isabella, the king’s half-sis-
ter, and those of Joanna of Castile, allegedly Henry’s only 
daughter, regarding whose biological paternity there were 
doubts. King Alfonso V of Portugal had supported Joanna 
in this war, marrying her in an attempt to reunite the two 
crowns in himself. In a war without decisive battles, Castile 
was favoured on land. At sea, where both parties resorted 
to privateering, the results were not very significant, but 
Portugal was able to maintain its hegemony in the distant 
waters of the Gulf of Guinea. Both events defined the condi-
tions for peace, which arrived in 1479. The king of Portugal 
refused to support Joanna and, in exchange, the Treaty of 
Alcáçovas secured his dominance of African waters to the 
south of the Canary Islands. The Catholic Monarchs, howev-
er, retained the rights of the Crown of Castile to complete 
the conquest of the Canary Islands, an undertaking that 
would not end until 1496.
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CHRONOLOGY

War of the 
Castilian 
Succession

1475

Participation 
in the war 
against 
the Turks 
(Rhodes, 
Otranto)

1480

Takeover 
of 
Malaga

1487

Treaty of 
Tordesillas

1494

The conquest 
of the Canary 
Islands ends

1496

Rebellion of 
the Mudéjars 

1497-1501

Naples 
incorporated 
into the 
domains of 
the Spanish 
monarchy

Isabella the 
Catholic dies

Ferdinand’s 
first regency

1504

Ferdinand’s 
second 
regency

1507

Treaty of 
Alcáçovas

1479

Guerra de 
Granada

1481

Surrender of 
Granada

Discovery of 
America

1492

First War 
of Naples

1495

Conquest of 
Melilla

1497

Second 
War of 
Naples

1501

Reign of 
Joanna 

and King 
Philip I the 
Handsome

1506

Takeover 
of Vélez de 
la Gomera

1508



CHRONOLOGY

Page of Le canarien, chronicle and campaign diary 
of the expedition to conquer the Canary Islands 

organised at the beginning of the 15th century by 
the Norman Baron Jean de Béthencourt 

Thus, as a result of the war of succession, the pieces of 
the two Iberian kingdoms were placed on the Atlantic 
chessboard as follows: Castile had the Canary Islands, from 
which, once the most urgent problems on the peninsula 
had been solved, the trade winds would drive its expansion 
westwards. Portugal, for its part, was looking to Africa for 
fisheries, gold, and slaves and, even more importantly, for a 
way to reach the fabulous wealth of the Indies.

By the Treaty of Alcáçovas (1479), King Alfonso V of 
Portugal recognised Ferdinand and Isabella as kings 
of Castile by displacing Joanna “La Beltraneja”
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Vasco Núñez 
de Balboa 

Béjaïa and discovers the 
Tripoli The new Pacific Ocean

takeover king, 
Charles I, Los Gelves 
arrives in disaster

Spain

1509 1512 1516

1510 1513 1517

Takeover 
of Oran Ferdinand Annexation 

the Catholic 
First of Navarre

dies
settlement in 
Panama Regency 

of Cardinal 
Cisneros

Armed Conflicts

THE CONQUEST OF THE 
CANARY ISLANDS (1402-1496)

Between 1402 and 1405, the Norman Jean de 
Béthencourt, authorised by King Henry III of Castile 
in exchange for a vassalage pact, conquered the 
islands of Lanzarote, El Hierro and Fuerteventura 
to exploit their resources, which, as was customary 
in the 15th century, included the capture of slaves. 
Later, when the rights to the already conquered 
islands had been sold to Spanish nobles, La Gomera 
was incorporated into the Crown. In a very different 
scenario, in which the struggle with Portugal for 
trade with the Indies –an endeavour for which the 
situation of the Canary Islands was privileged– 
began to gain importance, it was the Catholic Mon-
archs themselves who organised the expeditions 
that carried out the conquest of the three remain-
ing islands, also the most populated ones: Gran 
Canaria in 1483, La Palma in 1493 and Tenerife in 
1496. The conquest of the latter island by Alonso 
Fernández de Lugo was particularly difficult in the 
face of the unruly Guanches.



The conquest of Granada
The first strategic goal of the Catholic Kings was the 

conquest of the Kingdom of Granada. In 1482, when the 
military operations began, the Ottoman Empire was al-
ready expanding and dominating the eastern Mediterra-
nean, which made it even more urgent to eliminate this 
possible Muslim bridgehead from the peninsula. To collab-
orate in a campaign that lasted a decade and was essen-
tially land-based, Castilian and Aragonese ships had to 
ensure their domination of the Strait and the Alboran Sea, 
an essential objective for isolating the Kingdom of Granada 

from North Africa. They also had to collaborate in the con-
quest of the ports through which the last Muslim kingdom 
on the Iberian Peninsula could still open up to the outside 
world. The fall of Malaga in 1487, in which the admirals of 
Castile, Alonso Enriquez, and of Aragon, Galcerán de Re-
quesens, took part, and the surrender of Almeria in 1489 
left the Kingdom of Granada isolated from the sea and re-
duced to the capital city and its surroundings. There was 
no other way out for its king than the final capitulation, 
which took place in 1492.

Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon, the Catholic Monarchs
Anonymous oil paintings (17th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Foundations of Naval Power

WAR IN THE MODERN AGE 
ORGANIZATION AND FINANCING

The organisation of medieval warfare was feudal in its origins and inefficient in its financing. The 
armies were made up of an accumulation of troops from different origins and with different com-
manders; the costs of a long war were unbearable and so the conflicts were characterised by a 
succession of periods of combat and truce.

Such frameworks were no longer valid in Renaissance times. New weapon systems, such as artil-
lery, and new strategic needs, such as the defence of routes to other continents, required changes 
in organisation and financing.

The concentration of power and economic strength in the monarchies was characteristic of the 
period, which is why it has been associated with “authoritarian monarchies.” The Crown would 
absorb the supreme command and direction of the armies and would try to gather economic re-
sources through various means, especially taxes. The crisis of the late Middle Ages thus came to 
an end and the states were empowered to cope with the new commitments.

In Spain, the assumption by King Ferdinand the Catholic of the post of chief of military orders 
and of absolute control over traffic with America from the Casa de Contratación represent mile-
stones in this process, which would lead some of the Spanish kings of the Modern Age to direct 
the armies, take strategic decisions and even plan operations. At the same time, new government 
bodies, known as Consejos (Councils), were set up in Spain and mechanisms were devised to in-
crease liquidity through loans, accounting strategies and tax increases.

The system worked acceptably for more than a century. It was possible to build and maintain a 
large empire, defend territories threatened by powerful enemies and keep the fundamental routes 
open for the movement of troops and commercial traffic. The effort was remarkable, although not 
without difficulties and setbacks. Distant territories frequently had to defend themselves without 
any help. Tax rises sometimes led to rebellions. The soldiers often mutinied because of delayed 
payments. But Spain’s armies and navies were the best in the world for a long time; and not only 
for their values, their weapons, or their tactics, but also for their achievements in organisation 
and financing.

The Spanish Road
Oil painting by Augusto Ferrer Dalmau
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Illustrious Seamen

GALCERÁN DE REQUESENS (c. 1439-1505)

A Catalan nobleman, Galcerán de Requesens i Joan de Soler served 
King Ferdinand I of Naples in his youth. In 1465, he defeated the An-
gevin fleet at the Battle of Ischia and, years later, fought against the 
Turks in support of the Republic of Venice. His successes were rewarded 
with the counties of Trivento and Avellino.

The war in Grenada required the formation of a royal navy to secure the 
maritime flank. It included high-level naos as well as Aragonese gal-
leys under the command of Galcerán de Requesens, who left the ser-
vice of the King of Naples to fight under the Catholic Monarchs. From 
1486 onwards, Galcerán de Requesens served as captain general of this 
navy, which had been created to prevent maritime traffic between the 
Kingdom of Granada and North Africa and which played an important 
role in the maritime siege that contributed to the conquest of Mala-
ga. About this siege, Andrés Bernáldez, a chronicler of the History of 
the Catholic Monarchs, wrote with admiration: “The great fleet of the 
Armada that was always in the siege, and many other ships that never 
stopped, bringing maintenance to the Royal, were a great success.” For 
his services, King Ferdinand the Catholic granted Galcerán de Reques-
ens the county of Palamos.

Once the Reconquista was over, Galcerán de Requesens was in com-
mand of the ships that brought the Great Captain to Italy in 1495 and 
supported him during the first campaign in Naples. Of his performance 
in this campaign, Fernandez Duro said: “Galcerán de Requesens, Count 
of Trivento, present in the main actions, confirmed his credit as a good 
sailor, without the times or the enemies bringing about any losses.”

Venetian carrack (three- or four-masted ocean-going 
sailing ship) model from around 1500

Madrid Naval Museum
Carracks were large ships, developed to meet the 

specific needs of Mediterranean trade

15th century Spanish bomb vessel model
Madrid Naval Museum

By order of the Catholic Monarchs, the 
humanist, historian and soldier Mosén 
Diego de Valera, author of the Crónica 
de España (Chronicle of Spain), drafted 
a memorandum in 1476 to create the 

Armada of the Strait so that “the Moors 
could not be helped from beyond, either 

with bread or people.”
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Illustrious Seamen

JUAN DE LAZCANO 
(Second half of the 15th century - first half of the 16th century)

Lord of the house of Lazcano in Gipuzkoa, he was the captain of a galley squadron in the War of 
Granada. Once the war was over, he took part in the Great Captain’s second expedition to Naples, 
where he became noted for his success in the blockade of Taranto, which made it possible for this 
important port to fall into Spanish hands.

Once war was declared with France, Juan de Lazcano defeated the French squadron in the Gulf of 
Otranto. His victory brought about the dominance of the sea and allowed the arrival of grain from 
Sicily and of military reinforcements that would contribute to the victory of Cerignola. After the 
conquest of the city of Naples, the naos of Lazcano participated in the blockade of the port of Gaeta.

After the war in Naples with the victory of the Catholic Monarchs, Juan de Lazcano contributed to 
the conquest of Mers El Kébir in 1505, using three stout naos, whose flanks were protected with wool 
sacks, to confront the cannons of the castle that defended the port. While the cannonade lasted, the 
ships that were to carry out the landing entered without opposition.

The Chronicle of the Great Captain described him as follows: “He was a man of great virtue on the sea 
and even on land; very fortunate; he always emerged victorious in all his skirmishes.”

Surrender of Granada. Oil painting by Francisco Pradilla (19th century). Palace of the Senate
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The discovery of America
Rejected in Portugal, where he set out to reach the In-

dies by sailing around Africa, the Genoese navigator Chris-
topher Columbus arrived in Castile and was received by 
the queen in 1486. After the War of Granada, Columbus 
signed the Capitulations of Santa Fe, a contract to reach 
the Indies from the west, with the Catholic Monarchs. Both 
parties were ready to make the great adventure of discov-
ering America come true. At that time, Castile had men 
and ships with experience in the wool route to Flanders, in 

the wars against the English in the 14th century, in the de-
fence of the maritime routes against pirates and corsairs, 
in the centuries-long war against the Muslims and in deep-
sea fishing. Columbus contributed his dreams and what he 
had learned about oceanic navigation, in which area the 
Portuguese, who had finished their Reconquista earlier, 
had been in the lead since Prince Henry the Navigator’s 
promotion of the exploration of African coasts from the 
first decades of the 15th century.

The term “nao” was used as a synonym for ship, vessel 
or boat, although in Spain in the 14th, 15th and 16th cen-
turies it was also used to designate a certain type of 
boat dedicated to transporting passengers and goods, 
moved by sail, without oars, with high gunwales, 
three masts with square sails and castles at the bow 
and stern and an axial or central rudder.

At the end of the 15th century, it was standardised into 
a ship of a certain size, with a continuous deck, a cas-
tle deck at the bow, a canopy deck at the stern and a 
tonnage or load capacity of 100 to 600 barrels. It was 
equipped with a rigging that could withstand strong 
winds, consisting of a bowsprit or bow boom with a 
barley sail, and three vertical masts, of which the fore-
mast and mainsail were fitted with round or rectangu-
lar rigging, and the triangular or Latin mizzen, with a 
top on the mainsail.

At first, it was the merchant ship par excellence, al-
though in the 16th century it also began to be used as 
an armed ship or warship, both in the Carrera de Indias 
(route to the Indies) and in the Portuguese and English 
journeys.

Legendary Ships

THE NAO

Model of the Victoria nao
Made on the occasion of the exhibition “We were the first. 
Magallanes, Elcano and the first circumnavigation”
Madrid Naval Museum
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Legendary Ships

THE CARAVEL

The caravel was a small sailing boat, with a light hull, refined forms, and little draught. Its name may 
have been derived from the cárabo, a small sailing and rowing fishing boat used in North Africa, but 
over time it became a boat with its own personality.

It was fast, capable of beating and fetching to windward, fast, manoeuvrable, and very good for 
sailing. It had a running deck from bow to stern and a canopy deck to stern. At first it could have a 
tonnage or load capacity of 60 barrels and a length of 25 metres. 

It was the ship used by the Portuguese in their explorations throughout the 15th century and was 
adopted by the Spanish. Due to its small size and shallow draught, it was very suitable for discov-
eries, as it could sail close to land. It was used as a cargo ship and sometimes as a warship for traffic 
protection. Its rigging, in principle, was of two or three masts with triangular or Latin sails, without 
a bowsprit or bowline.

Later, for navigation on the high seas in the Atlantic, it became larger and partly changed its rigging 
to round or square sails.

Middle Ages Marina. Caravels of Christopher Columbus (15th century)
Watercolour by Rafael Monleón

Madrid Naval Museum
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Christopher Columbus
Admiral of the Ocean Sea
Oil painting by Rafael 
Tegeo (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Illustrious Seamen
CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS 

(1451-1506)
Few historical characters are more enigmatic than 
Christopher Columbus. Born in Genoa, in one way 
or another he learned the trade of the sea, trav-
elled maritime routes, and acquired knowledge of 
cosmography that made him a remarkable naviga-
tor. Rejected in Portugal, he settled and married 
in Spain and, despite being initially practically un-
known, thanks to his patience and perseverance 
and to the support of several notables, he man-
aged to convince the Catholic Monarchs to send a 
navy of three ships under his command to reach 
the coasts of Asia from the west.

Mistaken in his estimation of the size of the Earth, 
instead of reaching the Indies, Columbus discov-
ered a New World. He thus became, by virtue of 
the capitulations signed with the monarchs, the 
Admiral of the Ocean Sea and Viceroy of the newly 
discovered islands.

His way of governing the new lands resulted in his los-
ing royal favour. After returning to Castile in chains, 
he was eventually authorised, thanks to his tenacity, 
to continue his discoveries, always in search of the 
way to the lands of Zipango (Japan) and Cathay.

Columbus completed four voyages of exploration, 
during which he discovered most of the Caribbean 
islands, and also reached mainland America, which 
was then called Tierra Firme. The consequences of 
his discoveries have made him one of the greatest 
figures in history.

Naval Feats

THE DISCOVERY OF 
AMERICA

The Genoese sailor Christopher Columbus con-
ceived the idea of sailing to the Indies from the 
west, instead of from the east by skirting Afri-
ca and rounding the Cape of Good Hope, which 
was the route the Portuguese were exploring. 
He offered his project to the King of Portugal, 
who rejected it. He then went to Spain and of-
fered it to the Catholic Monarchs, who, after 
the conquest of Granada, signed the so-called 
Capitulations of Santa Fe with Columbus and 
placed three ships at his disposal: the San-
ta María nao and the Pinta and Niña caravels, 
loaded with food and supplies.

Columbus left the port of Palos, Huelva, on 3 
August 1492, with his three ships and 90 men. 
Columbus himself was at the helm of the San-
ta María, while the Pinta was under the com-
mand of Martín Alonso Pinzón and the Niña 
under that of Vicente Yáñez Pinzón. He landed 
in the Canary Islands, from where he set sail on 
6 September, and sailed west until 12 October, 
when he sighted an island which he called San 
Salvador. On that island, Columbus met Taíno 
natives (an indigenous people of the Caribbean) 
who called it Guanahaní, and believing he had 
reached East Asia, he called them Indians.

From San Salvador or Guanahaní he explored 
other islands, such as Cuba or Hispaniola. 

Dawn of America. Oil painting by Antonio Brugada (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Naval Feats

THE DISCOVERY OF 
AMERICA

The Genoese sailor Christopher Columbus con-
ceived the idea of sailing to the Indies from the 
west, instead of from the east by skirting Afri-
ca and rounding the Cape of Good Hope, which 
was the route the Portuguese were exploring. 
He offered his project to the King of Portugal, 
who rejected it. He then went to Spain and of-
fered it to the Catholic Monarchs, who, after 
the conquest of Granada, signed the so-called 
Capitulations of Santa Fe with Columbus and 
placed three ships at his disposal: the San-
ta María nao and the Pinta and Niña caravels, 
loaded with food and supplies.

Columbus left the port of Palos, Huelva, on 3 
August 1492, with his three ships and 90 men. 
Columbus himself was at the helm of the San-
ta María, while the Pinta was under the com-
mand of Martín Alonso Pinzón and the Niña 
under that of Vicente Yáñez Pinzón. He landed 
in the Canary Islands, from where he set sail on 
6 September, and sailed west until 12 October, 
when he sighted an island which he called San 
Salvador. On that island, Columbus met Taíno 
natives (an indigenous people of the Caribbean) 
who called it Guanahaní, and believing he had 
reached East Asia, he called them Indians.

From San Salvador or Guanahaní he explored 
other islands, such as Cuba or Hispaniola. 

Dawn of America. Oil painting by Antonio Brugada (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

On 21 November, the Pinta 
separated, but did not appear until 
6 January 1493. On 25 December, 
the Santa Maria got stranded and 
wrecked on a beach on Hispaniola. 
With its wood Columbus built a 
fort, which he called La Navidad 
(Christmas) in memory of the day 
of the stranding. It was the first 
Spanish settlement in the newly 
discovered New World, where 
Columbus left a group of 40 men.

He continued to explore the area until 
16 January 1493, when he began his 
journey back to Spain, arriving there 
the following 15 March. Soon after, 
he presented himself in Barcelona to 
the Catholic Monarchs with gold, silver, some exotic animals, and several Indians, and informed them that on 
the other side of the Atlantic there was land, which he believed to be East Asia.

Columbus did not know this, but he had just discovered a great continent, which was named the New World 
and is now known as America.

First Tribute to Columbus (1492). Oil painting by José Garnelo (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Christopher Columbus’s Journeys
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The distribution of 
undiscovered lands 
and seas

Columbus’s arrival in what he thought was the Indies and 
turned out to be the New World changed history and opened 
up the era of discovery for Spain. The crowns of Castile and 
Portugal needed to define new boundaries to avoid conflict, 
because the newly discovered islands upset the balance 

Half-hour glass (end of 18th/
beginning of 19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Nautical Astrolabe (16th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid
The nautical astrolabe was, 
surely, the high-sea instrument 
that contributed most to the 
discoveries

From the Compass to the Aegis

NAUTICAL INSTRUMENTS 
AT THE BEGINNING OF THE 

MODERN AGE
Until the second quarter of the 15th century, navi-
gation was done by the method known as “rumbo 
y estima” (“course and estimate”). The course to 
be followed was determined by means of the tide 
gauge and the distances were estimated, evaluat-
ing the influence that the wind and current had on 
the ship’s progress.

With the discovery of the New World, navigation 
was changed from coastal and inshore navigation, 
which did not neglect coasts and their unevenness, 
to a high-sea and oceanic navigation, without pre-
cise geographical references or the history of other 
navigations, which would prevent the determina-
tion of the position as had been done until then.

To overcome this difficulty, the North Star and 
the sun were used. The first instruments to mea-
sure its height above the horizon –from which the 
latitude would be determined– were the quadrant 
and the nautical astrolabe, developed from the 
planispheric astrolabe, together with the Jacob’s 
staff, which was to be gradually introduced in the 
first quarter of the 16th century.

Even more difficult was determining longitude. Al-
though on land it could be calculated from eclipses 
of the sun or moon, the first methods that were 
useful to sailors were not developed until the 18th 
century, when technology made it possible to 
build suitably accurate marine chronometers.

Crossbow (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Reproduction of a nautical 
quadrant (16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Tratado de Tordesillas (1494)
Archive of the Naval Museum of Madrid

With the discovery of the New World, navigation 
was changed from coastal and inshore navigation, 
which did not neglect coasts and their unevenness, 
to a high-sea and oceanic navigation, without pre-
cise geographical references or the history of other 
navigations, which would prevent the determina-
tion of the position as had been done until then.

To overcome this difficulty, the North Star and 
the sun were used. The first instruments to mea-
sure its height above the horizon –from which the 
latitude would be determined– were the quadrant 
and the nautical astrolabe, developed from the 
planispheric astrolabe, together with the Jacob’s 
staff, which was to be gradually introduced in the 
first quarter of the 16th century.

Even more difficult was determining longitude. Al-
though on land it could be calculated from eclipses 
of the sun or moon, the first methods that were 
useful to sailors were not developed until the 18th 
century, when technology made it possible to 
build suitably accurate marine chronometers.

achieved in Alcáçovas. With the intervention of the Pope, 
the Spaniard Alexander VI, the two crowns reached an 
agreement, which is nowadays still regarded as an example 
of conflict resolution through diplomacy rather than force: 
the Treaty of Tordesillas.

Foundations of Naval Power
THE TREATY OF TORDESILLAS

The arrival of Columbus on some islands on the oth-
er side of the Atlantic became immediately known 
in Portugal, as on his return, Columbus arrived in 
Lisbon. The discovery significantly changed the 
scenery borne in mind when Castile and Portugal 
signed the Treaty of Alcáçovas.

A round of negotiations immediately began, regard-
ing the limits of the areas that should correspond 
to Castile and Portugal. The Pope was put in charge 
of these negotiations, as was customary. 1493 saw 
the promulgation of three papal bulls (Inter Caetera 
I, Inter Caetera II and Eximiae Devotionis), in which 
Pope Alexander VI granted Castile the newly dis-
covered lands and imposed a line of separation be-
tween the Portuguese and Castilians on the meridi-
an located 100 leagues west of the Azores.

This line was not accepted by the King of Portugal, 
who demanded that the border be moved much 
further west. The treaty was signed in 1494 by the 
representatives of King John II of Portugal and the 
Catholic Monarchs in the city that gives it its name; 
it established a dividing line from north to south, 
370 leagues west of the islands of Cape Verde, a 
limit that was not very well defined as it failed to 
specify which of the islands was the origin and 
what type of leagues were to be taken into ac-
count. Brazil, discovered by Vicente Yáñez Pinzón, 
would be Portuguese under this treaty.

Crossbow (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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The exploration of the New World
Once the monopoly granted to Columbus in the Capitulations of Santa Fe for the 

discoveries in the Indies was over, the Crown authorised other expeditions which, 
under the command of navigators or adventurers such as Alonso de Ojeda, Vicente 
Yáñez Pinzón, Juan Ponce de León, Vasco Núñez de Balboa and Juan Díaz de Solís 
–among many others–, rapidly expanded the territory known, sometimes under 
very difficult conditions.

To achieve their goals, the Spanish explorers had to overcome incredible chal-
lenges with solidly built but relatively small ships with primitive instruments: the 
ever-unpredictable sea; the dangers of the coast, still unmapped; the diseases of 
the sea and those of the New World, unknown to Europeans. They would prevail 
in encounters with hostile natives, such as those who apparently devoured Diaz de 
Solis in the Rio de la Plata. Despite so many difficulties, in little more than two 
decades they were able to map the Caribbean and most of the east coast of the 
American continent, in search of land to create new settlements, mythical riches 
such as El Dorado or a passage that would give access to the South Sea, discovered 
by Balboa in 1513 after crossing the forests of the Central American isthmus on foot, 
and through which the coveted Indies could be reached by waters assigned to Cas-
tile in the Treaty of Tordesillas.

Stone sculpture. Taíno Culture (1000-1500)
Madrid Naval Museum

The discovery of America brought the Castilians into contact with new indigenous 
cultures. The Taíno people were those who, when the explorers arrived, inhabited 

most of what is now Santo Domingo, Puerto Rico, Jamaica and the Cuban coast

The Caribbean was the scene of the first Spanish discoveries in the New World
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE MAP OF JUAN DE LA COSA

A notable landmark in the cartography of the time was the chart map drawn in 1500 by the Spanish 
navigator Juan de la Cosa. It is drawn on parchment, in two skins joined to form an irregular rectan-
gle, and it represents the geographical knowledge of the time.

Its importance lies in the fact that it is the oldest surviving cartographic work on which the American 
continent appears and on which the discoveries made between 1492 and 1500 are represented. 

It appears to have been commissioned by Bishop Fonseca to show the Catholic Monarchs the new 
discoveries in relation to the known lands.

This map marked the beginning of the Sevillian School of the Casa de Contratación, which focused 
on the discoveries and the New World, and the decline of the Majorcan School, belonging to a me-
dieval tradition that centred on the Mediterranean, and whose greatest exponent lay in the Por-
tolan charts, which contained the description of the coasts and ports, indicated the distances and 
routes to be followed, and were used in conjunction with the tide gauge. With their flat structure, 
the Portolan charts were perfect for the representation of the Mediterranean, but they contained 
important errors when representing other geographical latitudes.

Map of Juan de la Cosa (1500). Archive of the Naval Museum of Madrid
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE CASA DE LA CONTRATACIÓN (HOUSE OF TRADE)

In 1503, the Catholic Monarchs created the Casa de la Contratación in Seville, which was to centralise all mat-
ters relating to trade and traffic in the Indies. In addition to exercising the commercial monopoly, the functions 
of the House would be diversified throughout the 16th century, becoming one of the 
most notable nautical teaching and research centres in Europe during the 16th and 17th 

centuries.

The most famous sailors of the time taught there. In 1508, the position of Head Pilot 
was created, its functions consisting in examining the pilots of the Carrera de Indias 
and drawing up the Padrón Real or Universal Chart, which incorporated the observa-
tions and discoveries made by the sailors on each voyage and served as a model for 
sea charts.

The Casa housed the making of navigation instruments such as the astrolabe, 
quadrant and Jacob’s staff used at the time, as well as the writing of the first Trea-
tises on Navigation, conceived to teach the technical rudiments of the Art of Nav-
igation. It is these treatises, translated into various languages, that justify the 
claim by the naval historian Admiral Guillén Tato that “Europe learned to sail in 
Spanish books.”

MEDINA, Pedro de. Arte de navegar 
[Valladolid]: en casa de Francisco 

Fernández de Córdova, impresor, 1556
Madrid Naval Museum Library

Panoramic View of Seville by Ianssonius, 1617
Madrid Naval Museum

It shows us a Seville decorated with a profusion of ships, galleons, naos, galleys and falúas (luggers)

With the works of Cortés and Medina, a radically different era in the history of nautical scientific literature began. 
One contemporary work, albeit unpublished at the time because it contained secret information, was Alonso de 

Chaves’s Espejo de Navegantes. In 1537 his manuscript brought together all the knowledge necessary for sailors, 
from cosmography to military tactics.

FERNÁNDEZ DE ENCISO, Martín. Suma de Geographia. 
Sevilla: por Jacobo Cromberger, 1519
Madrid Naval Museum Library
It was the first Spanish navigation treaty authorised by 
the Casa de la Contratación

CORTÉS, Martín. Breve compendio de la sphera 
y de la arte de navegar. Sevilla: en casa de Antón 
Álvarez impresor de libros, 1551
Madrid Naval Museum Library
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE CASA DE LA CONTRATACIÓN (HOUSE OF TRADE)

In 1503, the Catholic Monarchs created the Casa de la Contratación in Seville, which was to centralise all mat-
ters relating to trade and traffic in the Indies. In addition to exercising the commercial monopoly, the functions 
of the House would be diversified throughout the 16th century, becoming one of the 
most notable nautical teaching and research centres in Europe during the 16th and 17th 

centuries.

The most famous sailors of the time taught there. In 1508, the position of Head Pilot 
was created, its functions consisting in examining the pilots of the Carrera de Indias 
and drawing up the Padrón Real or Universal Chart, which incorporated the observa-
tions and discoveries made by the sailors on each voyage and served as a model for 
sea charts.

The Casa housed the making of navigation instruments such as the astrolabe, 
quadrant and Jacob’s staff used at the time, as well as the writing of the first Trea-
tises on Navigation, conceived to teach the technical rudiments of the Art of Nav-
igation. It is these treatises, translated into various languages, that justify the 
claim by the naval historian Admiral Guillén Tato that “Europe learned to sail in 
Spanish books.”

MEDINA, Pedro de. Arte de navegar 
[Valladolid]: en casa de Francisco 

Fernández de Córdova, impresor, 1556
Madrid Naval Museum Library

Panoramic View of Seville by Ianssonius, 1617
Madrid Naval Museum

It shows us a Seville decorated with a profusion of ships, galleons, naos, galleys and falúas (luggers)

The first conquests 
in the New World

The European stage

Starting from when Nicolas de Ovando took office as 
Governor General of the Indies in 1502, the Crown had a 
stable bridgehead in Hispaniola from which the expeditions 
that made the first conquests departed, almost always on 
the initiative of daring men, who acted with the permission 
of, and under contract from, the Crown, but at their own ex-
pense, hoping to compensate for their efforts and expens-
es with the profits from the exploitation of the conquered 
territory.

Thus, between 1505 and 1518, all the Greater Antilles 
were incorporated into the Crown: Cuba, won by Diego 
Velázquez and Pánfilo de Narváez; Puerto Rico by Ponce de 
León; and Jamaica by Juan de Esquivel. Things were slow-
er in Tierra Firme, but Núñez de Balboa founded the first 
permanent settlement in 1510, Santa María la Antigua del 
Darién, in what is now Panama.

The foreign policy of the Catholic Monarchs, which 
was consistent with the lines of action inherited from the 
kingdoms of Castile and Aragon, had four main axes: good 
relations with the Crown of Portugal, consolidated by the 
Treaty of Tordesillas; rivalry with France, inherited from 
the Crown of Aragon; the North African scene, a natural 
continuation of the Reconquista, from which corsairs and 
pirates threatened maritime traffic and the Spanish coast 
itself; and the Italian scene, where the Kingdom of Naples, 
which since the death of King Alfonso V had remained in 
the hands of a collateral branch of the House of Aragon, 
played an important role.

Illustrious Seamen
PEDRO NAVARRO (1460-1528)

A Navarrese by birth, in keeping with his fami-
ly name, Pedro Navarro left his homeland at an 
early age and sought his fortune in Italy. His per-
sonal gifts gave him a job under the Marquess of 
Crotone, at whose service he began his seafaring 
career as a corsair in the Mediterranean, in which 
job he reached the rank of captain.
A soldier in the Italian wars under Gonzalo Fernán-
dez de Córdoba y Enríquez de Aguilar – nicknamed 
“El Gran Capitán” (“The Great Captain”) –, he ex-
celled as an inventor of mines, which he used suc-
cessfully in various campaigns throughout his life. 
He fought at Cerignola and his mines were decisive 
in the victory at the Battle of Garigliano, earning 
him the title of Count of Oliveto.
He then served King Ferdinand in Spain and North 
Africa. He was captain general of the navy that con-
quered the Peñón de Vélez de la Gomera in 1508 and 
Field Master to Cardinal Cisneros in the capture of 
Oran the following year. When the cardinal returned 
to Spain, Navarro conquered Béjaïa and Tripoli and 
subjected Algiers and Tunisia to vassalage. After op-
erations in North Africa were suspended following 
the disaster of García de Toledo in Los Gelves, 
Navarro moved on to Naples in 1512. Under the or-
ders of Viceroy Cardona, he served as the head of 
the infantry at the Battle of Ravenna against the 
French, in which, by virtue of remaining at the head 
of his troops, he was taken prisoner. As the Spanish 
monarch was unwilling to pay his ransom, he went 
into the service of King Francis I of France.

Count Pedro Navarro. Unknown author
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Conquest in 
North Africa

For the Catholic Kings, North Africa was both a threat 
and an opportunity. The cities on African soil offered both 
necessary bases for the fight against the Berber pirates and 
possible starting points for future expansion towards the 
south. For this reason, as soon as the Reconquista of the 
peninsula was completed, the kings entrusted the Duke of 
Medina Sidonia with the occupation of Melilla, achieved by 
Pedro de Estopiñán in 1497.

Peñón de Vélez de la Gomera. In Civitates Orbis Terrarum 
by Georg Braun, 1588

Madrid Naval Museum Library

Spanish conquests in North Africa. Adapted from: Historia militar de España
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From the Compass to the Aegis

NAVAL ARTILLERY AT THE BEGINNING OF THE MODERN AGE

The beginnings of the use of artillery in Western Europe are uncertain, but it is most likely that it was 
the Muslims who began to use it in southern Spain in the second half of the 13th century.

Nor is there any certainty about the use of naval artillery; several countries are considered to have 
been the first to have used it. This may have also happened in Spain, in the War of the Two Peters 
between Castile and Aragon.

In any case, naval artillery in the Middle Ages was very ineffective. Especially in the Atlantic, the 
movements of ships subjected to heavy swells made aiming impossible. But even in the Mediterra-
nean, it is known that, in 1525, during a lull, a nao under the command of Martín de Rentería spent 
hours putting up resistance against the artillery attack of 18 Berber galleys and fustas, which did not 
prevent the nao from continuing to sail when the wind blew.

At the time of the discoveries, ships would soon mount artillery, because even if it was ineffective, 
it could have a great deterrent effect on the natives of the remote islands and on possible pirates. 
Logically, when piracy by European nations began, an arms race would start, increasing the number, 
size and variety of cannons.

At the beginning of the Modern Age, the Spanish used naval artillery effectively in bombing actions 
against targets on land. A notable example is the conquest of Taranto by the Great Captain, and an-
other is the taking of the Peñón de Vélez de la Gomera by García de Toledo. But real naval battles 
with cannon fire were not to happen until the end of the 16th century.

Falconet (light cannon) reed 
(end of 15th century - beginning 
of 16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

After the long parenthesis of the Italian wars, Pedro 
Navarro, in command of a navy destined to fight the 
Corsicans, conquered the important Peñón de Vélez de la 
Gomera in 1508. One year later, under the firm impulse of 
Cardinal Cisneros, he conquered Oran. In 1510, Béjaïa and 

Tripoli fell. Pedro Navarro’s successes neutralised the threat 
from Algiers and Tunis, but they were not followed up. 
García de Toledo’s defeat at Los Gelves put an end to the 
African campaign for the time being, leaving the problem of 
Barbary piracy contained, but without a definitive solution.
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Spanish sacabuche (16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
Small piece of artillery used in the parapets and borders 
of ships

Battle of Cerignola. Oil painting by Federico Madrazo
Prado Museum

Portolan charts of the Mediterranean. Mateo Prunes ( 1563 )
Madrid Naval Museum

Armed Conflicts

THE NAVY IN THE CONQUEST 
OF NAPLES (1495-1504)

In the essentially land-based campaigns in Italy, 
the actions of Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba, the 
Great Captain, and his infantry stood out. How-
ever, without the naval capacity that the Catholic 
Monarchs inherited from the Crown of Aragon, the 
feat would not have been possible

It was the ships of Galcerán de Requesens that 
brought Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba’s troops to 
Sicily. After participating in the capture of Reggio, it 
was also the Spanish ships that prevented the arriv-
al of reinforcements in Naples, blocked Gaeta to al-
low its conquest and, once control of the sea had 
been gained, attended to some of the most difficult 
tasks of the campaign, including the transport of 
supplies, the link between commanders and, wher-
ever appropriate, flanking operations.

Even more important was the role played by the 
naval forces in the second campaign, in 1501, in 
which the Great Captain, appointed Captain Gener-
al of Land and Sea, demonstrated his naval genius 
in the capture of Taranto. Under his orders, in ad-
dition to Pedro Navarro, mention should be made 
of the galleys of the Aragonese admiral Bernat 
de Vilamarí and the naos of Juan de Lazcano, from 
Gipuzkoa, who, after defeating the French navy, 
had the entourage disembark to form infantry 
companies.

Renaissance Ships (16th century). Watercolour by Rafael Monleón 
Naval Museum of Madrid
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The Aragonese heritage: 
the conquest of Naples

The wars on Italian soil, first to defend the King of Na-
ples from the attack of the French; then to divide the terri-
tory with France; and finally, to annex the whole kingdom 
and expel the French army, ended in 1504 with the victory 
of King Ferdinand the Catholic in the diplomatic field and 
of the Hispanic armed forces in the battlefields of Cerignola 
and Garigliano. At this point, the Crown of Naples was to 
remain in Spanish hands for more than two centuries.

During the course of the military operations in Italy, un-
der the command of Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba –the 
Great Captain– the art of war was revolutionised and the 
seed of Spanish military organisation was planted, as its 
Tercios were to dominate the European battlefields for 
the next 150 years and serve as the base for the Marine 
Corps.



The wars on Italian soil, first to defend the King of Na-
ples from the attack of the French; then to divide the terri-
tory with France; and finally, to annex the whole kingdom 
and expel the French army, ended in 1504 with the victory 
of King Ferdinand the Catholic in the diplomatic field and 
of the Hispanic armed forces in the battlefields of Cerignola 
and Garigliano. At this point, the Crown of Naples was to 
remain in Spanish hands for more than two centuries.

During the course of the military operations in Italy, un-
der the command of Gonzalo Fernández de Córdoba –the 
Great Captain– the art of war was revolutionised and the 
seed of Spanish military organisation was planted, as its 
Tercios were to dominate the European battlefields for 
the next 150 years and serve as the base for the Marine 
Corps.

Spanish sacabuche (16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
Small piece of artillery used in the parapets and borders 
of ships

Battle of Cerignola. Oil painting by Federico Madrazo
Prado Museum

Portolan charts of the Mediterranean. Mateo Prunes ( 1563 )
Madrid Naval Museum
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Chapter  V
WHERE THE SUN NEVER SETS

CHAPTER V – WHERE THE SUN NEVER SETS



The challenges of the imperial policy
When King Ferdinand the Catholic died in 1516, as his 

daughter Joanna was unable to govern, his grandson Charles I 
was proclaimed king. His Hispanic heritage was joined by the 
Burgundian heritage of his paternal grandmother –Flanders, 
Luxembourg, and the French Count– and the Austrian heri-
tage of his paternal grandfather. Elected Holy Roman Em-
peror in 1519, King Charles I –Charles V in imperial dignity–
became the most powerful monarch of the time.

In the new circumstances, the expansive strategy in the 
New World and a less ambitious one in the Mediterranean, 
which had given such good results to the Catholic Mon-
archs, was no longer sufficient. King Charles I and his heir, 
King Philip II, had to attend to very diverse fronts:

• To maintain the momentum of the exploration and 
conquest of the New World.

• To confront powerful France, whose population was 
twice that of the Iberian kingdoms and which aspired 
to European primacy from an uncomfortable central 
position, wedged between territories of the Emperor 
that were hostile to it.

• To defend Europe from the expansion of the powerful 
Ottoman Empire, which was allied in the western Me-
diterranean with the Berber privateers.

King Charles I of Spain and V of Germany

CHRONOLOGY
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Juan Truce of Nice
Sebastián War against Andrea Doria 

Elcano King Charles V France and defeated in War against War against arrives in elected the League Treaty of Preveza by France in France in Seville after Emperor of Cognac Cambrai the Turks Italy Italy and travelling Conquest of in Italy Flandersaround the Tunisia
world.

1516 1521 1525 1527 1532 1536 1540 1546 1556

1519 1522 1526 1529 1535 1538 1542 1551

Death of King Conquest of the 
Pizarro Peace of 

Ferdinand Aztec Empire War against Philip II Victory at begins the CrépyFrance the Catholic by Hernán Pedro de succeeds Pavia
Cortés Sack of Rome conquest in Italy Valdivia begins Charles I

Charles I Peace with of the Inca 
War against the conquest of inherits the France Empire

throne France in Chile
Navarre and 
Italy



When King Ferdinand the Catholic died in 1516, as his 
daughter Joanna was unable to govern, his grandson Charles I 
was proclaimed king. His Hispanic heritage was joined by the 
Burgundian heritage of his paternal grandmother –Flanders, 
Luxembourg, and the French Count– and the Austrian heri-
tage of his paternal grandfather. Elected Holy Roman Em-
peror in 1519, King Charles I –Charles V in imperial dignity–
became the most powerful monarch of the time.

In the new circumstances, the expansive strategy in the 
New World and a less ambitious one in the Mediterranean, 
which had given such good results to the Catholic Mon-
archs, was no longer sufficient. King Charles I and his heir, 
King Philip II, had to attend to very diverse fronts:

• To maintain the momentum of the exploration and 
conquest of the New World.

• To confront powerful France, whose population was 
twice that of the Iberian kingdoms and which aspired 
to European primacy from an uncomfortable central 
position, wedged between territories of the Emperor 
that were hostile to it.

• To defend Europe from the expansion of the powerful 
Ottoman Empire, which was allied in the western Me-
diterranean with the Berber privateers.

King Charles I of Spain and V of Germany

• To confront the rebellion of the German princes and, 
later, of the United Provinces, for social and political 
reasons and because of religious differences that se-
riously offended some monarchs who felt called to de-
fend Christianity against Islam or heresy.

As if that were not enough, it was necessary to defend 
the maritime routes of the Mediterranean, northern Europe 
and, above all, the Carrera de Indias, which was threatened 
not only by pirates and corsairs but also by ships in the ser-
vice of the crowns that had once been excluded from the 
Treaty of Tordesillas.

King Philip II

The Eighty 
Years’ War 

Conquest of begins, 
the Peñón de Philip II Álvaro against the 

Victory at Vélez de la inherits the de Bazán Flemish 
San Quentin Gomera crown of conquers rebels

Portugal Terceira 
Island

1559 1565 1571 1582

1557 1564 1568 1580   1583   
Relief for Malta

Pedro Menéndez de Avilés 
conquers Florida

Victory of  Cyprus falls Miguel López de Legazpi Álvaro de to the Turksconquers the Philippines Bazán in 
Victory of the Peace of Urdaneta discovers the the Azores
Holy League Cateau- route back across the Pacific 
at LepantoCambresis Ocean
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The limits of imperial 
power

It is not possible to understand the history of 
the 16th to 18th centuries without considering the 
strategic limitations of the monarchies of the 
Modern Age, which even affected the empire 
that was the world’s leading power. Internally, 
the monarchs of the 16th century were a long 
way from absolute power. King Charles I had 
to deal with the rebellion of the communi-
ties in Castile, the Germanies (Revolt of the 
Brotherhoods) in Valencia and the German 
Protestants. King Philip II, for his part, had 
to face the Morisco Revolt and the Dutch 
Revolt.

In the field of military strategy, both 
the Tercios (military units of the Span-
ish Army during the time of the House 
of Austria) and the squadrons of the Crown, 
whether galleys or galleons, were enormously effective but 
very expensive instruments. The number of soldiers, like 
that of ships, was always reduced and the resources needed 
to put armies to fight were so great that many of the wars 
did not end with successes or failures on the battlefield, but 
with the depletion of the treasuries. Rarely were victories 
or defeats decisive. It was most common to recover with 
each truce and start again with renewed strength. Unfortu-
nately, the number of fronts open to the Empire was such 
that there were practically no periods of truce and, during 
the 16th and 17th centuries, it is easy to relate the Spanish 
military defeats to the royal bankruptcies.

Atlas of the Mediterranean. Diego Homen (c. 1561)
Madrid Naval Museum

Spanish Emerald (16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
Light artillery pieces that were used from the galley 
bulwarks against enemy crews

Spanish iron helmet (second half of the 15th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Takeover of the South Sea
History of the Spanish Royal Navy

Madrid Naval Museum Library
The discovery of the South Sea by Balboa was the beginning of an 

enterprise that, throughout the 16th-20th centuries, involved the 
exploration and knowledge of the seas and islands that make up 

what later, in the expedition of Magellan and Elcano, would be 
called the Pacific Ocean

Foundations of Naval Power

THE NAVIES OF THE HOUSE 
OF AUSTRIA

During the 16th and 17th centuries, the Spanish 
Monarchy had armies or squadrons for specif-
ic tasks, entrusted to a captain-general and very 
often created by contract with individuals so that 
the captain-general himself contributed all or part 
of the ships and the supplies.

In the Atlantic, the Royal Navy or Ocean Sea Navy 
included the Guard Navy of the Strait, which under 
various names protected the departure and arrival 
of the West Indies Fleets for almost two centuries. 
Rather different in character were the Portuguese 
Squadron (while the union lasted), the Flemish 
Navy (between 1604 and 1650), or the squadrons 
of Galicia, the Cuatro Villas, Biscay or Gipuzkoa. 
The latter, rather than being permanent, were 
formed whenever so required by the occasion. In 
the Indies, the Windward and South Sea Navies 
had, during the periods for which they were creat-
ed, specific responsibilities related to the defence 
of navigation.

Juan Sebastián 
de Elcano’s world 
circumnavigation

The exploration voyages to the New World were not 
interrupted by the new dynasty. The most important goal 
was still to find a passage to the Moluccas that would 
give access to the most lucrative trade of the time, that 
of spices.

Imperial and Royal Coat of Arms of 
the Spanish Monarchy (16th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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The expedition of the Spice Navy, which culminated in 
Juan Sebastián de Elcano’s first circumnavigation, did not 
achieve its intended commercial objective: King Charles I 
sold Portugal his possible rights to the Moluccan Islands in 
1529. But it did represent a decisive step in the progress of 
humanity, helping to dispel medieval myths and revealing 
the true dimensions of our planet and its oceans. It also had 
consequences of considerable importance in the develop-
ment of the Spanish Empire in the Pacific and in the open-
ing up of new trade routes.



Kunstmann IV  World Map. George Reinel (c. 1519). National Library of France

Naval Feats

THE FIRST CIRCUMNAVIGATION

The Portuguese explorer Ferdinand Magellan, displeased with the 
treatment received from his king, travelled to Spain and presented 
King Charles I with the idea of carrying out an expedition to reach the 
Spice Islands –the Moluccas– sailing westwards, as Columbus had 
tried in his time. The Portuguese had already reached the Moluccas 
in 1511, after skirting Africa.

The king approved the proposal and in 1518 he signed capitulations 
granting him the command of five naos: Trinidad, San Antonio, Con-
cepción, Victoria and Santiago. Juan Sebastián de Elcano, a Basque, 
embarked on the Concepción. Magellan set sail from Sanlúcar de Bar-
rameda on 20th September 1519. After stops in Tenerife, Brazil, and 
Rio de la Plata, on 31 March 1520 he entered San Julian Bay (Argen-
tina) where he wintered and severely quelled a rebellion. With four 
ships –due to the shipwreck of the Santiago– he entered what is now 
called the Strait of Magellan, where the San Antonio deserted and re-
turned to Spain. On 28 November, with only three ships, he entered 
the South Sea, which he named the Pacific Ocean. After more than 3 
months of sailing with many hardships, on 6 March 1521 the expedition reached the Ladrones Islands, today 
the Marianas, and on the 16th the sailors reached the present-day Philippines.

In Cebu, Magellan befriended Rajah Humabon, whom he made vassal to the King of Spain, and converted 
many to Christianity. But on 27 April he clashed with Lapu-Lapu, a tribal chief from neighbouring Mactan, who 
accepted neither vassalage nor conversions. Magellan was defeated and died in the battle. Shortly afterwards, 
the Spaniards were betrayed by Rajah Humabon, who killed many during a banquet, and the rest fled with the 
three naos.

Because of the shortage of men and its poor condition, the Concepción was burnt down. The Victoria and Trini-
dad naos, commanded by Elcano and Espinosa respectively, reached Tidore, one of the islands in the Moluccan 
archipelago, on 8 November, and took many spices on board. The Trinidad stayed on by a waterway, and the 

Ferdinand Magellan
Oil painting, unknown author (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

78

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rajah_Humabon


Victoria left on 21 December 1521 to return to Spain via the Indian Ocean. In Cape Verde, after five months of 
sailing, she had to stop to collect food supplies, but when the Victoria was identified as belonging to the Spice 
Navy, she had to flee from the Portuguese.

On 6 September 1522, three years after starting the journey, the Victoria entered Sanlúcar under the command 
of Elcano, with 18 men on board. Thus ended what many consider to be the greatest naval feat of all time. 
What Elcano himself wrote to the Emperor attests to its importance: “Your High Majesty will know that what 
we must esteem and value the most is that we have discovered all the roundness of the world, going through the 
West and coming through the East.” As a reward, Juan Sebastián de Elcano received from the Emperor a coat 
of arms with the motto “primus circumdedisti me.”

Primus Circumdedisti me. Oil painting 
by Augusto Ferrer Dalmau (2019)

Madrid Naval Museum

Juan Sebastián de Elcano. Oil painting, unknown author (19th century)
Maritime Museum of the Torre del Oro (Seville)
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Mural of the main Spanish expeditions

Madrid Naval Museum

If for any reason the history of the Navy deserves to be considered 
universal, it is because of the discoveries made in the Atlantic and 
the Pacific Oceans between the 15th and 18th centuries.

Arnold J. Toynbee wrote in his A Study of History about the service 
that the Iberian seafarers lent to our model of civilisation :

“They expanded the horizon, and thereby potentially the domain, of 
the society they represented until it came to embrace all the habit-
able lands and navigable seas of the globe. It is owing in the first in-
stance to this Iberian energy that Western Christendom has grown, 
until it has become the ‘Great Society’: a tree in whose branches all 
the nations of the Earth have come and lodged.”
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The overseas empire
One of mankind’s most remarkable feats is undoubtedly 

the conquest and colonization of America. The protagonists 
were hardly ever soldiers, but rather armies armed by pri-
vate individuals fighting for their own benefit. The captains 
of the expeditions received the appropriate licence from 
the king and, in return, undertook to respect the conditions 
agreed with the monarch, giving the Crown its share of the 
profits and contributing to the objective which, from the 
perspective of the time, made the conquest venture fair: 
the evangelisation of the natives.

Surprisingly, the more developed the social structure of 
the conquered people, the faster were the conquests. Thus, 
Hernán Cortés in Mexico and Francisco Pizarro in Peru, after 
the feat that involved defeating the armies of the Aztec and 
Inca empires on the battlefield, did not find it too difficult to 
replace their respective emperors, as most of their subjects 
were used to being so.

In contrast with the rapid successes of Cortés, Pizarro or 
Valdivia, there were other, far less expeditious conquests. 
Beyond the authority of the Inca and Aztec empires, in Cen-
tral and South America, there was an enormous territory 
where each cacique acted independently and where, more-
over, nature was as tough an enemy as the hostile tribes. To 
the north of the Aztec Empire and to the south of the Inca 
Empire, the resistance of the nomadic tribes was also very 
difficult to overcome and, in some cases, it was the repub-
lics created following the emancipation that had to pacify 
the most inhospitable territories. As a final datum of a his-
torical process that was actually extraordinarily varied, in 
Florida, which was sparsely populated, it was not the Indi-
ans but the French Huguenots who opposed Pedro Menén-
dez de Avilés’s conquest.

In the Pacific Ocean, the discovery of the Philippine Is-
lands, where Magellan died, only bore fruit four decades later 
with the expedition of Miguel López de Legazpi, who carried 
out the conquest between 1565 and 1572. At the same time, 
Andrés de Urdaneta discovered the route back across the Pa-
cific to America. From the European perspective, both events 
turned the Pacific Ocean into a Spanish lake, crossed annual-
ly by the Manila galleon, which made it possible to exchange 
American silver for spices and luxury objects –silk, porcelain 
or crafts– of Asian origin. The trade route thus opened up is 
considered by many to be the first precedent of globalisation.

Francisco Pizarro. Oil painting, unknown author (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
Pizarro conquered the empire of the Incas, which was based 

approximately in present-day Peru (1532-1536)

Hernán Cortés Orders His Ships to Sail (1519) 
Oil painting by Rafael Monleón (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
Cortés conquered the Aztec empire in Mexico 
(1519-1521)
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Illustrious Seamen
PEDRO MENÉNDEZ DE 

AVILÉS (1519-1574)
At a very young age Pedro Menéndez learned the 
trade of the sea. At the age of eighteen he was al-
ready the owner and skipper of a patache (a very 
light and shallow sailing vessel with two masts), 
with which he devoted himself to privateering, 
first on his own and then with a royal patent 
against French privateers. His successes earned 
him the trust of the future King Philip II, who gave 
him command of various fleets that brought sol-
diers and wealth to Flanders, with which he con-
tributed to the victory of St. Quentin. He was also 
captain general of various West Indies Fleets and, 
based on his proposals, the rules that regulated 
the Carrera de Indias route for more than two hun-
dred years were established.

Due to the prestige he had achieved as a sailor and 
as a military man, King Philip II appointed him as 
the Adelantado of Florida (a title held by Spanish 
nobles in service of their respective kings), en-
trusting him with the expulsion of the French Hu-
guenots established there. He carried out the task 
with both success and rigour, and founded the city 
of St. Augustine, thereby establishing Spanish rule 
on that peninsula. He was also a student of nauti-
cal sciences, and obtained a patent for an instru-
ment to measure length. He also designed innova-
tive boats, such as the so-called galleoncete.

Pedro Menéndez de Avilés died when he had been 
assigned with the command of a powerful navy 
destined to fight the rebellion in Flanders. The 
death of this great sailor and excellent soldier was 
a significant loss for the Hispanic Monarchy at a 
time when men like him were making a difference.

Statue of Pedro Menéndez de Avilés in 
the El Muelle Park in Avilés

Naval Feats

ANDRÉS DE URDANETA 
AND THE TORNAVIAJE 

(RETURN ROUTE)

Andrés de Urdaneta, born in Villafranca de Ordizia 
(Guipúzcoa) at the end of 1507 or beginning of 1508, 
discovered the return route from the Philippines to 
the American continent through the Pacific, which 
had been impossible until then due to the contrary 
winds.

Urdaneta had sailed on Loaysa’s expedition, sent 
in 1525 to the Moluccan Islands. Almost 40 years 
later, in 1564 he set off on an expedition to the 
Philippines under the command of Legazpi, who 
arrived in February 1565. The following June, he 
embarked on a ship as a cosmographer and began 
his return journey to Mexico.

He avoided the trade winds and followed the 
Kuro-Shivo current, sailing north and northeast, 
turning east when close to Japan to take advan-
tage of the westerly winds that carried him to the 
coast of California, and then turning south to enter 
Acapulco on 8 October 1565.

With this long and safe journey across the Pacific 
of over 7,000 miles, Urdaneta opened the route 
back to America that he had been seeking for so 
many years, and it became an important trade 
route used from then on by other expeditions and 
by the legendary manila Galleon.

Andrés de Urdaneta
Ink drawing by Marcelino González
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The wars with France
From 1521 to 1546, the Empire waged four fierce wars 

with France, mainly caused by disputes over the control of 
the various territories of the fragmented Italian peninsula, 
although hostilities were not limited to this setting.

The first of the wars was fought both in Navarre, which 
was invaded by King Francis I, and in southern France and 
the whole of the Italian peninsula. For Charles V, control of 
the sea was vital, as his armies could not reach Italy by land. 
But the French fleet, supported by their Genoese and Ve-
netian counterparts, would prove itself stronger during the 
first moments of the conflict. It was after the fall of Genoa, 
when the galleys of Naples intervened, that the dominance 
of the sea changed hands and allowed Hugo de Moncada’s 
squadron to support the imperial army in the conquest of 
Toulon. Later, the intervention of the galleys led by Andrea 
Doria, the great Genoese admiral, who acted in favour of 
Francis I, took the dominion of the sea away from the Em-
pire, but this could not prevent the decisive victory of Pavia 
in 1525, in which the French king was taken prisoner, forcing 
him to put an end to the hostilities.

The peace would not last long. In 1526, Venice and the 
Pope joined the French in the League of Cognac and blocked 
Naples. The Emperor’s troops sacked Rome in 1527, but 
in Naples Hugo de Moncada’s squad was destroyed when 
it tried to break the blockade. Andrea Doria’s providential 
change of sides in 1528 restored the Emperor’s dominion 
over the sea and allowed the French to be expelled from Italy.

Between 1536 and 1538 a new war was fought, caused 
by the death of the last Duke of Milan. The fighting ended 
with the exhaustion of both opponents, but left the Duchy 
of Milan in Spanish hands for nearly two centuries.

Again in 1542, after King Francis I’s alliance with the 
Ottoman Empire, the war resumed. But the alliance was 
short-lived and, despite its initial victories in Italy, France, 
attacked by imperial forces from Germany and by the En-
glish from Calais, was forced to accept a return to the sta-
tus quo ante. During this war, a squadron led by Alvaro de 
Bazán the Elder defeated the French at Muros Bay in 1543. 
From 1544 onwards, it was Menéndez de Avilés who con-
tributed most to eradicating French privateers in the Bay 
of Biscay.

The final balance of the wars with the France of King 
Francis I, exhausting for both sides, was positive for the 
Empire, which demonstrated its status as the leading mil-
itary power and significantly increased its possessions and 
influence in Italy.

With the death of Francis I, Henry II, the new king of 
France, resumed hostilities in 1551, supporting the rebellious 
German princes who had been defeated at Mühlberg. While 
the Protestants made a surprise attack on Emperor Charles V 

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF 
MUROS BAY (1543)

The wars with France at sea took place mainly in 
the Mediterranean. But this was not to be the only 
battlefield. In the Bay of Biscay, the French Corsi-
cans posed a serious threat and, in order to deal 
with it, the king ordered Álvaro de Bazán the Elder 
to form an army based in Laredo.

In the summer of 1543, a French fleet of 30 ships 
plundered several towns in Galicia. Álvaro de Bazán 
left with 25 ships to fight it, finding it in Muros Bay. 
Captain Fernández Duro, a great naval historian, 
describes the battle as follows:

“The two armies got ready, starting the fight with 
great courage. Don Alvaro collided with the ene-
my flagship’s bow and caused it to sink, not with-
out considerable damage to his own vessel and the 
loss of 100 men. He immediately seized another 
ship and caused it to surrender while, as the action 
became generalised, they fought hard. After two 
hours, fate was clearly favouring our men, and the 
resistance of our opponents lasted only a little lon-
ger. Only one ship, with its mast split by a bullet, es-
caped through the sea; 23 of them surrendered and 
the flagship had sunk, as has been said”.

The Battle of Muros Bay was one among many in 
the permanent war against privateers, both at sea 
and on the coast. The size of the forces involved 
underlines the effort involved in defending mari-
time trade and the security of coastal towns, not 
only in the Mediterranean but also in the ocean.

The Battle of Muros. Oil painting by Movillo
Naval Military School
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Basket guard sword 
(18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Spanish Capacete helmet (mid-16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
It was characteristic of infantry weaponry from 
the end of the 15th to the end of the 16th century

at Innsbruck, French forces invaded Alsace and Lorraine. The 
complicated situation forced Emperor Charles V to accept 
religious freedom in Germany in exchange for the princes 
breaking their alliance with France. This personal defeat, 
coupled with the failure of the siege of Metz, which had been 
handed over by the Germans to Henry II in exchange for his 
support, led to Charles V’s abdication. The Empire and its 
Austrian possessions were left to his brother Ferdinand while 
his son, King Philip II, continued the war with France.

The new king decisively defeated the French at San 
Quentin and Gravelines, forcing France to sign the Peace 

of Cateau-Cambrésis in 1559, whereby it renounced Italy 
definitively. In both battles, sailors like Pedro Menéndez de 
Avilés played an important role in supporting the king, who 
achieved control of the sea and ensured the transport of 
supplies from the peninsula.

Over the next few decades, France, plagued by its own 
religious revolt, gave the Hispanic Monarchy free rein to 
deal with the rebellion of the Flemish Protestants which, 
in 1568, began the Eighty Years’ War, and also to decisively 
confront an even greater danger in the Mediterranean: the 
Ottoman Empire.
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The fierce turk in Lepanto
While King Charles I was fighting with France, he had con-

tinued the long struggle against the expansion of the Otto-
man Empire. From the eastern Mediterranean, then domi-

nated by the Turkish navy, frequent plundering expeditions 
were made against Italian or Spanish territories, supported 
by Berber corsairs and their bases in North Africa. In 1522, 

Foundations of Naval Power
THE CREATION OF THE MARINE CORPS

n 1537, in order to provide the Galley Squadron of Naples with an infantry of 
the best quality, Charles V ordered the creation of the Old Companies of the 
Sea of Naples, which units were permanently assigned to the garrison of these 
ships.

In 1566, King Philip II went one step further and permanently linked a few 
infantry Tercios to the squadrons of the Monarchy and these units, under the 
generic name of Navy Infantry, fought by land and sea with the galley and 
galleon squadrons. One of these Tercios, the New Tercio of the Sea of Naples, 
was granted the antiquity of 1537, as it was considered the heir to the Old 
Companies created in that year. This was, then, the antiquity that King Philip V 
acknowledged in the Marine Corps in 1717, when he reorganized the Army and 
Navy units.

In view of the important organic changes that the Marine Corps. underwent 
throughout its history, the antiquity of the Body was ratified by King Juan 
Carlos I by Royal Decree 1888/1978 of 10 July.



the year the Turks took over Rhodes, the Peñón de Vélez de 
la Gomera was lost. In the following decade, Andrea Doria’s 
galleys attacked the Peloponnese, Coron, Patras and the 
entrance of the Dardanelles, while King Charles V came to 
defend Vienna. For their part, Berber corsairs assaulted var-
ious cities on the Spanish and Italian coasts, and even took 
over Tunis, until then a vassal kingdom of the Emperor.

The swords were still drawn. In 1535, King Charles V con-
quered Tunis and La Goulette. However, Andrea Doria was 
defeated in 1538 at the naval Battle of Preveza, temporarily 
establishing the naval superiority of the Turks. The failure of 
the expedition sent against Algiers in 1541 –taking advan-
tage of a lull in the long war with France– put the Empire on 
the defensive in a theatre that was of secondary interest to 
Charles V, but vital to his interests.

Commemorative tray of the Conquest of Tunis (1535)

Madrid Naval Museum

Foundations of Naval Power

THE GALLEY SQUADRONS

IIn the Mediterranean, the galley squadrons of the Hispanic Monarchy - those of Spain, Naples, Sic-
ily and Genoa - were practically autonomous and fought in their respective theatres of operations 
under their own commanders.

Both the navies and the galley squadrons of the monarchy were usually commanded by experienced 
captain-generals. When they met, the order of precedence, established at the beginning of the 17th 
century to avoid competition between the commands, put the captain general of the Spanish galleys 
first.

Above the galley squadrons in order of precedence was the Ocean 
Sea Navy (Armada del Mar Océano), whose captain general in-
variably belonged to the nobility, which gave him the necessary 
prestige to impose his authority on his seasoned subordinates. 
In the presence of the flagship of the Ocean Sea Navy, the oth-
er flagships had to lower their banners and salute it twice with 
the whistle and a third time with the artillery.

The galley squadrons gradually lost their military value as 
the development of galleons and ships progressed. The last 
galley unit was definitively dissolved in the middle of the 
18th century.

View of Cartagena. In El atlas del rey planeta: La descripción de España y 
de las costas y puertos de sus reinos by Pedro Teixeira (1634)

Madrid Naval Museum Library
The galleys of Spain, which during the reign of Philip III used Cartagena 

as a winter base, had to change their location, concentrating on the Bay 
of Cadiz, given the defensive needs of the Monarchy to, among other 

things, protect the arrival of the West Indies Fleets to Seville
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A defensive strategy required a continuous deployment 
of ships, men and lookouts along the Spanish and Italian 
coasts, a hard effort that could only limit the damage. Once 
the initiative was lost, it was not possible to prevent the loss 
of Béjaïa and Tripoli or the numerous atrocities committed 
by Ottomans and corsairs at sea and along the Mediterra-
nean coasts. So as soon as the conflicts in Europe made this 
possible, King Philip II joined forces with the threatened 
Italian republics to confront the Ottoman Empire directly.

After another failure in Djerba in 1560, the progressive 
strengthening of Christian naval power, under the com-
mand of brave and competent sailors such as García de To-

ledo and Álvaro de Bazán, began to bear fruit. The relief of 
Oran in 1563 and the conquest of the Peñón de Vélez de la 
Gomera in 1564 were followed in 1565 by the decisive suc-
cess of the relief of Malta. The island, given to the Order of 
Saint John by King Charles V when Rhodes was lost, was the 
access key to the western Mediterranean, and was heroical-
ly defended by the Knights of the Order until the arrival of 
Spanish reinforcements under Garcia de Toledo, who forced 
the Ottomans to lift the siege.

Although important, Malta’s defeat had not put an end 
to the attacks of the Ottoman Empire. The fall of Cyprus 
prompted the Pope, Spain and Venice to create the Holy 

Letter by King Philip II to the person in charge of the Galleys of the Lordship of Genoa. 
Arrangements to come to the aid of Oran, which was surrounded by the Turks in 1563

King’s autograph signature endorsed by Secretary Francisco de Eraso
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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League, with the purpose of taking the war into enemy wa-
ters. In 1571, a fleet under the command of John of Austria 
decisively defeated the Turkish fleet at the Battle of Lepan-
to. The cohesion of the League would not survive this suc-
cess, so it never became possible to make use of this victo-
ry. However, the myth of Turkish invincibility had fallen and 
the Ottoman Empire renounced its dominance of the west-
ern Mediterranean, limiting itself henceforth to plundering 
or privateering expeditions.

Banner of the Holy League (1571)
Madrid Naval Museum

In these relatively balanced conditions, the Mediterra-
nean lost interest for Philip II, who was more concerned 
about the war in Flanders and the British threat in north-
ern Europe. Within a few years the Spanish monarchy re-
nounced all the North African possessions inherited from 
the Catholic Monarchs east of Melilla, which were very 
costly to defend. Unfortunately, the truces agreed from 
1581 with the Ottoman Empire –itself engaged in war with 
Persia– never affected the Berber privateers. Despite the 
repeated successes of such notable sailors as the second 
Marquess of Santa Cruz and Pedro de Toledo, the activity 
of the pirates would not only continue but also spread to 
the Atlantic, where the North Africans were to collaborate 
with the Dutch. The occupation of Larache or the conquest 
of La Mámora (Mehdya) by Luis Fajardo in 1614 would not 
be enough to forestall the permanent threat to the isolated 
units of the Carrera de Indias. Under the cover of political 
chaos in the Maghreb, North African piracy would continue 
to be a problem until the conquest of Algeria by France in 
the 19th century.

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE 
OF LEPANTO (1571)

The Battle of Lepanto, described by Miguel de 
Cervantes as the highest occasion seen in the 
centuries, on 7 October 1571, pitted an Otto-
man fleet of 210 galleys and 63 galliots, com-
manded by Ali Pasha, against the Holy League 
fleet of 215 galleys and six galliots, command-
ed by John of Austria.

The combat was frontal and sought by the com-
manders of the two fleets. The Christian ships 
formed a line, with the strongly armed galleys 
at the front; while at the rear, the Alvaro de Ba-
zán reserve was ready to fight at any moment 
wherever it was convenient.

The Ottomans formed a crescent. The Christian 
left wing, under the command of the Venetian 
commander Barbarigo, approached the land to 
prevent its encirclement. The right wing, under 
the command of Juan Andrea Doria, opened up 
to the south to confront the Turkish left wing, 
under the command of Uluch Ali.

Cervantes in Lepanto. Oil painting by Augusto Ferrer Dalmau
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Shortly after noon, the Christian galliots opened fire, causing significant damage and disruption to the Turk-
ish centre. Close to land, the Christian left wing imposed itself on the enemy despite Barbarigo’s death. Some 
Turkish galleys stranded on the coast to facilitate the escape of their crews.

In the centre, the fight was centred on the battle between John of Austria’s flagship and Ali Pasha’s, which 
were solidly locked after having rammed each other. Both galleys received reinforcements from their respec-
tive fleets and finally it was the soldiers of the Holy League who achieved victory on their bloody decks. Ali 
Pasha himself lost his life in the struggle.

A little further south, Uluch Ali had found a gap between Doria’s right wing and the centre, and managed to 
sink six Christian galleys in a short time. But Alvaro de Bazán’s reaction, risking the reserve galleys, bought 
time until Doria’s arrival restored Christian superiority.

By five o’clock in the afternoon, the Turkish fleet had lost 190 galleys to 12 of the Holy League. Only Uluch Ali, 
with a few ships, had been able to save himself from the disaster.

John of Austria
Generalissimo of the Holy League
Oil painting by Ramón Salvatierra 

(19th century)
Copy of an original by Sánchez Coello

Madrid Naval Museum

Battle of Lepanto. The chart shows the most critical moment of the Battle of 
Lepanto. The Turkish left flank dodges Doria and attacks the Christian centre. 

Alvaro de Bazán’s quick reaction would avert the danger
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Illustrious Seamen

ÁLVARO DE BAZÁN Y GUZMÁN 
(1526-1588)

Born in Granada, belonging to an old military lineage from the 
Baztán Valley, and the son of the former captain general of the 
Spanish galleys, at the age of four he was already a knight of Or-
der of Santiago. He received a careful education, both military 
and humanistic, and at the age of fourteen he was already on 
his father’s orders in the Ocean Sea Navy fighting the French. 
At the age of 28 he obtained his first command, that of a fleet 
to act against the corsairs, with which he cleaned the Atlantic 
coasts of Spain. Under García de Toledo, he played a decisive 
role in the conquest of the Peñón de Vélez de la Gomera and in 
helping Malta against the Turks.

Philip II made him Marquess of Santa Cruz and captain general 
of the Naples galleys, and he commanded the reserve squadron 
at Lepanto, his performance being key to the victory of the Holy 
League. Later appointed captain general of the Spanish galleys, 
he supported the victory of the Duke of Alba by sea in Lisbon, 

which allowed Philip II to be crowned king of Portugal, and then expelled the pretender, the Prior of 
Crato, and his French allies from the Azores with an exemplary amphibious operation. He died in Lis-
bon when, as captain general of the Ocean Sea and the warriors of the Kingdom of Portugal, he was 
preparing the navy for the Day of England, the largest naval enterprise that time had ever seen.

A Spanish grandee, undefeated and much loved by his subordinates, he was a remarkable adminis-
trator who always kept the navies under his command in perfect combat order. He was also a patron 
of artists and writers. The magnificent palace he built in his villa in El Viso “because he could, and he 
would” is currently a museum and historical archive of the Navy.

Cervantes’s words in Don Quixote attest to its prestige: “... The flagship of Naples called “La Loba”, ruled 
by that ray of war, by the father of the soldiers, by that fortunate and never-defeated captain Don Alvaro 
de Bazán”. Lope de Vega wrote about his career:

«El fiero turco en Lepanto,
en la Tercera el francés,
y en todo el mar el inglés
tuvieron de verme espanto.
Rey servido y patria honrada,
dirán mejor quien he sido,
por la cruz de mi apellido,
y con la cruz de mi espada».
(“The fierce Turk in Lepanto,
the French in Terceira,
and all over the sea, the English
had to see me in horror.
King served and country honoured,
they will say better who I have been,
by the cross of my name,
and with the cross of my sword.”)

Without a doubt, Alvaro de Bazán was the greatest of the great 
in the history of the Spanish Navy.

Statue of Álvaro de Bazán in the Plaza de la Villa in Madrid

Álvaro de Bazán
First Marquess of Santa Cruz
Oil painting by Rafael Tegeo 

(19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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The french in Terceira
After King Sebastian of Portugal died without issue, 

Philip II, grandson of King Manuel, claimed the crown. 
So did the Prior of Crato, with less entitlement, but sup-
ported by France and England, which did not look kindly 
on the concentration of the Spanish and Portuguese em-
pires in the hands of Philip II. The Duke of Alba’s forces, 
supported by those of the Portuguese nobility and the 
navy of Alvaro de Bazán, easily defeated the armies loyal 

to the Prior of Crato, but many of his followers took ref-
uge in the Azores. The Prior fled to France, where, with 
the promise of ceding part of his colonial empire to him, 
he managed to get the French king to set up an import-
ant fleet, which would be decisively defeated by Álvaro 
de Bazán on San Miguel Island in 1582. The campaign of 
the Azores ended with the conquest of Terceira Island 
the following year.

Armed Conflicts

THE AZORES CAMPAIGN (1582-1583)

After Philip II was crowned king of Portugal, the supporters of his enemy, the Prior of Crato, took 
refuge in the Azores, where only the island of São Miguel remained loyal to Philip II. In the summer 
of 1582, the French squadron of Philip Strozzi, with a total of 60 ships, which aimed to take over the 
island, clashed in the Azores with the squadron organised in Lisbon by Philip II, under the command 
of Álvaro de Bazán and with some 30 ships.

The Spanish squadron was to be reinforced by the ships of Juan Martínez de Recalde, who was due 
to join from Cádiz. But bad weather delayed Recalde and Álvaro de Bazán would not wait for him to 
put up a fight.

The battle between the two squadrons took place on 26 July. The San Mateo, a galleon commanded 
by José de Talavera and with General Lope de Figueroa on board, left the Spanish line in defiance. 
Boarded by several French ships, it resisted until the arrival of new galleons from both lines. In the 
battle that followed, both at the cannon and on board, Miguel de Oquendo rammed the French ad-
miral and Álvaro de Bazán confronted and boarded the enemy flagship and Strozzi himself was mor-
tally wounded. The captain and the admiral surrendered, and the rest of the French forces fled and 
took refuge in Terceira Island, after losing ten ships in the battle.

Álvaro de Bazán returned to Lisbon, from where he would return the following year to complete 
the conquest of Terceira Island, defended by the French and Portuguese rebels, in a brilliant am-

phibious operation that he personally 
led himself. The conquest of the island 
of Fayal by Pedro de Toledo completed 
the victorious campaign in the Azores, 
where it was shown that the genius of 
Don Álvaro, the best sailor of his time, 
was not limited to fights between gal-
leys, but shone equally in the opera-
tions of faulty ships.

San Martín galleon, Álvaro de Bazán’s flagship 
in the Battle of San Miguel Island
Watercolour by Guillermo González de Aledo
Madrid Naval Museum
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And all over the sea, the English
In the previous paragraphs we have seen the navies of 

the Hispanic Monarchy facing enemy armies, supporting 
the advance of the armies, and ensuring communications 
with Italy or Flanders, despite the bad weather and the 
opposition of powerful squadrons. But between the 16th 
and 18th centuries Spanish ships also had a permanent 
task that consumed enormous resources, ships, and men: 
protecting the Carrera de Indias from pirates, corsairs, and 
enemy navies.

In the first half of the century, dominated by the wars 
with France, French privateers were dominant. However, 
from the time of Queen Elizabeth’s arrival on the throne, 
it was the English, supplemented during the Eighty Years’ 
War by ships from the Dutch rebels, who forced the Monar-
chy to protect the routes through which a substantial part of 
the resources needed to defend the Empire reached Spain.

As early as 1521, the creation of the Guard Navy was or-
dered to protect the arrival of ships from the Indies. Shortly 
afterwards, all ships, including private ones, were ordered 
to sail in convoys, and demands began to be made that the 
ships of the Carrera de Indias be larger and better armed, 
especially two of them: those that would fulfil the roles of 
flagship and admiral ship of the fleets. These measures, 
however, were not enough. The privateers, especially the 
English ones, did not just wait in European waters. Their 
field of action moved to America, where they attacked both 
ships and ports. For this reason, in 1561, the initially annu-
al system of convoys was definitively introduced, and this 
became known as the West Indies Fleets. Proof of the effec-
tiveness of this system is the fact that no fleet was lost to 
the action of enemy ships until 1628.
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From the Compass to the Aegis

NAVAL ARTILLERY IN THE 16th AND 17th CENTURIES

During the 16th and 17th centuries there was a slow but profound evolution of naval artillery. Follow-
ing the bombards, falconets and versos, breechloading pieces and pieces with a separate chamber 
with which ships were equipped in the first years of the 16th century, a great variety of muzzle-load-
ing pieces of greater size, weight, and range were developed, and it was these that armed the gal-
leons of the 17th century. From wrought iron, they moved on to cast bronze or cast iron, with bronze 
being initially preferred, despite its far higher expense, because of its greater precision and the se-
curity offered by its use. It thus came to be said:

Artillería de fierro,
espanta a los de afuera
y mata a los de adentro

(Iron artillery
scares off those outside

and kills those inside)

However, as progress was made in iron metallurgy, iron artillery gradual-
ly displaced bronze artillery.

It is very difficult to establish categories among the pieces of the time 
because their design and denomination were often subject to the imag-
ination of the casters. Each cannon could be a unique piece with its own 
name. Jorge Vigón, in his book History of Spanish Artillery, defines some 
of the most commonly used types on board. These included the half cul-
verin, a bronze piece weighing more than 1,500 kg, with 30 or more cali-
bres in length, capable of firing 16-pound projectiles at distances of more 
than 2,000 metres. The term “bastards” was used to refer to culverins of 
less than 30 calibres in length, and “sacres” to those of lesser size and 
projectile weight.

In addition to the long and heavy half-culverins, galleons carried other, 
shorter pieces, of less than 20 calibres in length, which were called can-
nons or, more properly on board, half-cannons. These pieces were de-
signed to fire even heavier projectiles than those of the culverins, but 
their range was shorter.

In the early years of the 17th century, a war galleon could carry a variable 
combination of 20 or more half-barrels and half-cannons, as well as light-
weight pieces such as blunderbusses that were fired from the gunwale itself.

Throughout the 17th century, naval artillery and its assembly on board 
became standardised as galleons gave way to the ships of the line that 
would dominate the seas in the following century.

Half-culverin (early 17th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Cast in Seville by the Casa de la Contratación for the galleons of 
the Carrera de Indias or for the flagships or admiral ships of the 

Nueva España and Tierra Firme fleets
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE CARRERA DE INDIAS (1526-1776)

The discovery of the New World led to increased trade with Spain across the Atlantic. The natural dangers 
threatening Spanish ships were soon joined by attacks from pirates and privateers.

Once the Casa de Contratación was established in Seville, the French initially attacked at the mouth of the 
Guadalquivir River.

Later they were joined by the Dutch and then the English, who gradually moved their actions to more distant 
settings.

First they began to stalk the ships at Cape St. Vincent, later in the Canary Islands and the Azores, and finally, 
when they learned to cross the ocean, they ended up attacking in the Caribbean, first the ships and then the 
ports. Eventually they occupied islands from which to operate, and thus pirates’ and corsairs’ nests were born, 
such as those on Tortuga Island and Jamaica.

From the beginning of these attacks, measures were established for defence against them. The first thing was 
to arm the merchant ships but, as individual defence proved insufficient, they were ordered to always sail in 

Atlantic and Pacific trade routes and areas of pirate and privateer attacks.
The defence of trade routes in the Atlantic was probably the most important of the Navy’s historical achievements. Often, the Spanish galleons 

had to dodge their attackers or make their way by force of arms among the best sailors of the day, who were eager to snatch the riches of 
the Indies from the Crown. And to this threat, one should add that of the great common enemy, the cruellest and most lethal: the sea itself, 

responsible for more than 90% of ship losses
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convoys; thus, the fleet system was born. Subsequently, it became necessary to especially arm one or two 
ships: the flagship, corresponding to the captain general of the fleet in question; and the admiral ship, the po-
sition of admiral – as it was not a job –being equivalent at the time to that of second-in-command of the fleet.

When the threat of pirates was compounded by that of squadrons from other kingdoms, it became necessary 
to support the fleets with actual warships, which formed navies that patrolled the landing areas or escorted 
the convoys. In addition to all this, and also for economic and fiscal reasons, the requirements that both the 
ships and their crews, especially the most important officers, had to meet were regulated in great detail. In the 
Casa de Contratación, all the nautical information that was obtained, mainly cartographic information, was 
compiled in the greatest secrecy to maintain the monopoly of trade with America as much as possible.

Pedro Menéndez de Avilés stands out among those who designed the main lines of this system, which in prin-
ciple consisted of two annual fleets that frequently crossed the Atlantic together: the Tierra Firme fleet, which 
stopped at Cartagena de Indias and connected in Panama with the ships that, from the Pacific, linked the isth-
mus with the Viceroyalty of Peru; and the Nueva España fleet, which stopped in Veracruz, where it connected 
with the galleon of Manila.

The safest routes for both fleets and the dates most suitable for the weather conditions were determined from 
experience.

The fleet system, on which Spain’s communications with the Indies depended, gave good results. During the 
two and a half centuries in which it was in operation, only the Nueva España Fleet of 1628 and a small

Part of the 1656 Tierra Firme Fleet were lost at sea from enemy action.

Ytinerario de navegación, by Juan Escalante de Mendoza (Seville, 1575)
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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They had to see 
me in horror

Despite the huge difficulties imposed by the various 
fronts and the multiplicity of enemies, Spanish military 
power was, both on land and at sea, equal to the stra-
tegic needs, first of the Empire and then of the Hispanic 
Monarchy. There were, of course, victories and defeats, but 
the decisive battles of this historical period, on the main 
stages, were won. In the Spanish Indies, a distant but ex-
tremely important area, the conquest of immense territo-
ries was complemented by the undoubted achievement of 
preventing the creation of foreign settlements.

On the land battlefields of the 16th century, it was the 
Tercios that imposed their law. At sea, the Spanish and Ital-
ian galleys improved in quantity and quality as the war 
against the Ottoman Empire progressed. The galleon, for 
its part, gained in displacement, speed, and manoeuvrabili-

Legendary Ships

THE GALLEY

The galley was a boat driven by oars and the 
wind, for which it had long rows of oars on the 
sides, and one or two large sails. When neces-
sary, the oars made it independent of the wind, 
which gave it a great advantage over sailing 
boats.

Similar boats had already existed in antiqui-
ty. Originally, they had only one row of oars 
per side, which later increased to two with 
the Phoenician birem, three with the Greek 
trireme, and more with the Carthaginian and 
Roman ships.

Throughout the Middle Ages, the galley was 
maintained with only one row of oars and un-
derwent several changes: the side sculls be-
came the stern rudder; the rigging changed 
from square sails to triangular or Latin sails; 
and it incorporated artillery.

Three-beacon Galleys
Watercolour by Guillermo de Aledo
Madrid Naval Museum
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The Modern-Age galley was a long, narrow boat which, characterised by a row of oars and a beam-to-length 
ratio of 1 to 8, reached its golden age in the 16th century.

A normal galley could measure 47 m in length, 41 m in keel, 6 m in beam, less than 2 m in draught, transported 
180 to 270 tons, and could carry more than 250 men.

Galliot model - small galley (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Section of the master frame of a galley (late 18th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

John of Austria's Real Galley in Lepanto
Watercolour by Marcelino González
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ty, while at the same time gaining experience on the Atlan-
tic routes. The infantry on board, the best of its time, made 
the difference in the boardings. Sailors such as Álvaro de 
Bazán and Pedro Menéndez de Avilés were able to take 
advantage of both the Mediterranean galleys and the 
faulty ships in the Atlantic. Only the simultaneous efforts 
of the English, the Dutch, the French, and the Turks would 
be able to exploit, as early as the 17th century, the true Achil-
les heel of the Spanish monarchy: the financing of the war 
effort. A financing in which the resources from the Indies 
played a very important role, as did the fleets that were to 
protect the traffic with the New World and the navies in 
charge of protecting them.

Beacon of the La Loba galley, flagship of the Naples squadron,
under the command of Alvaro de Bazán at the Battle of Lepanto

Madrid Naval Museum

Legendary Ships

THE GALLEON

At sea, caravels, naos and carracks were not 
up to their tasks and, during their evolution-
ary process, in the 16th century, the galleon ap-
peared, emerging as the most important ship in 
oceanic navigations for a long time. The galleon 
stemmed from the transformation of the gal-
ley, the ship, and the carrack into a bigger and 
better ship, with high castle and poop deck su-
perstructures, and with more elongated forms, 
approaching the stylised elegance of the galley, 
from which it took its greater length in relation 
to the beam. The spur of the galley lost its of-
fensive character and rose, became a beakhead 
and supported the bowsprit. The high, round-
ed stern of the galleon was an evolution of the 
stern of the galley that was integrated into the 
hull. The oars disappeared and the rigging was 
increased, normally with three masts that were 
reminiscent of that of the rigging of the nao but 
taller and with a greater sail area. It was a ship 
with good seafaring conditions, robust, ma-
noeuvrable and fast, and it became the mas-
ter of the seas in the 16th century and part of 
the 17th century, until its version as a warship 
evolved into a liner.

At first, galleons normally carried guns for 
self-defence, but over time they specialised. 
Some were for transport and others for war. It 
was in Spain where this need to create war gal-
leons armed with 50 to 80 guns appeared, and, 
integrated into the navies, they provided pro-
tection for the fleets of the Carrera de Indias. 
The other countries soon felt the need to have 
ships of this type and, by the end of the 16th 
century, Spain, France, the Netherlands and 
England already had a good number of galle-
ons, with tonnages varying from 100 to 1,000 
tons and eventually reaching 1,500 tons.
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To improve their seafaring conditions, 
throughout the 17th century, the galleons 
gradually lost the superstructure of the fore-
castle and lowered the height of the poop 
deck.

Model of the San Martín galleon (late 16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Nuestra Señora de la Concepción y de
las Ánimas galleon (early 18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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CHAPTER  Vi
THE SWORDS ARE DRAWN



King Philip II on a medal commemorating the Spanish Armada (1588)
Madrid Naval Museum

THE SWORDS ARE DRAWNTHE SWORDS ARE DRAWN
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The enterprise 
of England

The last decades of the 16th century saw the enemies of 
the Spanish Monarchy joined by an England that was then 
far from being the great economic and military power it 
would become in the 18th century, but whose island status 
allowed it to concentrate its resources on a powerful navy. 
Over time, England’s naval power would make a decisive 
contribution to balancing the military power in the first de-
cades of the 17th century, and to the decline of the Hispanic 
Monarchy in the rest of the century and the following one.

The causes behind the clash with England following 
the death of Mary Tudor –who had been married to King 
Philip II– were various: the Anglican religion of the new 
queen, Elizabeth I; her American ambitions; the protec-
tion and funding she gave to corsairs against the ships 
and possessions of the Spanish Monarchy; and support 
for the Flemish rebels.

The first indications that relations with England had 
changed came after the destruction of a New World ex-
pedition financed by Queen Elizabeth and led by Hawkins 
and Drake, which encountered the New Spain fleet at San 
Juan de Ulúa in 1568. But despite the friction, war did not 
break out until 1585, when the fall of Antwerp to Alexander 
Farnese led to English troops being sent to Flanders to di-
rectly support the rebels and prevent their defeat.

Drake’s successes in his incursions into Galicia, the Canary 
Islands, Santo Domingo, Cartagena de Indias and, once the 
war was under way, the bold attack on Cádiz, showed that if 
the initiative was left to the enemy, it would be impossible to 
defend the countless Spanish and Portuguese cities distrib-
uted throughout the world at the same time. It was essential 
to regain the initiative and, to this end, the most attractive 
option was the invasion of England by Alexander Farnese’s 
well-travelled Tercios, escorted by a large navy that was to 
meet in Lisbon under the command of Álvaro de Bazán.

CHRONOLOGY
War against France, 

supporting the 
Catholic League For the first 
For eight years, Sack of time, a fleet 
war was fought Cadiz by the San Salvador of the Indies, 

Defeat of simultaneously English de Bahía falls captured by 
the Spanish Peace with against the English, into Dutch the Dutch, 

Armada FranceFrench, Dutch, and hands is lostThe Thirty 
Berbers Years’ War 

begins

1585 1589 1595 1598 1609 1621 1625

1588 1590 1596 1604 1618 1624 1628

Failure of 
Hawkins War against King Philip II Philip III dies. Defeat of and Drake’s War against England

England dies. Philip III Philip IV inherits the English expedition to Twelve-year Anglo-Dutch failure inherits the the throneCounter the Canaries truce with at CadizthroneArmada in and the the Dutch Truce ends in Flanders
Fadrique de Toledo A Coruña Caribbean Peace with Victory of Fadrique recovers San Salvador and Lisbon England de Toledo in the Strait de Bahía

against the Dutch



CHRONOLOGY

Armed Conflicts

THE ENTERPRISE OF ENGLAND (1588)

Conceived by King Philip II himself, the idea of the Enterprise of England combined Alvaro de Bazán’s and 
Alexander Farnese’s proposals to bring war to England: a large fleet would leave Lisbon and join the Tercios in 
Flanders to give them an escort across the channel and attack the English on their own soil.

After long preparations, the “Grande e Felicissima Armada”, made up of 150 ships of various types, left 
Lisbon in June under the command of the Duke of Medina Sidonia, supported by the best captains of the 
various squadrons of the Monarchy. Bad weather forced the Armada to take refuge in A Coruña, from where 
it departed in July. In August, the Navy had the chance to beat a large part of the English fleet at Plymouth 
anchorage, but the Duke preferred to focus on his mission and reach Flanders.

After the English fleet set sail, it confined itself to harassing the Spanish Armada which, without any news 
of Farnese, anchored in Calais. A night-time attack on the anchorage, carried out with fireships, forced the 
Spanish ships to chop the anchor cables, a moment the English profited from to engage in the only combat 
in which major forces participated. The Duke of Medina Sidonia’s disorganised Armada lost four ships –two 
of them galleons– before it could reorganise. These were not substantial losses, particularly when the British 
fleet, which was very short of ammunition, proved incapable of sustaining the effort. However, the impossi-
bility of rejoining the Tercios, with all possible boarding points blocked by Dutch ships taking advantage of 
their shallower draught, forced the Duke to order a return.

It was during the return to Spain, via the north of England, that the storms caused the Navy to suffer signifi-
cant losses in ships and, even more importantly, in experienced sailors.

The Spanish Armada Anchored in A Coruña and the San Martin Galleon
Watercolour by Guillermo González de Aledo
Madrid Naval Museum
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From a strategic point of view, the need was evident and 
the time, summer 1588, was right. At peace with France and 
without great pressure in the Mediterranean, the only front 
left open was the Flemish one, where Farnese’s victories 
had managed to corner the rebels. However, the design of 
the operations was too rigid. It was not possible to coordi-
nate the movements of the Armada –now under the com-
mand of the Duke of Medina Sidonia following Álvaro de 
Bazán’s death– with those of the Tercios. Nor was the Duke 
given the necessary freedom of action to take advantage of 
the tactical opportunities available to him.

Once the boarding of the Tercios proved unfeasible, the 
Navy began to return to the Peninsula via the north of 
England, and many ships were lost in the storms. This fail-
ure, made important by the many ships and men lost, was 
not at all decisive for the outcome of the war. King Philip II 
rebuilt his naval power in less than two years. At the same 
time, the fortifications of many ports and the naval protec-
tion of the fleets of the Indies were improved, rebalancing 
the forces in the maritime area.

Monument to María Pita. A Coruña
Heroine of the defence of the city against the English Counter Armada

Illustrious Seamen

JUAN MARTÍNEZ DE RECALDE 
(1540-1588)

Born in Bilbao to a shipowner’s family, Recalde 
served the king from his early years in arms, 
starting with the infantry and the cavalry. Having 
started his career as a sailor, he soon took com-
mand of a Cantabrian squadron and participated 
in various military operations in Flanders and Ireland. 
At the head of the Andalusian squadron and under 
the command of Alvaro de Bazán, he participated 
in the successful Terceira island campaign, which 
earned him the title of second-in-command (ad-
miral) of the Enterprise of England.

Medina Sidonia kept him in the post, which he si-
multaneously held with the command of the Biscay 
squadron. Responsible for the rearguard, he resist-
ed the English attacks in the Channel. During the 
hard journey back to Ireland, his health suffered. 
He died shortly after anchoring back to Spain in A 
Coruña, but not before having made King Philip II 
aware of the mistakes he thought had been made 
in the planning and execution of the operations.

Only a relatively humble background prevented 
this great sailor from reaching the highest naval 
rank of his time, which he deserved for his dedica-
tion, ability, and intelligence.

Juan Martínez de Recalde. Admiral of the Spanish Armada
Oil painting by Álvaro Alcalá Galiano (20th century)

Provincial Council of Biscay
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The Counter-Armada
In 1589, taking advantage of the Spanish Monarchy’s 

moment of vulnerability at sea due to the previous year’s 
defeat, Queen Elisabeth counterattacked with an expe-
dition of similar size to the Spanish Armada’s, attempting 

to provoke an uprising in Portugal and obtain a base in the 
Azores. Under Drake’s command, the English navy attacked 
A Coruña and Lisbon. It failed in both ports and suffered 
very considerable losses.

Armed Conflicts

THE COUNTER-ARMADA (1589)

The English Counter-Armada, one year after the disaster of the Spanish Armada, had no intention to 
invade the peninsula, which was very far from the actual possibilities of 16th century England; rather, 
it set itself a set of minor objectives: to attack the Spanish Armada ships that were being repaired in 
ports on the Bay of Biscay; to disembark in Lisbon to try to provoke the rebellion of Antonio de Cra-
to’s supporters; to obtain a base in the Azores and, finally, to plunder Spanish ports or ships in order 
to obtain the booty that would help finance the expedition.

The fleet, under Drake’s command, was comparable in its size to that of the Spanish Armada. It man-
aged to disembark in A Coruña, plundering areas of the city for two weeks, but had to withdraw 
without being able to take the upper part due to the tenacious resistance of the defenders. Having 
lost time and strength, Drake then attacked Lisbon, where he also failed to mobilise the Portuguese 
in his support.

While Drake was retreating to England, defeated and with a huge number of casualties, the gal-
leys of Padilla and Alonso de Bazán captured or sunk nine of the ships of the Counter-Armada, 

whose failure, although differ-
ent in nature from that of the 
Spanish Armada, confirmed 
how difficult it was, with 
the means of the time, to 
achieve decisive successes 
across the sea.

Renaissance. English Boats from 
the Late 16th century
Watercolour by Rafael Monleón
Madrid Naval Museum
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The Spanish Monarchy 
against all

In 1590, Philip II also went to war with France, support-
ing the Catholic League against the aspirations of Henry of 
Navarre, a Huguenot candidate who had to embrace Ca-
tholicism in order to finally gain the crown. From that year 
onwards, the armies and navies of the monarchy were 
forced to simultaneously confront, not only France and 
England, but the growing naval power of the Nether-
lands and the Berber privateers. Even so, Hispanic weap-
ons achieved more successes than failures.

Among the successes, one should mention the pro-
longed occupation of the port of Blavet, near Brest, which 
served as an operating base for Pedro de Zubiaur’s naos and 
Diego Brochero’s galleys.

After a long struggle without results of strategic impor-
tance, the war against France ended in 1598, the year of 
Philip II’s death. The new king, Philip III, would not change 
the monarchy’s foreign policy, which was more focused on 
the European interests of the Habsburgs than on the pros-
perity of the kingdoms of the peninsula. The peace treaty 
with France would not change the status quo before the 
war. The Spanish monarchy recognised the new French 
king, but the balance of power that enshrined it as the lead-
ing power of the time was not altered.

Naval Feats

EXPLORATIONS IN THE 
PACIFIC OCEAN

After Elcano’s return from the Pacific, in command 
of the spice-laden Victoria nao, it was in his inter-
est to return to the Philippines and the Moluccas, 
to discover other lands in the Pacific, carry out col-
onisations, consolidate sovereignty in the area and 
open up new trade routes. This gave rise to several 
expeditions in the 16th and early 17th centuries, such 
as those led by García Jofre de Loaysa (1525), 
Álvaro de Saavedra Cerón (1527) and Ruy López 
de Villalobos (1542). All of them failed when they 
tried to return to America because of the contrary 
winds.

In 1564 another expedition left Mexico under the 
command of Legazpi, who had the Augustinian 
Father Andrés de Urdaneta on board. In 1565, 
Urdaneta set sail from the Philippines and found 
the route for his return journey to Mexico.

From then on, other expeditions were carried out, 
such as those commandeered by Álvaro de 
Mendaña y Neira (1567 and 1595), Pedro Fernán-
dez de Quirós and Luis Váez de Torres (1605), in 
which many islands and archipelagos were discov-
ered: Ellice, Solomon, Marquesas, Santa Cruz, 
New Hebrides, Tuamotu and others. The strait be-
tween Australia and New Guinea was also discov-
ered, and many claim that, on these expeditions, 
Váez de Torres was able to see Australia, whose 
name some attribute to Quirós.

Commemorative plate of the
Álvaro de Mendaña expedition. 
Unknown author (20th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

The Navy Commanded by Commander Garcia de Loaysa 
History of the Spanish Royal Navy
Lithograph by Vicente Urrabieta y Ortiz
Madrid Naval Museum
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Quirós y Váez de Torre Expedition

Relación del viaje hecho por Luis Váez de Torres, 
compañero de Quirós, escrita en Manila en 1607
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid

Portraits of Luis Váez de Torres and Pedro Fernández 
de Quirós on postage stamps issued by Spain in 

2017. (Marcelino González Collection) 
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CANO, Thomé. Arte para fabricar, fortificar, 
y apareiar naos de guerra y merchante... 
compuesto por Thome Cano... dirigido a Don 
Diego Brochero. Impreso en Sevilla: en casa de 
Luis Estupiñán, 1611
Madrid Naval Museum Library

In the war against England, after the failure of the Arma-
da and the Counter-Armada –which made it clear how diffi-
cult it was to achieve decisive successes with the military in-
struments of the time– fighting would become increasingly 
more sporadic and lose strategic relevance. In 1591, in the 
Azores, Alonso de Bazán defeated an English armada that 
was trying to intercept the West Indies Fleet. In 1595, an ex-
pedition led by Drake and Hawkins failed in their attacks on 
Las Palmas, Puerto Rico and Panama, both men losing their 
lives in the process. In stark contrast with previous failures, 
the Earl of Essex sacked Cadiz with little opposition in 1596. 
King Philip II responded to this humiliation by organising re-
peated expeditions to support the Catholic rebels in Ireland. 
Although all attempts would fail under various circumstanc-

es, he managed to pose a credible threat to attack England 
on its most vulnerable flank, thus compensating for Spain’s 
own weaknesses. There would be no further major success-
es on either side, and, after Queen Elizabeth’s death, the 
war ended in 1604, without any clear results but on reason-
ably advantageous terms for Spain.

King Philip III was left with only the war with the United 
Provinces, which intensified when Alexander Farnese had 
to leave Flanders with a large army to fight in France. But 
the situation on the oceans remained a delicate one. The 
burgeoning Dutch navy took over from the exhausted En-
glish navy and continued to carry out corsair operations in 
all seas.
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Illustrious Seamen

DIEGO BROCHERO (c. 1530-1625)

A Castilian from the inland, he joined the Order of St. John and began his military career in its galleys. 
A captive of the Turks for five years, upon his release he turned to privateering in the Mediterranean 
and, after some problems with the law, Don Pedro de Toledo appointed him his second-in-command 
in the Naples galley squadron. He then went on to command squadrons that operated in Provence 
and French Brittany. Appointed admiral general of the Ocean Sea Navy under the command of Luis 
Fajardo, Brochero took part in the landing operations of Juan del Águila’s expedition in Ireland and 
in escorting the West Indies fleets on their return to Spain, sometimes in full view of the enemy.

Thanks to his successes at sea and the accuracy of his reports on the naval problems of the time, he 
was appointed member of the War Council and of the Board of the Navy where, without ceasing in 
his naval post, he carried General Staff functions, as they would be called nowadays, standing out 
among his colleagues. The success of the navies depended – then, as now –on the quality of the ships 
and their crews. Inspired by Diego Brochero, the 1606 Ordinances of the Oceanside and Indian Fleet 
Navies gave instructions to improve both, paying special attention to making a seaman’s profession 
more attractive. To this end, it was ordered: “that those of noble origin and their children and succes-
sors who serve in the Navy and fleets of sailors or in any other of the positions that the said seafarers 
are accustomed to serve in their ships, now or at any time in the world, shall not suffer any harm or 
loss; but that doing so should be a quality of greater honour and esteem for their persons.”



Foundations of Naval Power

THE MANILA GALLEON

The discovery of the tornaviaje –the return journey across the Pacific Ocean from the Philippines 
to New Spain– by Urdaneta made it possible to establish a commercial shipping route that would 
link Acapulco to Manila for two and a half centuries (1565-1815). The Manila galleon, also called the 
Chinese nao, was linked to the Carrera de Indias by land, between Acapulco and Veracruz. This made 
trade between Europe and Asia possible. For this reason, it is now considered one of the first prece-
dents of the globalisation process.

Throughout its history, a total of 108 ships were employed on the route. Most of them were large 
galleons, weighing over 1,000 tons, so as to increase the cargo and passenger capacity and bolster 
the profitability of the long round trip, each phase of which could last more than four months. Al-
most all the ships that served the route were built in the Philippines.

The safety of navigation on the so-called “Spanish Lake” is attested to by the fact that, in the 250 
years in which the Manila galleon sailed, only four of the ships on the route were captured by English 
privateers or war fleets. This does not mean that it was an easy route: thirty ships got lost due to 
storms or, in some cases, to enemy action.

Manila Galleon Route
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During the first years of the new century, the Monarchy’s 
naval forces alternated between successes such as Luis 
Fajardo’s victory at St. Vincent’s in 1606, and failures such 
as the destruction of the Strait squadron, which was 
surprised at Gibraltar by a much larger Dutch force. 
Meanwhile, on land, the situation in Flanders remained 
uncertain. So much so that, with the resources of the 
Spanish Monarchy exhausted after the bankruptcy 
decreed by King Philip III in 1607, and the United Provinces 
tired of a war that no one could win, a 12-year truce was 
agreed with the Dutch in 1609. The truce did not eliminate 
the attacks of Dutch corsairs on the territories of the 

Monarchy in Asia or America, carried out in some cases 
with important squads that did not always guarantee 
success: in 1617, Juan Ronquillo defeated a powerful Dutch 
squad in Playa Honda (Luzon island).

Despite these attacks – in which the Portuguese posses-
sions, which were based on a colonisation model that was 
poorly integrated with the surrounding societies, proved to 
be much more vulnerable than the Spanish equivalent – the 
lesser effort on all fronts made it possible to devote greater 
attention to the fight against privateers in the Mediterra-
nean, where the Viceroy of Naples, Pedro Téllez-Girón y 
Velasco, Duke of Osuna, performed outstandingly.

2-pound falconet (16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
Bronze artillery piece in the fortifications of Manila

Mexican silver jug
Madrid Naval Museum

Ming porcelain (1600)
Madrid Naval Museum

The Manila galleon allowed the exchange of American 
silver for spice and Asian luxury items
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Armed Conflicts

THE CAMPAIGNS OF THE DUKE OF OSUNA (1610-1620)

Pedro Téllez-Girón, Duke of Osuna, was Viceroy of Sicily and, later, of Naples, in difficult times. For 
the Spanish Monarchy, the Mediterranean had been a secondary scenario for several decades, de-
spite the threat of piracy. The Duke of Osuna, lacking in both support and resources, was able to 
organise the navies of both viceroyalties and use them effectively to contain Berber piracy, to deal 
with the ambitions of the Ottomans and Venetians and, with privateering, to obtain a large amount 
of booty with which to pay for ships and equipment.

The successes of the duke’s squadrons include the attack on Tunisia by six Sicilian galleys under the 
command of Antonio de Pimentel in 1612, in which they burned seven ships and towed three more; 
and the repeated victories of the galleys of Ottavio d’Aragona against Turkish galley squadrons.

But it was not only the galleys that stood out. In a scenario of rapid evolution of the ship’s design, 
the Duke of Osuna’s galleons also obtained important victories, showing with facts that, as the Duke 
said, “from power to power, it is enough to have that of a vassal of the King of Spain to fight against the 
Turks.” In 1616, Francisco de Rivera, with five galleons, faced 55 Turkish galleys in the waters of Cape 
Celidonia. The battle lasted three days, without the galleys, despite suffering significant damage, 
being able to board the Spanish ships. The following year, with a squadron of 16 galleons, Rivera 
defeated a Venetian squadron of similar composition. The achievements of the Duke of Osuna, who 
managed to enlist a squadron of 20 galleons and as many galleys and use them effectively in the ser-
vice of the king, show how much leadership is key to the success of the most arduous undertakings.

Naval Combat between Spaniards and Turks
Oil painting by Juan de la Corte (17th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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The Thirty Years’ War
Peace was not to last long. In 1618 the Thirty Years’ War 

broke out. What began as a revolt against the Empire in 
Bohemia was to become a long and bloody war that would 
devastate Europe. The Spanish Monarchy, united by family 
ties to the Emperor, eager to contribute to the defence of 

Catholicism and in need of guaranteeing the integrity of the 
Spanish Road –the name given to the route that linked Italy 
and Flanders by land– would be no exception. Spanish forc-
es contributed to the Emperor’s victory at the Battle of 
Montaña Blanca.

Model of a Flemish galleon (1593), a testimony to 
16th century shipbuilding

Madrid Naval Museum

From the beginning of the 16th century to the middle of the 18th century, 
northern Italy was a permanent battleground for Spanish warfare
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Catholicism and in need of guaranteeing the integrity of the 
Spanish Road –the name given to the route that linked Italy 
and Flanders by land– would be no exception. Spanish forc-
es contributed to the Emperor’s victory at the Battle of 
Montaña Blanca.

Model of a Flemish galleon (1593), a testimony to 
16th century shipbuilding

Madrid Naval Museum

Foundations of Naval Power

THE JUNTA DE ARMADAS 
(SPANISH ARMED FORCES)

The administration of the Habsburgs was governed by Conse-
jos (Councils), including the Supreme War Council, the body in 
charge of military and naval affairs. Among its advisors, whose 
number varied, were those of the State Council and some ex-
perts in military affairs such as Diego Brochero.
In 1622, the Count-Duke of Olivares created a board under his 
own presidency, to which he granted the power to prepare de-
crees for the King’s signature “concerning the affairs of the sea 
and the strengthening of the Oceanic Navy and its squadrons 
and other matters.”
Having exhausted the device of seizing civilian ships to form 
the navies, which had led many shipowners to ruin, the Navy 
Board had the task of obtaining and maintaining the ships 
necessary for the navies of the Monarchy, for which purpose 
the system of agreements with private individuals was gener-
ally used. The initiative of private individuals was also encour-
aged and any vassal was authorised to arm ships for privateer-
ing purposes, a measure which was very effective in the North 
Sea for attacking Dutch trade, which constituted the econom-
ic lungs of the rebel provinces. In addition, the Board studied 
and gave rules on all matters concerning tonnages, endow-
ments, officers, bastions, artillery and ammunition.

Hulk. Diccionario de construcciones navales. Rafael Monleón
Madrid Naval Museum

The hulk was a heavy transport vessel that, armed with artillery 
and soldiers, accompanied the navies on their expeditions and 

participated in combats
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Map of the English Channel. Naval Museum Archives. Madrid

In 1621, when King Philip IV reigned, the truce ended in 
Flanders. During the previous years, Holland had become a 
commercial power and had invested enormous resources in 
its naval forces and in the fortification of its cities. Despite 
this, the first battles were favourable to Hispanic weapons, 
both on land and at sea.

In August 1621, Fadrique de Toledo and Osorio defeat-
ed an important Dutch squadron in the Strait. In addition, 
on the initiative of Ambrosio de Spinola, two naval groups 
were organised, in Ostend and Dunkirk, which at a compar-
atively low cost achieved important successes, especially 
against the commercial and fishing interests of Holland.
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE FLANDERS NAVY

The revolt of the United Provinces of the Netherlands forced the Spanish Monarchy to fight against 
an eminently maritime nation. Despite the effectiveness of the Tercios, the land-based strategy 
proved insufficient to pacify the territory due to the dominance the rebels exercised over the Dutch 
coast following the first actions of the Dutch pirates, who were known as the “beggars of the sea”.

To dispute this domination, after the precedent set by Frederick Spinola’s galleys, the Flemish Navy 
was created in 1604, with bases in Dunkirk and Ostend. This navy, well supported by privateers, 
caused great losses to the Dutch, inflicting severe damages to their herring fisheries and commercial 
traffic.

With King Philip IV on the throne, and the end of the 12-year truce, the privileges granted to the 
Admiralty of Flanders were increased in return for the maintenance of a 24-vessel navy which some-
times had the honour to train the vanguard of the Ocean Sea Navy.

For many years, the Flemish Navy was the only navy of the Monarchy created for clearly offensive 
purposes. Among its ships, the frigates of Dunkirk gained a well-deserved reputation, both for their 
design and construction and for their effective actions at sea.



Seal of King Philip IV (17th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Illustrious Seamen

LUIS FAJARDO (16th Century-1617)
Little is known about the life of the Murcia-born 
Luis Fajardo, the second son of the Marquess of 
los Vélez, until 1598, when his services began to 
become well known, particularly in the defence of 
the fleets of the Indies on their return to the penin-
sula. In this capacity, he defeated the English and 
Dutch corsairs in several confrontations, ensuring 
the arrival of the fleets.

In 1603, he took over from Diego Brochero as ad-
miral of the Ocean Sea Navy. Only a year later, 
when Alonso de Bazán died, he was appointed 
Captain General, in which position, in 1605, he 
beat 19 Dutch hulks that were loading salt into 
Araya and lifted the blockade of the Cumaná coast. 
The following year, with a navy of 20 galleons, he 
defeated the Dutch squadron that was blocking 
the coast of Portugal, blowing up the enemy admi-
ral ship and capturing two of her vessels.

Once the truce was declared in the Eighty Years’ 
War, Luis Fajardo’s successes in the permanent 
fight against Barbary privateers continued. In 
1609, with his navy’s launches and boats protected 
by the guns of his galleons, he managed to set fire 
to 21 ships in the port of Tunis and capture anoth-
er two. In 1614, leading an expedition of 99 ships 
and 7,000 soldiers, he disembarked in La Mámora 
(Mehdya), a pirate’s nest, and conquered this area 
for Spain. On his death, Luis Fajardo’s post was 
taken over by Fadrique de Toledo.

Despite these successes, Dutch naval power already ex-
ceeded that of Spain, which was burdened by the requisi-
tioning of ships from private individuals, which had led to 
the ruin of many shipowners. In 1624, a Dutch navy occu-
pied San Salvador de Bahia. The following year, a large 
Spanish-Portuguese expedition under the command of 
Fadrique de Toledo recovered what was the capital of Por-
tuguese Brazil. The navy sent by the Dutch to reinforce 
Bahia arrived late at its destination and, divided into two 
groups, tried to attack the Portuguese colony of Mina de 
Guinea and San Juan de Puerto Rico, failing in both places. 
Meanwhile, in Flanders, Spinola’s troops took Breda.

First View of the Naval Battle in the 
Strait of Gibraltar in 1621

Oil painting attributed to Enrique 
Jácome y Brocas (17th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Illustrious Seamen

FADRIQUE DE TOLEDO Y OSORIO (1580-1634)

Born in Naples in 1580, Fadrique de Toledo, 
son of the 5th Marquess of Villafranca, served in 
the Mediterranean against Turks and Berbers 
during his youth. His prestige and lineage led 
to his appointment as captain general of the 
Ocean Sea Navy in 1617.

In 1621, Fadrique de Toledo intercepted a Dutch 
convoy escorted by a powerful squadron at 
the height of the Strait of Gibraltar. Although 
outnumbered, he managed to sink five enemy 
ships and capture two. For his victory, the king 
granted him the title of Captain General of the 
Army of the kingdom of Portugal. In 1624, he 
was granted the noble title of Marquess of 
Villanueva de Valdueza.

Following the Dutch conquest of San Salvador 
de Bahia in Brazil, Fadrique de Toledo was or-
dered to recover it for the Crown. He brilliantly 
fulfilled this demanding mission in 1625, with 
few losses. In 1629, he also recovered the islands 
of San Cristobal and Las Nieves, in the Antilles.

In 1633, Fadrique de Toledo retired to Madrid, where the envy of the courtiers and the disputes with 
the royal favourite, Count-Duke of Olivares, landed him in prison. He died there the following year. 
When the Count-Duke fell, Fadrique de Toledo was posthumously rehabilitated.

Recovery of San Cristóbal Island by Fadrique de Toledo
Oil painting by Félix Castello (17th century)

Prado Museum

Defence of Cadiz against the English
Oil painting by Francisco de Zurbarán (17th century). Prado Museum

The Relief of Genoa by the II Marquess of Santa Cruz
Oil painting by Antonio de Pereda y Salgado (17th century). Prado Museum 17th century galleon. Diccionario de construcciones navales. Rafael Monleón. Naval Museum of Madrid
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Illustrious Seamen

FADRIQUE DE TOLEDO Y OSORIO (1580-1634)

Born in Naples in 1580, Fadrique de Toledo, 
son of the 5th Marquess of Villafranca, served in 
the Mediterranean against Turks and Berbers 
during his youth. His prestige and lineage led 
to his appointment as captain general of the 
Ocean Sea Navy in 1617.

In 1621, Fadrique de Toledo intercepted a Dutch 
convoy escorted by a powerful squadron at 
the height of the Strait of Gibraltar. Although 
outnumbered, he managed to sink five enemy 
ships and capture two. For his victory, the king 
granted him the title of Captain General of the 
Army of the kingdom of Portugal. In 1624, he 
was granted the noble title of Marquess of 
Villanueva de Valdueza.

Following the Dutch conquest of San Salvador 
de Bahia in Brazil, Fadrique de Toledo was or-
dered to recover it for the Crown. He brilliantly 
fulfilled this demanding mission in 1625, with 
few losses. In 1629, he also recovered the islands 
of San Cristobal and Las Nieves, in the Antilles.

In 1633, Fadrique de Toledo retired to Madrid, where the envy of the courtiers and the disputes with 
the royal favourite, Count-Duke of Olivares, landed him in prison. He died there the following year. 
When the Count-Duke fell, Fadrique de Toledo was posthumously rehabilitated.

Recovery of San Cristóbal Island by Fadrique de Toledo
Oil painting by Félix Castello (17th century)

Prado Museum

Defence of Cadiz against the English
Oil painting by Francisco de Zurbarán (17th century). Prado Museum

The Relief of Genoa by the II Marquess of Santa Cruz
Oil painting by Antonio de Pereda y Salgado (17th century). Prado Museum 17th century galleon. Diccionario de construcciones navales. Rafael Monleón. Naval Museum of Madrid
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It was in the year 1625, the most brilliant moment of 
Spanish warfare in the 17th century, when an opportunistic 
England, which had joined the Protestant side of the Thirty 
Years’ War in an attempt to exploit Spain’s apparent weak-
ness, attacked Cadiz again with a fleet of 115 ships, 15 of 
them Dutch. It was a costly failure for England, which would 
make peace five years later without attempting major naval 
operations again.

It was, in any case, only a matter of time before Dutch 
naval superiority would translate into results, and so it did 
in 1628, when Piet Heyn’s squadron intercepted the 
Nueva España squadron in Matanzas Bay. The capture of 
this fleet, the first in the Indies to be lost to enemy action, 
considerably aggravated the Royal Treasury’s plight. The 
following year, the Ocean Sea Navy, the elite of the Spanish 
squadrons commanded by Fadrique de Toledo, seized the 
opportunity presented by accompanying the West Indies 
Fleet that year and expelled the British and Dutch from Las 
Nieves and San Cristóbal Islands. But this was a futile effort, 
as it was not possible to leave garrisons on all the Caribbe-
an islands and, once the newly reconquered areas had been 
abandoned, they were once again occupied by the enemy.

In 1631, the Dutch conquered Pernambuco. Shortly af-
terwards, Antonio de Oquendo, who had taken reinforce-
ments to San Salvador de Bahia and was escorting a rich 
sugar cargo, defeated a powerful Dutch navy at Abrolhos. 
Success and setbacks alternated at sea while, on land, the 

efficient Swedish army, which dominated most of Germa-
ny, managed to cut the Spanish Road. The garrisons of 
Flanders, weakened by the need to organise armies to cope 
with the French interventions in Italy at the end of the pre-
vious decade, and with no other reinforcements than those 
that could arrive by sea, lost some cities, but the victory 
over Swedes and Protestants in the Battle of Nördlingen in 
1634 once again tipped the balance in favour of the Spanish 
Monarchy and its allies.

It was then that Catholic France, faced with the risk that 
the Protestants would finally be defeated, entered the 
war, forcing the Hispanic forces of Flanders to fight on two 
fronts. Even so, in the first two years of fighting, the Span-
ish Tercios entered France and even threatened Paris, but 
a decisive victory was not achieved, and the opportunity 
was lost. With the general situation now stabilised, France 
attacked Honarribia in 1638 and, although repelled, it 
managed to destroy almost the entire Lope de Hoces 
squadron in the port of Guetaria –blocked by that of the 
Frenchman Sourdis, which was much larger in number– as 
well as a dozen galleons under construction in various 
shipyards in Gipuzkoa. It was a hard blow for the Spanish 
Monarchy, which was already fighting at sea in a clearly 
inferior position.

At the end of the decade, the situation on land was con-
tained, but that at sea was quite different: in 1639, Anto-
nio de Oquendo’s squadron, assigned with taking men and 

Dutch navy of the 17th century 
Watercolour by Rafael Monleón

Naval Museum of Madrid

Recovery of San Cristóbal Island by Fadrique de Toledo
Oil painting by Félix Castello (17th century)
Prado Museum
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Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF ABROLHOS (1631)

During the decisive stage of the Eighty Years’ War, the Netherlands had set its sights on the Portuguese colony 
of Brazil. It was there that Antonio de Oquendo had departed with a fleet of 17 galleons to bring much-needed 
reinforcements and bring back a precious sugar cargo.

The fleet of the Dutch admiral Pater, larger than Oquendo’s, was in Pernambuco. However, the Dutchman de-
cided to take on the Spanish with only 16 of his galleons, although they were generally superior to Oquendo’s 
in terms of displacement tonnage and artillery.

As was usual at the time, the battle centred on the two main ships of each fleet. In the vanguard, when the 
distances were closed, the superiority of the musketry on board the Spanish ships allowed Oquendo’s flagship 
to emerge victorious, resulting in the sinking of Pater’s flagship and the death of the Dutch admiral. In the rear, 
at the same time, the admiral´s ship was lost and Vallecilla, Oquendo’s second-in-command, died.

The battle was not decisive due to the losses –three galleons for each side, although two of the Spanish ones 
were small ships– but because of the results, as the Dutch abandoned the battle leaving Oquendo free to carry 
out his mission. The keys to Oquendo’s success were Pater’s failure to concentrate his forces and the greater 
aggressiveness of the Spanish ships, which gave their captain more support.

View III of the Naval Battle of Pernambuco or Abrolhos (1631)
Oil painting by Juan de la Corte (17th century). Naval Museum of Madrid
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money to Flanders, fulfilled its mission but, blocked in the 
English anchorage of the Downs by the numerically supe-
rior squadron of the Dutchman Tromp, it could not avoid a 
confrontation in clearly inferior conditions, in which more 
than 40 of the best ships of the Monarchy would be lost.

Contrary to what happened after the failure of the Span-
ish Armada, after the destruction of Oquendo’s navy, the 

Spanish Monarchy, either out of a lack of resources or a 
lack of maritime mentality, gave up for some decades on 
trying to rebuild its navy, which had since been limited to 
the missions of escorting the Carrera de Indias or the per-
manent fight against privateers. This lack of interest in the 
sea could only lead to the sharp decline of the Hispanic 
Monarchy in the following decades



Royal Banner of the Oquendo family (16th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Monument to Antonio de Oquendo,
Captain General of the Armada del Mar Océano, 

in San Sebastián
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Illustrious Seamen

ANTONIO DE OQUENDO 
(1577-1640)

Born in San Sebastian, he was the son of Miguel 
de Oquendo, the captain general of the Guipúzcoa 
Squadron. At the age of seventeen, he was given 
command of the Delfín de Escocia and the Dobladil-
la, lighter vessels that belonged to the Oceanic Navy, 
and with which he fought a close battle against two 
English corsairs, capturing one of them.

Shortly afterwards, he was entrusted with the com-
mand of the Biscay Squadron, which was followed 
by that of the Nueva España Fleet in 1607, thus be-
ginning a long career in which he would show his 
courage, prudence, experience at sea and great or-
ganisational skills.

In 1626, he was appointed admiral (second-in-com-
mand) of the Ocean Sea Navy, under Fadrique de To-
ledo, and took part in the recovery of San Cristóbal Is-
land. In 1631, he was given command of a squadron 
to reach the coast of Brazil and reinforce the gar-
rison of San Salvador de Bahia. There, he defeated 
the squadron of the Dutchman Pater in the Battle 
of Abrolhos.

In 1639, Oquendo led the Spanish squadron to trans-
port reinforcements and supplies to Flanders, a diffi-

cult mission that he fulfilled at a high price: the defeat at the Downs against Admiral Tromp’s much 
larger squadron. Oquendo’s flagship received over a thousand cannon shots, but did not surrender 
and, after many hours of fighting, was able to reach Flanders.

The defeat of the Downs marked the end of the Spanish domination of the seas and also the end of 
the life of Antonio de Oquendo, who went so far as to say: “I have nothing left to do but die, since I 
have brought the ship and the royal standard into port with a good reputation.” Indeed, the great 
Basque sailor was to die the year after his defeat.



Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF THE DOWNS (1639)

With the Spanish Road cut off in 1638, only by sea was it possible to bring reinforcements and supplies to 
Flanders, where the situation was already critical. To ensure success, a fleet of around 100 ships, including 
more than 30 galleons under Oquendo, was concentrated in A Coruña.

In the English Channel, Oquendo’s fleet was harassed for more than three days by that of the Dutch admiral 
Tromp, which was initially smaller, but whose aim was to wear out and delay Oquendo as more and more ships 
were added to the fleet until it reached numerical superiority.

After some very heavy fighting, in which both fleets fought bravely, both Oquendo and Tromp needed am-
munition and many of their ships had major repairs to make. Tromp entered Calais, where in a few hours he 
received all the necessary support, but Oquendo decided to anchor in the Dunes on the then-neutral coast of 
England.

The delay of over a month in getting the necessary supplies from England, including gunpowder for the ar-
tillery, allowed Tromp to block the anchorage. Oquendo, however, managed to organise the transfer of the 
soldiers to Flanders with hardly any losses, thus fulfilling the most important of his tasks.

When the awaited gunpowder arrived at the anchorage, Oquendo, who did not trust Tromp to respect English 
neutrality, decided to set sail, leaving a written statement to the War Council he had convened for advice on a 
decision so critical that “if he was to be disrupted and burned there, it was more beautiful to die fighting at sea.”

Only about 20 of Oquendo’s 38 remaining ships managed to leave the anchorage, amidst the fog and the threat 
of the Dutch fireships; the rest were left stranded in the difficult waters of the Dunes. Meanwhile, a hundred 
Dutch ships were waiting outside.

Despite the remarkable Dutch superiority, ten of the Spanish ships, including Oquendo’s, managed to make 
their way to Flanders. However, the losses were such that only in the next century was it possible to recover 
from this defeat, which was partly due to Oquendo’s error of judgement when he decided to anchor in English 
waters.

Battle of the Dunes
Anonymous painting of the 
Flemish school (17th century).
Naval Museum of Madrid
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Chapter  VIi
THE END OF A DREAM

CHAPTER VII – THE END OF A DREAM
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DUTCH EXPEDITIONS AGAINST THE PHILIPPINES (1646-1648)

In 1646 and 1647, near the end of the 80 Years’ War, two important Dutch squads, commanded by Vries and 
Gertzen, unsuccessfully attempted to take over the Philippines, an objective that would have decisively 

changed the strategic scenario of the Pacific.

Vries, over-confident of his superiority, divided his 
force into three groups with different strategic objec-
tives, which enabled the only two Spanish galleons 
in the Philippines, commanded by Lorenzo de Orella 
and Sebastián López, to face each of the Dutch navies 
separately. Even if divided, each of the enemy groups 
continued to be superior in theory but, exhausted and 
far from their bases, the Dutch lacked decision.

The following year, Gertzen directly attacked Cavite, 
which was well defended by the Spanish and Filipinos, 
losing both his ship and his life in the event.

If the Philippine campaign proves anything, it is that 
mere material superiority is not enough to ensure vic-
tory. Adequate logistics and a will to win are still es-
sential requirements in military operations.

Combat between the Spanish and the Dutch
Oil painting by Cornelis Claesz. van Wieringen
Prado Museum

THE END OF A DREAMTHE END OF A DREAM

Despite the destruction of Oquendo’s navy, after which 
the French and Dutch had cut off all communication chan-
nels with Flanders; and the complicated situation on the 
Peninsula following the uprisings in Catalonia and Portu-
gal in 1640, the armies of the Spanish Monarchy were still 
able to penetrate France and lay siege to Rocroi in 1643. 
What followed there, after a fierce battle which, while not 
decisive, did set a trend. The tactics created by the Spanish 
Tercios a century and a half earlier did not respond as well 
as in the past to the needs of battlefields where the de-
vices employed, particularly firearms, were changing. This 
defeat would be followed by others in Flanders, among 
which the loss of Dunkirk would be the most important. 
But most of the contenders were too exhausted to achieve 
decisive victories.

Meanwhile, at sea, the opportunity offered to Spain’s 
enemies when Portugal’s navy changed sides was lost due 
to internal disputes, as Holland continued to attack its new 
ally’s colonies. After their victory at Las Dunas, there were 
hardly any confrontations at sea with the Dutch. The ex-
ception was the vigorous defence of the Philippine islands 
by the governor, Diego Fajardo, during the final years of 
the war.

CHRONOLOGY

The Thirty Years’ War ends

After the Peace with Philip IV diesrebellion in FranceLoss of War against 
Catalonia Charles II 

Defeat of Dunkerque Treaty of France
suffocated inherits the 

Rocroi Aachenthrone Alliance 
Portugal’s with the 

Regency of 
independence Netherlands

Mariana of 
recognisedAustria

1640 1648 1655 1659 1667 1670 1675

1643 1652 1657 1665 1668 1673

An English navy attacks British 
Hispaniola, without a Peace of the sovereignty 
declaration of war Pyrenees War of over Jamaica Rebellion in Dutch independence is 

with France Devolution is recognisedCatalonia recognized After the attack The against 
on Hispaniola fails, regency Rebellion in The 80 Years’ War ends France
England conquers period endsPortugal  Peace of Westphalia Jamaica
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DUTCH EXPEDITIONS AGAINST THE PHILIPPINES (1646-1648)

In 1646 and 1647, near the end of the 80 Years’ War, two important Dutch squads, commanded by Vries and 
Gertzen, unsuccessfully attempted to take over the Philippines, an objective that would have decisively 

changed the strategic scenario of the Pacific.

Vries, over-confident of his superiority, divided his 
force into three groups with different strategic objec-
tives, which enabled the only two Spanish galleons 
in the Philippines, commanded by Lorenzo de Orella 
and Sebastián López, to face each of the Dutch navies 
separately. Even if divided, each of the enemy groups 
continued to be superior in theory but, exhausted and 
far from their bases, the Dutch lacked decision.

The following year, Gertzen directly attacked Cavite, 
which was well defended by the Spanish and Filipinos, 
losing both his ship and his life in the event.

If the Philippine campaign proves anything, it is that 
mere material superiority is not enough to ensure vic-
tory. Adequate logistics and a will to win are still es-
sential requirements in military operations.

Combat between the Spanish and the Dutch
Oil painting by Cornelis Claesz. van Wieringen
Prado Museum

Treaty of 
Utrecht

Charles II dies 
Spain gives up without descent Loss of 

Treaty of its possessions GibraltarKing Philip V Peace of Truce with in Flanders and 
inherits the Nijmegen Regensburg Italy, Menorca Recovery of 

throneInvasion of and Gibraltar Majorca
Cession of Transfer of 

Catalonia by Franche- Luxembourg End of the 
FranceComté to to France War of 

France Succession

1683 1688 1697 1701 1708 1714

1679 1684 1691 1700 1704 1713   1715   
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against War of 

War against France Succession
France, part of Recovery of 
the Augsburg Barcelona
League Peace of 

Loss of OranRijswijk
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In the Mediterranean, by contrast, the war between 
French and Spanish squads off the coast of Catalonia led 
to frequent, usually inconclusive naval battles. The French 
navy, despite its superior resources, was unable to prevent 
the galleys of García de Toledo, Marquess of Villafranca, 
from rescuing besieged Tarragona in 1641. Nor was it able 
to forestall the Count of Linhares’s reinforcement of the 
Orbetello prison or the contribution of Juan José of Austria’s 
navy to the pacification of Naples after its rebellion in 1647.

In 1648, a ruined Spain was forced to recognise the inde-
pendence of the Netherlands. A few months later the Peace 
of Westphalia was signed, reshaping Europe, and ending 
the Thirty Years’ War. Nevertheless, France, confident that 
it could take advantage of Spain’s weakness, continued 
with its hostilities. In the Iberian Peninsula, the war with 
Portugal was also to continue.

Armed Conflicts

GALLEYS AND GALLEONS. THE BATTLE OF ORBETELLO (1646)

Galleys and galleons had such different characteristics that in their confrontations, despite the the-
oretical superiority of the galleon, there was some room for tactical manoeuvre, particularly when 
the wind was light. Thus, while in Cape Gelidonya Francisco de Rivera’s five galleons beat 55 Turkish 
galleys, at the siege of Tortosa the Duke of Alburquerque, with only six galleys, captured four French 
galleons that were trying to reinforce the city.

In the Mediterranean in the 17th century, both types of ships sometimes came together for combat 
in mixed squadrons, with the galley normally playing an auxiliary role. The Battle of Orbetello is one 
such case, particularly important for its strategic consequences. When the Spanish forts in Tuscany 
were attacked by the squadron of the French admiral Brezé, made up of 36 ships and 30 galleys, a 
squadron of 22 ships and 30 galleys was sent, under the command of the Count of Linhares, to take 
reinforcements to Orbetello.

Tactically, the battle became a harsh cannonade between the galleons of both squadrons, in which 
the galleys could not participate, confining themselves to supporting the damaged ships. It was a 
balanced battle, but the death of Admiral Brezé caused the French squadron to withdraw, allowing 
the Count of Linhares to come to the aid of Orbetello. Even more importantly, after this defeat, 
which was by no means decisive in material terms, the French navy would not attempt major naval 
operations again until the end of the war in 1659.

Naval Battle between the Spanish and the French in the 17th century. Oil painting by J. Martorell (19th century)
Ferrol Military Arsenal

126

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y



Naval Combat between the Spanish and the Dutch
Anonymous oil painting (17th century). Naval Museum of Madrid

The war against France
With France weakened by the Fronde civil war, the squad-

rons of the Spanish Monarchy were able to contribute to sta-
bilising operations in Italy and, even more importantly, to the 
recovery of Tortosa, where the Duke of Alburquerque, who 
maintained the blockade with six galleys, managed to cap-
ture four enemy galleons, which caused the French garrison 

to surrender. Shortly afterwards, besieged by land and sea, 
Barcelona capitulated, ending the rebellion in Catalonia. But 
the war with France would continue in Flanders; and the sit-
uation for the Spanish Monarchy would become even more 
serious when Cromwell’s England, with its ambitions for the 
wealth of the Spanish Indies, joined in the hostilities.

The war against England
In 1655, without a prior declaration of war, a powerful 

English navy attacked Hispaniola, where it was defeated by 
the defenders despite the enormous disproportion of forc-
es. After its failure, the navy headed for Jamaica, a sparsely 
populated island that it did manage to occupy, still a few 
months before declaring war.

Meanwhile, on the European stage, an English squadron 
under the command of Robert Blake blocked the ports of the 
peninsula in an attempt to intercept the West Indian fleet. 

In 1656, he managed to locate the fleet on the mainland by 
capturing a small galleon and a hulk. The following year, in 
the port of Tenerife, he managed to destroy the entire Nueva  
España fleet, which had been sunk by its own crew after its car-
go had been landed. Although the English booty was scarce, 
the damage done to the Spanish treasury was considerable. 
On the other side, equally important was the damage done 
to English trade by the corsairs from Dunkirk, who had be-
come the Spanish monarchy’s greatest asset in the sea war. 127
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THE DUNKIRK PRIVATEERS (1621-1659)

In maritime confrontations, the war on traffic plays a very important role. Whenever it is possible to gain con-
trol of the sea, blockading makes an effective means to help break the enemy, damaging their economic inter-
ests or their ability to continue the war. Otherwise, the weaker side is forced to resort to privateers.

The Spanish Monarchy, which was superior to its enemies until the 17th century, rarely resorted to privateers. 
However, the war against Holland, from the end of the truce in the War of the Eighty years in 1621, opened up 
a new area of activity: it was not possible to defeat the enemy in naval combat. In these circumstances, Span-
ish privateers, operating from the ports of the Bay of Biscay and, above all, from Dunkirk and its nearby an-
chorages, managed to substantially damage the Dutch economy by attacking its merchant and fishing fleets. 
An additional benefit of the privateers´ campaign was to force the Dutch Navy into a sustained and generally 
ineffective effort to blockade Dunkirk.

After France entered the Thirty Years’ War, the war 
against traffic was extended to French ships with 
great success. But it was in the war against Crom-
well’s England that the Dunkirk privateers played a 
more decisive role. While the English fleets were at-
tacking Spanish interests in the Indies, the Dunkirk 
privateers were performing veritable feats that 
made it possible to capture hundreds of ships in the 
enemy’s own coastal waters.



A new strategic balance
From 1657 onwards, the centre of gravity of the opera-

tions returned to Flanders. An Anglo-French army managed 
to conquer Dunkirk and Gravelines. The allied success, which 
was important for cutting off the Spanish Flanders from the 
sea, was enough to satisfy the expectations of already ex-
hausted combatants. The Peace of the Pyrenees would put 
an end to the long war with France. Territorially, little was 
lost. However, the defeated Spanish Monarchy would never 
again be the leading power, either on land or at sea.

The war with Portugal would continue, essentially on 
land. The Spanish navy would be unable to blockade the 
Portuguese coast, thus facilitating the continued support 
of France and England, which was to ultimately decide the 
outcome of the conflict. Portugal’s independence would be 
recognised in 1668.

From 1660 onwards, the war with England confined it-
self to the American stage, where the Windward Fleet, with 
limited forces, proved insufficient to prevent the sacking of 
some ports in the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. It was 
not until 1670 that English sovereignty over Jamaica was 
recognised.

Flanders, in 1643

A two-escudo coin (doubloon) of King Philip IV (1621-1665)
Naval Museum Madrid
Front: coat of arms of the Spanish monarchy without Portugal
Back: Jerusalem Cross in the middle of four double semicircles 
and scrolls

128

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y



Years of weakness
For the rest of the century, and under the reign of King 

Charles II since 1665, the great enemy of the Spanish Mon-
archy would be the powerful France of Louis XIV. Initially, 
the French objective was to annex what was left of Span-
ish Flanders, which would put Holland, which felt equally 
threatened, on the side of Spain. Given the state of aban-
donment in which the monarchy’s armies were left after 
the death of King Philip IV, it was Admiral De Ruyter’s 
Dutch squadron which led the naval response to the insur-
rection in Messina in 1676, unsuccessfully confronting the 
French, who would eventually manage to dominate the 
Mediterranean.

Little by little, war after war, conquering enclaves in 
Flanders and invading a part of Catalonia to use it as a bar-

gaining chip in later negotiations, France managed to ob-
tain the cession of new territories in Flanders and Franche-
Comté, despite the resistance of the Spanish Monarchy and 
the other European powers who viewed the growing power 
of France with concern. As the years went by, with Spain ex-
hausted by continuous wars, the situation worsened. With 
no navy to openly oppose Louis XIV’s now-powerful navy, 
Barcelona and Alicante were bombarded from the sea in 
1692 and five years later, the French naval blockade con-
tributed to Barcelona’s fall into French hands. It was prob-
ably only the confidence that, after Charles II died without 
issue, the throne of Spain would go to his grandson that led 
Louis XIV to return Catalonia and much of Flanders under 
the Treaty of Rijswijk in 1697.

Born in Biscay and fatherless, at the age of 12 
he served as a page on board the Santísima 
Trinidad galleon, starting a long naval career, 
in which he would fight against the Dutch and 
French as he gained professional experience.

As a sailor, he took part in the Battle of Or-
betello. In 1649 he was promoted to boat-
swain and four years later, thanks to his 
merits in combat, he was promoted to lieu-
tenant, an uncommon leap in the 17th centu-
ry, when social position weighed heavily on 
being appointed an officer. Appointed the 
captain of a small frigate, he devoted himself 
to privateering with some success. His feats 
at sea and his seafaring skills led to succes-
sive promotions, and in 1675 he was appoint-
ed to the command of the Nuestra Señora 

del Rosario galleon as a sea and war captain. At the command of this ship, Laya fought exemplarily 
under the orders of the Dutchman De Ruyter. Stripped of his job by courtly intrigues, Laya enlisted 
as a soldier. When the king became aware of this, he rewarded Laya with the appointment of admi-
ral. The promotion allowed him to distinguish himself again at sea until he became an admiral of the 
Ocean Sea Navy in 1688.

At the end of his life, Laya contributed his experience to the Supreme War Council and the Navy 
Board, thus completing a meritorious career in which, in the course of 50 intense years, he rose from 
page to admiral.

Illustrious Seamen

MATEO DE LAYA (1630-1693)

The Navy honours the heroes who shaped its history by naming 
ships after them, such as the gunboat Laya in this photograph
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The naval balance of these last decades of the century was 
very negative for the war effort of the Spanish Monarchy, par-
ticularly at sea. While during the reign of King Philip IV it was 
still possible to challenge powerful France for dominance of 
the Mediterranean, his successor’s navy was always inferior 
to Louis XIV’s.

The weakness of the navies of Charles II’s Spain was not 
only felt on our shores. In the Indies, the carelessness of the 
Windward Fleet left the Caribbean, the Gulf of Mexico and, 
at times, the South Sea unprotected from the raids by pirates 
supported by the French and English crowns. Thus, Morgan 
the Pirate, who would become governor of Jamaica, was able 
to plunder Panama. In a few years, Veracruz and Cartagena 
de Indias were also sacked. In addition, La Mámora (now Me-
hdía) and Larache, important bastions on the Moroccan At-
lantic coast, were lost.

The list of prestigious sailors in the first decades of the 
17th century was a long one: Luis Fajardo, Diego Brochero, 
Fadrique de Toledo, Lope de Hoces and Antonio de Oquendo 
in the Ocean Sea Navy; Tomás de Larraspuru in the Carrera de 
Indias; Miguel de Horna in the Flanders Navy; the Marquesses 
of Santa Cruz and Villafranca, who were captain-generals of 
the galley squadrons; and the notable captains of the Duke of 
Osuna’s Navy. However, very few commanders made them-
selves known in the following decades, with the possible ex-
ception of Mateo de Laya and the Marquis of Villafiel. And 
both men’s prestige bore less on major naval victories than 
on their ability to make the best use of the scarce means 
placed under their command by a navy which, in the words 
of Fernández Duro, “was a wheel in the rotting machine of the 
State which rotated in step with the others: those which repre-
sented the Administration in chaos, the Treasury in bankruptcy, 
the undisciplined Army...”

Even in the darkest times of Spain’s history there are lights 
worth remembering. The naval chronicles record the merits 
of the Spanish galleys, which provided excellent auxiliary ser-
vices despite the fact that, with the progress of the galleons, 
their moment of glory had already passed. There is also the 
regular arrival of the fleets from the Indies, financed by the 
“impuesto de Averías” (a tax levied on trade), and therefore 
better equipped and prepared than the rest of the Armadas. 
Lastly, there are the victories achieved in minor actions by 
commanders with a presence of mind which, although anec-
dotal, show that superiority of troops or good preparation 
are not always sufficient to achieve success and that intangi-
ble factors such as morale or leadership are often what makes 
the difference.

Diccionario de arquitectura naval  by Juan José Navarro, Marquess of Victoria. Archive of the Naval Museum. Madrid
Despite the multiplication of enemies at sea during the 17th and 18th centuries, the most dangerous of them continued to be the sea itself. 

This plate by the Marquess of La Victoria shows how the bandolas - improvised poles made from spare pieces of rigging - were used to restore 
the mobility of ships disbanded by the sea or combat.
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placed under their command by a navy which, in the words 
of Fernández Duro, “was a wheel in the rotting machine of the 
State which rotated in step with the others: those which repre-
sented the Administration in chaos, the Treasury in bankruptcy, 
the undisciplined Army...”
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worth remembering. The naval chronicles record the merits 
of the Spanish galleys, which provided excellent auxiliary ser-
vices despite the fact that, with the progress of the galleons, 
their moment of glory had already passed. There is also the 
regular arrival of the fleets from the Indies, financed by the 
“impuesto de Averías” (a tax levied on trade), and therefore 
better equipped and prepared than the rest of the Armadas. 
Lastly, there are the victories achieved in minor actions by 
commanders with a presence of mind which, although anec-
dotal, show that superiority of troops or good preparation 
are not always sufficient to achieve success and that intangi-
ble factors such as morale or leadership are often what makes 
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This plate by the Marquess of La Victoria shows how the bandolas - improvised poles made from spare pieces of rigging - were used to restore 
the mobility of ships disbanded by the sea or combat.
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The War of Succession
Fulfilling the last will of Charles II, King Philip V was 

sworn in as King of Spain in 1701. Faced with the threat that 
the strategic union of France and Spain could pose, most 
European powers supported the candidacy of Archduke 
Charles of Austria. The war was fought all over Europe and 
was essentially a land war, led mainly by the French armies 
in Italy, Flanders and even, in the early years, on the pen-
insula itself.

The naval superiority of the Austrian side in the Atlantic 
theatre, largely thanks to the strong English navy, allowed 
a first attempt to land in Cadiz, under the command of Ad-
miral Rooke, in 1702. After the attack was repelled, the de-
feated navy found the West Indian fleet, which, escorted 

by French ships, had taken refuge in the Vigo estuary. The 
fleet and its escort were destroyed, although the most 
valuable part of the cargo had been saved by disembark-
ing it in advance.

In 1703, Portugal joined the pro-Habsburg side and would 
be one of the entry points for the allied forces against King 
Philip V. In 1704, the Allies took the poorly-defended Gibral-
tar. Although they did so in the name of the archduke, as a 
pretender to the Spanish throne, the English admiral speci-
fied that he had done so in the name of his queen. Despite 
the efforts that would be made to recover it, the rock was a 
natural fortress which, defended with adequate means and 
supplied by sea, proved irretrievable.

King Philip V Embarks in Barcelona for Italy (1702). Intaglio print engraved by J.B. Berterham in Brussels (1704), 
from an original drawn by Felipe Pallota (1703). Naval Museum of Madrid
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Armed Conflicts

THE LOSS OF GIBRALTAR (1704)

In 1704, in the context of the War of Succession, Admiral Rooke’s Anglo-Dutch squadron, supporting 
the Habsburg pretender, took over the Rock of Gibraltar, which was virtually defenceless at the time. 
Although it was besieged by land in the following years by the Bourbon side, the Rock, which is easy 
to defend with adequate military resources and naval superiority at one’s disposal, could not be re-
covered.

Although the war ended with the triumph of King Philip V, the Treaty of Utrecht ceded Gibraltar to 
England under certain conditions. After that, throughout the 18th century, repeated efforts were 

made to recover it, most conspicuously during the 
North American War of Independence, when a to-
tal blockade was carried out by sea and land.

During this “Great Siege”, the Lieutenant General 
of the Royal Navy, Antonio Barceló, stood out by 
using gunboats of his own invention that proved to 
be very effective. However, the floating batteries 
used for the assault in 1782, which suffered heavy 
losses and were repelled by the British, were not. 
After these failures, caused by the impossibility of 
imposing itself on Great Britain in the sea in the 
18th century, Spain did not use force again to try to 
recover Gibraltar.

Anglo-Dutch Attack on Gibraltar and Naval Battle of 
Vélez-Málaga. Anonymous oil painting. (18th century).

Naval Museum of Madrid

Bomb vessel model (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Such ships were used to attack forts and maritime areas
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After the Battle of Vélez-Málaga between Louis XIV’s 
and Rooke’s Anglo-Dutch squadron, the result of which was 
uncertain, the French squadron withdrew to Toulon, leaving 
the archduke’s supporters to dominate the sea, both in the 
Atlantic and in the Mediterranean. As a result of this dom-
ination, the archduke himself landed in Catalonia in 1705, 
and in the following years Naples, Sardinia, and the Balearic 
Islands were lost. Oran was also lost to the Berbers because, 
with the loss of all freedom of action at sea, the city could 
not be rescued.

Only the victories of the Bourbon armies on Spanish soil 
and King Philip V’s own efforts sustained his candidacy until 
the exhaustion of Louis XIV’s France on the one hand, and on 
the other, the death of Emperor Joseph I –following which his 

heir, Archduke Charles, would accumulate the Spanish and 
imperial crowns, which was unacceptable to the British– led 
both sides to sign the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713. In exchange 
for the recognition of Philip V as king, Spain ceded the Italian 
possessions, what remained of the Netherlands, Menorca, 
and Gibraltar.

With England out of the way, King Philip V was given 
the opportunity to use his depleted navy for operations 
that would help end the civil war. The conquest of Barcelo-
na, which was blocked by land and sea, was achieved in 
1714, and that of Mallorca in 1715. The time had come to 
rebuild the Armada, on which the future of Spain and its 
West Indies depended so much, and to modernise its or-
ganisation.

Combat of a Spanish Frigate, Commanded by Blas de Lezo, with the British Ship Stanhope 
Oil painting by Ángel Cortellini (20th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Large 17th Century Galleys. Watercolour by Rafael Monleón. Madrid Naval Museum

17th Century Galleons. Watercolour by Rafael Monleón. Madrid Naval Museum
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Chapter  VIIi
THE CREATION OF THE ROYAL NAVY

CHAPTER VIII – THE CREATION OF THE ROYAL NAVY



Section of the San Genaro ship
Madrid Naval Museum

THE CREATION OF THE ROYAL NAVYTHE CREATION OF THE ROYAL NAVY
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Although after the War of Succession the Spanish Mon-
archy had ceded its European possessions, it still had the 
Indies almost intact, as only a few enclaves had been lost 
there. To defend the overseas territories and keep the es-
sential maritime communication routes open, it was nec-
essary to rebuild the Navy, which had become obsolete in 
many ways.

The constant increase in the number of cannons on the 
ships´ sides led to the development of the galleon and 
forced the entry into service of new types of ships, including 
the liner and the frigate. The increasing cost and complexity 
of these ships and their artillery contributed to reinforcing 
the naval power’s dependence on the nation’s scientific, 
economic, and industrial development. It was also neces-
sary to perfect the tactics designed for combat, so as to 
achieve maximum firepower in a confrontation between 
squadrons of ships of the line. It was likewise essential to 
modernise the organisation. The Habsburg navy had been a 

heterogeneous group, including both Crown-owned and 
leased ships. It was structured around a small number of 
permanent navies, complemented by squadrons from the 
different kingdoms of the Monarchy or from private individ-
uals. The term “fleet” was reserved for groups of merchant 
ships. The next step, in 1714, was the creation of a Royal 
Navy which, with a few exceptions, comprised all the naval 
forces in charge and at the service of the State.

CHRONOLOGY
War 

against the Philip V diesQuadruple 
Second Alliance First Peace of Ferdinand 

Creation of Pacte de Pacte de Vienna VI inherits  Gaztañeta Austrian 
the Maritime Famille the thronedefeated at Treaty of Famille King Charles Succession 
Departments

the Battle of Seville III becomes War
Cape Passaro King of 

Naples

1717 1720 1727 1732 1734 1739 1741 1744

1718 1726 1729 1733 1738 1740 1743 1746

Peace 
War Reconquest War of of The The 
against of Oran and Jenkins’ Ear Hague British defeat Marquess 
England Mers El Kébir against Great by Blas de of Victoria 

(Mazalquivir) Polish Britain Lezo in Siege of breaks Succession Conquest of Cartagena de Gibraltar the British WarSardinia Indias blockade at 
Patiño is appointed Cape Sicié
Intendant General 
of the Royal Navy



The Spanish term “navío” has a wide meaning: ship, vessel, boat, etc. But from the end of the 17th century to 
the beginning of the 19th century, this was the name of the most powerful warship of the time. The navío de 
línea (ship of the line), so called because it was designed to fight in line with others, had powerful weaponry on 
its sides and a very resistant construction that could withstand the impact of artillery.

The new type of ship was born from the evolution of the galleon, which became bigger and better armed. The 
galleon’s beakhead was retracted to form a more vertical cutwater, the stern was reduced in height, the stern 
was made wider and given balconies, and the artillery was arranged in two or three bridges on the sides and on 
the high decks, with 50 to 112 guns or more. 

Their displacement could vary from 
1,600 to more than 2,500 tons, and 
their crew could be of between 700 and 
1,200 men. The rigging was made up 
of a bowsprit and three vertical masts: 
bow to stern, foresail, main and miz-
zen. The bowsprit, projected forward, 
carried square priming sails, and trian-
gular sails or jibs from the foremast. 
The foremast and mainsail had square 
sails. The mizzen had square sails and 
a triangular or Latin sail, which after 
1760 became a gaff rig.

Legendary Ships

THE SHIP OF THE LINE

139

T
h

e c
r

e
a

Model of the San Genaro ship

T

Madrid Naval Museum  
io

n
o

f Th
e r

o
ya

l n
a

v
y

A British Peace of Paris
expedition Spain enters Spain recovers Seven Years’ to the River the American Menorca and 

Creation of War Plate fails War of Florida
the Royal Independence

French Astronomical Third Pacte Bombardment of 
Blockade of RevolutionObservatory de Famille Algiers 

Gibraltar by Barceló

1748 1754 1758 1762 1764 1782 1788

1753 1756 1759 1763   1779   1783   1789   

Peace of Peace of Paris
Aachen Ferdinand VI Spain enters Reconquest The Spain loses Charles III diesdies the Seven of MenorcaThe Marquess Marquess Florida, but Years’ War Charles IV of Ensenada of Ensenada Charles III recovers Cuba inherits the becomes falls inherits the Britain and Manila throneSecretary of throne conquers and receives 
State Havana and Louisiana

Manila



THE 18th CENTURY is considered 
THE CENTURY OF SCIENCES

SPAIN... RENEWED ITS NAVY, TRAINED ITS COMMANDERS, 
PROMOTED THE NAVAL INDUSTRY...

ANCHOR 
CABLES

WINCH

FOGÓN

2nd DECK

WINCH

1st DECK

BOATSWAIN’S LOCKER ROOM

HOLD
CARPENTER’S STOREROOM

ORLOP DECK

EVOLUTION

REFINEMENT OF ITS LINES
 INCREASE IN LENGTH 
  REDUCTION OF SUPERSTRUCTURES
   MORE SOLID CONSTRUCTION
    MPROVEMENT OF THEIR RIGGING

RESULT

A MORE ROBUST SHIP
 LESS VULNERABLE
 MORE MANOEUVRABLE
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GOLDEN AGE: FROM THE WOODEN GALLEON 
(16th – 17th century) TO THE NAVÍO (18th century)

USED FOR WAR AND TRADE

BULLET 
SHACKLE

DOUBLE 
WINCH

HIGH CHAMBER 
FOR COMMANDER

PUMP-WELL
CANNONS LOWER CHAMBER 

FOR OFFICERS

Model of a two-bridge ship (18th century)
Adapted from the educational material designed by Carmen 

Torres, on the occasion of the Madrid Science Fair (2005)
Deposited in the Ferrol Naval Museum
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Under the direction of the intendant Patiño, the Royal Company of Mid-
shipmen was created in Cadiz in 1717 with the intention of improving the 
technical preparation of the members of the War Officer Corps of the Royal 
Navy. The Ministry of the Maritime Corps, the origin of the current Service 
Corps, was also created, for the purposes of administration, accounts and 
records, and so was the Navy Battalion Corps, which encompassed the troops 
necessary for the garrisoning of ships and dependencies.

Portrait of a Midshipmen from the 18th century
Anonymous oil painting (18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Naval magazine produced in Marín to commemorate 
the third centenary of the creation of the Royal 

Company of Midshipmen
Photography: Spanish Navy

Legendary Ships

THE FRIGATE

Although the term “frigate” is very old, from the middle of the 17th century and until the first part of the 19th 

century, this name was given to a boat that was smaller than the ship, normally with a similar rigging, consist-
ing of a bowsprit at the bow, and a ratchet, a main and mizzen, vertical from bow to stern. With a length of 
about 45 m and a displacement tonnage of 500 to 600 tons, it was a fast and manoeuvrable ship. Its armament, 
normally arranged on a single bridge or battery on the sides, was of usually less than 30 guns, although there 
were larger frigates with up to 50 guns. The main mission of the frigate was to protect traffic. Due to its speed, 
armament, and manoeuvrability, it was very suitable for fighting against corsairs and pirates. Frigates were 
also used to make discoveries from the front and sides of a squadron of ships of the line, to detect the presence 
of enemies and allow the squadron to manoeuvre accordingly. Other appropriate tasks for these ships included 
providing a link between the larger units and transporting mail, while sailing independently.

Model of the arsenal of the 34-gun frigate Diana (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Patiño and the Navy
Under the direction of the intendant Patiño, the Royal Company of Mid-

shipmen was created in Cadiz in 1717 with the intention of improving the 
technical preparation of the members of the War Officer Corps of the Royal 
Navy. The Ministry of the Maritime Corps, the origin of the current Service 
Corps, was also created, for the purposes of administration, accounts and 
records, and so was the Navy Battalion Corps, which encompassed the troops 
necessary for the garrisoning of ships and dependencies.

Portrait of a Midshipmen from the 18th century
Anonymous oil painting (18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Naval magazine produced in Marín to commemorate 
the third centenary of the creation of the Royal 

Company of Midshipmen
Photography: Spanish Navy

First flag of the Naval School, 
donated in 1902 by the Queen 

Regent Maria Cristina
Madrid Naval Museum

Patiño wanted the Midshipmen to perfect their training 
with blood and, to this end, he embarked them during 
the Navy’s campaigns in Sardinia and Sicily. 
On board the San Juan Bautista, Antonio de Barrutia 
died in 1718, the first Midshipmen to be killed in action. 
One of the training boats of the Naval Military School 
now bears his name.
Photography: Spanish Navy
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE ROYAL COMPANY OF MIDSHIPMEN

Founded by Patiño in 1717, the Royal Company of Midshipmen was 
created to provide the Royal Navy with cadres of officers. Seeking to 
attract the best candidates in accordance with the criteria of the time, 
the first call required that “all those eligible to be Midshipmen must 
be of noted noble origin on both sides, in accordance with the laws of 
these kingdoms.” It was not until 1871 that the requirement of noble 
blood for entry was eliminated.

Patiño wanted the new school to combine the demanding academic 
training of the French navy –which included studies in Mathematics, 
Nautical subjects, Artillery and Manoeuvres– with the practice at sea 
that characterised the English navy. The toughness of the programme, 
of varying duration depending on each student’s performance, and the 
judicious selection of its commanders combined to put the Royal Com-
pany at the forefront of 18th century Spanish scientific development.

To organise the Company, the prestigious Garde du Corps was chosen 
as a model, imitating its uniform and armaments, as well as the privi-
lege of fighting in the frontline. The posts of brigadiers and sub-briga-
diers, appointed from among the students themselves to collaborate 
in the training of the candidates, still exist in this organisation.

Portrait of Luis D’Ormay, first captain of 
the Royal Company of Midshipmen

Anonymous oil painting (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

File of proof of nobility and cleanliness of blood of Antonio Chacón Narváez Castelli. Naval Museum Archives. Madrid

JUAN, Jorge. Compendio de 
navegación para el uso de los 
cavalleros guardias-marinas. 
En Cádiz: en la Academia de 
los mismos cavalleros, 1757
Madrid Naval Museum Library

Instruction for the government, education, teaching and service of the maritime guards, 
and duties of their officers and faculty teachers (15th April 1718)
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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Foundations of Naval Power
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From the Secretariat of the Navy, Patiño also created the 
Maritime Departments of Cádiz, Ferrol and Cartagena, 
which would integrate the bases and arsenals needed by 
the squadrons of a modern Navy. The shipyards of Guarnizo 
and Havana were also strengthened and, in order to obtain 
the equipment for the ships to be built, the Navy Register 
was reorganised, obliging the sailors of the different Span-
ish maritime provinces to serve in the Navy.

Company Flag of the Navy Battalions (18th
 century)

Madrid Naval Museum
The combination of the anchors and the Burgundy cross characterised 
the flags of the units of the former Battalion Corps

Soldier of the Battalions with 
uniform of 1802
Madrid Naval Museum

In its effort to combine modernity and 
tradition, the Marine Corps maintains 
a section with period uniforms, which 
parades with the other sections at the 

solemn events of the Corps
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE NEW ROYAL NAVY CORPS

Among other essential tasks for the organisation of an 
efficient navy, Patiño invested much effort in achieving 
the first uniformly educated officer corps. As Captain 
Blanco Núñez writes in the Military History of Spain, the 
aim was to harmonise such opposing interests as those 
of the galley officers of the Mediterranean, who despised 
manoeuvring, and those of the Atlantic squadrons and 
fleets, who had no other science than practice. This har-
monising objective characterised the War Officer Corps 
of the Royal Navy, whose members could serve either on 
ships, in the units of the Marine Battalion Corps created 
in 1717 for the garrisoning of ships and installations, or 
in the Artillery Brigades that would be created shortly 
afterwards.

With the overseers, commissioners, and paymasters of 
the old navies of the Habsburg period, Patiño formed 
the Ministry of the Maritime Corps, then the Administra-
tive Corps and finally the Maritime Logistic Corps. The 
Corps had responsibilities over shipyards and factories, 
and also over economic affairs, supplies and rations. It 
also had jurisdiction over all armourers, both onshore 
and offshore.

The corps structure of the Navy was completed in 1770, 
with the creation of the Corps of Maritime Engineers at 
the behest of its first general, the Frenchman François 
Gautier.

José Patiño y Rosales 
Intendent General of the Navy
Oil painting by Rafael Tegeo 

(19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

The campaigns in Italy
In his early years, King Philip V’s foreign policy was aimed 

at recovering some of the Italian possessions ceded by the 
Treaty of Utrecht. Although the treaty itself made it impos-
sible to return them to the Crown, it was intended to obtain 
rights for the children the king had from his second wife, 
Isabella of Farnese. The Spanish armies, supported by an 
Armada that had already begun its recovery, conquered 
Sardinia in 1717 and landed in Sicily in 1718. Such successes 
caused England, France, Holland and Austria to form an al-
liance to prevent further Spanish expansion.

For the Royal Navy, the challenge came too soon. With-
out a prior declaration of war, a much larger British squad-
ron destroyed the Gaztañeta squadron at Cape Passaro. 
After the disaster, the Armada would still achieve isolated 
successes in minor actions, such as the victory of Rodrigo 
de Torres’s three ships over a British frigate captured at 
St Vincent in 1719. However, dominance of the sea was lost 
and, as an inevitable consequence, Spanish armies were 
forced to withdraw from Sardinia and Sicily in 1720, restor-
ing the status quo signed at Utrecht.
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Legendary Ships

SHIPBUILDING IN THE 18TH CENTURY
During the 18th century, military shipbuilding underwent a remark-
able transformation: from the empirical methods of the ship’s car-
penters to the systematic application of scientific knowledge.

At the beginning of the century, coinciding with the Crown’s ef-
forts to strengthen the Armada, General Gaztañeta issued general 
guidelines for the construction of Spanish ships, which remained 
in force during the first half of the century. Under these guidelines, 
the Real Felipe ship, the Marquess of Victoria’s flagship in the Bat-
tle of Cape Sicié, was built.

Seeking both to improve the seafaring characteristics of the ships 
and to reduce construction costs, Jorge Juan was inspired by En-
glish construction to create a new building system that remained 
in force until 1770. The Santísima Trinidad, which Galdós called the 
“Escorial of the seas”, belonged to this period. Built in Havana and 
armed with 130 cannons, it was the largest ship of its time.

Jorge Juan’s system was followed by that of the Frenchman Gautier, 
which introduced various design improvements and remained in 
force until 1782. The result of the Gautier system was the two-
bridge ship San Juan Nepomuceno, built in Guarnizo in 1776.

The evolution of shipbuilding in the 18th century concluded with the designs of the Spaniard Romero Landa, 
which resulted in excellent two-bridge ships with 74 guns. His first ship, the San Ildefonso, launched in Carta-
gena in 1785, proved so good that orders were issued for seven more of the same design to be built.

The peak of the improvement process in Spanish shipbuilding was reached with the Montañés, launched in 
Ferrol in 1794. With plans by Romero Landa that were modified by Retamosa, it was probably the best ship of 
its class at that time.

Antonio de Gaztañeta, 
Lieutenant General of the Royal Navy
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Arte de fabricar reales (1688), by Antonio Gaztañeta
Enrique Areilza Churruca, Count of Motrico Archives

Hand plane (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Used to even out the wood surfaces of ships
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Model of the San Ildefonso 
ship’s arsenal
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Santísima Trinidad ship
Madrid Naval Museum

Two-Bridge Line Ship
Watercolour by Alejo Berlinguero. Madrid Naval Museum

José Romero y Fernández de Landa, 
General Engineer of the Royal Navy

Anonymous oil painting (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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If the hulls of ships and frig-
ates did not evolve much 
during the 18th century, the 
rigging did. In the last de-
cades, jibs replaced barrels, 
and gaff rigs replaced the Lat-
in sail on the mizzen. Likewise 
importantly, the underwater 
body of the ships began to be 
lined with copper –which the 
British had started to do be-
fore– resulting in a consider-
able gain in speed.

Frigate with English-type rigging
Diccionario de arquitectura naval  by Juan 
José Navarro, Marquess of Victoria
Naval Museum Archives
Madrid During a large part of the 18th century, 
the warship was the best exponent of the 
scientific progress of mankind
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The wars against England: 
the Great Siege of Gibraltar

If in the 17th century it was France, Spain’s great enemy in 
the 18th century was England. After the Italian campaigns, 
in which there was little to win, the security of the West In-
dian fleets, the recovery of Gibraltar and Menorca and the 
revocation of the concessions made in Utrecht for overseas 
trade were the main objectives of Spanish foreign policy in 
the first decades of the century. They were all opposed by 
British naval power.

In 1727, the first Spanish attempt to recover Gibraltar 
took place. It was not possible to achieve this because the 
naval superiority of the enemy prevented a sea blockade. 
However, the reborn Spanish Armada was able to bring the 
West Indian fleets of 1726, 1727 and 1728 to Cadiz, which 
showed that the situation was beginning to change.

Foundations of Naval Power

THE MARITIME DEPARTMENTS

When in 1726 Patiño became Secretary of State and Secretary of the Office of the Navy and the Indies, he es-
tablished the Maritime Departments of Cadiz –whose captain general would also be the General Director of the 
Royal Navy– Ferrol and Cartagena.

The captains general of the departments had jurisdiction over all maritime matters in the territory that corre-
sponded to them: merchant and fishing navies, maritime industries, sea registers and maritime Tercios. The 
jurisdiction of the North stretched from the border of the Bidasoa River to that of Portugal; that of the South 
from the border of Ayamonte to Cabo de Gata, including the Canary Islands; and that of the East from Cape 
Gata to the border with France, including the Balearic Islands.

Each department was to have a base and a shipyard at its head, and this purpose was initially served by the 
shipyards at Puntales, La Carraca, La Graña and Cartagena. Later, the large arsenals of the Marquess of Ensenada 
would be built in the three Departments and in Havana.

From 1732 onwards, each department would have its own squadron, under the command of its captain general.

Map of Ferrol (1774)
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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Map of Ferrol’s Arsenal
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid

Map of La Carraca Arsenal (1779)
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid

Map of the city, arsenal, and 
Port of Cartagena (1779)

Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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Legendary Ships

THE JABEQUE (XEBEC)

The xebec was a sailing and rowing boat that appeared in the Mediterranean in the 15th century and was widely 
used by Berber pirates. Due to its good seafaring qualities, it was copied by Spanish fishermen, and was also 
used for mail and war purposes.

It was light, manoeuvrable and with a shallow draught, which allowed it to sail in shallow waters in order to 
facilitate its coastal incursions and to hide from its pursuers. It had a flush deck, raked bow, an overhanging 
stern, and stylized lines that gave it a beautiful silhouette.

Its rigging usually had a bowsprit and three masts. Normally it used triangular or Latin sails, although some-
times it also used round or square sails, in which case it was called “round xebec” or “chambequin”.

The xebecs would sail using the oars when necessary in attacks, retreats, navigation in shallow waters and port 
manoeuvres. The oars worked through rowlock holes, opened between the ports. They had several 8 –and 6– 
pound guns, distributed on the sides, with the smaller ones in the canopy. They usually operated in fleets.

Model of a xebec arsenal (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Reconquest of Oran. Landing of the Troops in the Place called Las Aguadas (1732)
Oil painting, copy by Manuel Calderón (20th century) from an original by Domenico María Sani (18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

The Mediterranean stage
In 1732, a relatively peaceful Spain in which the new dynasty 

had taken important steps to improve the economy was able 
to organise a large army under the command of the Count of 
Montemar who, with the support of Francisco Javier Cornejo’s 
squadron, reconquered Oran and Mazalquivir (Mers El Kébir), 
both of which were important for containing piracy.

Two years later, in the context of the war between 
France and the Empire over the succession of Poland, the 
Armada also contributed to the conquest of Naples and 
Sicily by the Spanish armies. Both kingdoms were handed 
over to Prince Charles –the future King Charles III– as per 
the Peace of Vienna.
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Armed conflicts

THE ORAN LANDING (1732)

The peace treaty agreed with England and France in 1729 allowed the Spanish Monarchy to retake 
the initiative in the permanent fight against the Berber privateers. As in other times, Oran was a key 
place for the campaign. To reconquer it, a navy of 535 ships of all classes was assembled, including 27 
ships under the command of Francisco Cornejo and 7 galleys from Miguel Reggio’s squadron.

With the flanks protected by the galleys –which were suitable for the task due to their shallow draught – 
and the beach beaten by the fire of the ships, the landing was a complete success. Already on the first 
day, 20,000 men disembarked in battle order, demonstrating the excellence of the planning.

Once the landing was completed, the troops, commanded by the Count of Montemar, took Mazalquivir 
(Mers El Kébir), and entered Oran, which had been abandoned by its defenders.

The order of operations of Cornejo’s squadron included this sentence, which deserves to be remem-
bered: “If combat were offered at night, where only courage works and is shown by those who have it, 
should there be many such people, few lights will be needed; should there be few, many.”



The wars against England: The War of Jenkins´ Ear 
(known as Guerra del Asiento in Spain)

In Utrecht, the British Crown had obtained two import-
ant trade concessions: the “the black trade” –the authori-
sation to the English to sell African slaves in America– and 
the “permission ship” which, annually, would be authorised 
to trade directly with the Indies. Both concessions led to 
abuses that caused continuous friction between Spain and 
England. In this scenario, a smuggler named Jenkins report-
ed in England that the Spaniards, after confiscating the car-
go of his ship, had cut off one of his ears to take it to their 
king with the warning that “the same would happen to him 
if caught doing the same.”

The climate of tension created contributed to a new 
war, declared in 1739, and often known as the War of Jenkins’ 
Ear. England sent a powerful navy, commanded by Admiral 
Vernon, which had no difficulty in taking the poorly de-
fended city of Portobelo. He then tried to do the same in 
Cartagena de Indias, which was key to the defence of the 
viceroyalty of New Granada. In 1741, after two unsuccess-
ful pre-emptive strikes, Admiral Vernon committed all 
his forces to the struggle, failing once again in the face 
of Blas de Lezo’s determined defence. Further defeats in 
Cuba, on the Isthmus of Panama, again in Cartagena de 

Illustrious Seamen

BLAS DE LEZO (1687-1741)

Born in Pasajes, in 1702 Blas de Lezo joined the French Navy, then an ally of the Spanish Navy during 
the War of Succession, as a midshipman. In his first war action, the naval battle of Vélez-Málaga, a 
cannonball tore his left leg off below the knee. He also lost an eye fighting the Savoyards and an arm 
in the siege of Barcelona in 1714, after which he went on to serve in the Royal Navy. Quickly promot-
ed to captain of a ship due to his many merits, in 1720 he took command of the Nuestra Señora del 
Pilar, with which he fought piracy in the Pacific. There he was appointed general in 1723 and, in com-
mand of the South Sea squadron, he successfully confronted English and Dutch corsairs and pirates.

Returning to Spain in 1730, he assumed command of the Mediterranean Squadron. In 1732 he entered 
Genoa to demand the return of the Spanish funds deposited there and, as Cornejo’s second-in-com-
mand, he participated in the landing operations that led to the conquest of Oran. Once the square 

was taken, Blas de Lezo surrendered to the flagship of Algiers 
in battle and set fire to the rest of his squadron, despite the 
fact that they had anchored under the protection of their forts 
on the coast.

Appointed Lieutenant General, in 1737 Blas de Lezo took 
charge of the defence of Cartagena de Indias, where he in-
flicted a heavy defeat on the British. His successes, however, 
were not recognised. Faced with Viceroy Eslava, only death 
as a result of the sufferings of the long campaign saved him 
from the possibility of being dismissed.

Time, however, has set the record straight and Lieutenant 
General Blas de Lezo is now considered one of the greatest 
sailors in the history of Spain.

Inauguration of the monument to Blas de Lezo, erected by popular 
subscription in Plaza de Colón Square in Madrid
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Armed Conflicts

THE DEFENCE OF CARTAGENA DE INDIAS (1740-1741)

In the context of the War of Jenkins’ Ear, the English admiral 
Edward Vernon was entrusted with the assault on Cartagena de 
Indias, whose conquest would be key in the English campaign in 
the Caribbean. The city was not only one of the most important 
ports in Spanish America; it was also the key to the viceroyalty 
of New Granada.

In March 1740, Vernon made a first attempt to conquer Cartagena 
de Indias, this time using a force that proved insufficient for the 
task. Blas de Lezo responded to the naval bombardment of the de-
fences by landing the cannons of his few ships and placing them in 
the forts, from where they caused significant damage to the English 
ships. After a week of fighting, the British withdrew, leaving behind 
400 soldiers who were taken prisoner.

The following month a new viceroy, Sebastian of Eslava, arrived in 
the city with reinforcements that arrived in time to repel a second 
attack by Vernon in May. Meanwhile, in the Pacific Ocean, an ex-

pedition by Commodore George Anson, who was to li-
aise with Vernon’s troops in Panama, broke the Amer-
ican continent into two and isolated the viceroyalty of 
New Granada, the ultimate goal of the English for the 
campaign.

The last and most determined attempt to conquer Cart-
agena de Indias took place in March 1741. Vernon had 
186 ships and nearly 30,000 men. After the bombard-
ment of the forts that defended the city, which was well 
protected by Spanish cannons, Vernon forced access 
to the inner bay where the port was located and from 
there, he tried to make headway on land.

With everything apparently in his favour, Vernon sent a 
message to England announcing his victory premature-
ly. Coins were minted in London to commemorate the 
surrender of Blas de Lezo, but the reality was quite dif-
ferent. The tenacious defence of the Spanish, well led 
by Blas de Lezo and Eslava, combined with the attacks 
by small units protected by dense vegetation, harass-
ing the English columns, and the many casualties of the 
forces that had landed due to an epidemic of yellow fe-
ver forced Vernon to reship his forces.

The failure had cost the English more than 5,000 
dead and the loss of many ships of all kinds, some 
of which had to be destroyed because they were not 
manned. The Viceroyalty of New Granada had been 
saved and would remain in Spanish hands until its in-
dependence.

Blas de Lezo in Cartagena de Indias
Oil painting by Augusto Ferrer Dalmau

Blas de Lezo Cultural Association
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The Marquess de Victoria’s staff
Madrid Naval Museum

Illustrious Seamen

MARQUESS OF VICTORIA 
(1687-1772)

Born in Messina, the son of a military man, he 
was a soldier from his youth. During the War of 
Succession he fought in Italy and Spain, where 
he already demonstrated the great qualities as 
a draftsman and engineer that he would demon-
strate throughout his career.

When Patiño created the Marine Battalion Corps, 
Navarro’s company joined the Royal Navy with him 
at the front. There, his scientific training earned 
him the appointment of ensign of the Royal Compa-
ny of Midshipmen. In this position he would create 
extremely valuable, wonderfully illustrated works, 
intended for teaching students the various facets of 
military art, and still much-admired today.

In 1729 he was given command of the San Fernando 
ship, with which he participated in the West Indies 
Fleet. On his return, he distinguished himself by 
landing in Oran, under the command of the Castilla, 
in 1732.

In 1737 he was appointed head of the squadron. 
With his insignia on the Real Felipe, he was in com-
mand of the Spanish ships at the battle of Cape 
Sicié, where he managed to break the blockade to 
which he had been subjected in the port of Toulon 
by a larger British squadron. For this success he 
was awarded the title of Marquess of Victoria.

Indias and, once Vernon was relieved, in La Guaira and 
Puerto Cabello, put an end to the British attacks in the 
Caribbean, leaving the leading role in the overseas naval 
actions to the privateers of both sides. Spain, which was 
able to protect its Indian fleets, emerged none the worse 
from this war on trade. Meanwhile, the centre of gravity of 
the fighting shifted to Europe, where the War of the Austrian 
Succession had broken out.

In the context of this European war, the Spanish armies 
clashed with the Austrians in Italy with the aim, maintained 
from the previous decades, of obtaining Italian crowns 
for the Spanish infantes. After transporting troops to the 
theatre of battle, the Marquess of Victoria´s squadron en-
tered Toulon, where it was blocked by Admiral Mathews’s. 
In 1744, the French and Spanish managed to break the 
blockade by defeating the British squadron at Cape Sicié. 
Although the damage to both forces was comparable, the 

Juan José Navarro de Viana y Búfalo, 
Marquess of Victoria 

Captain General of the Royal Navy
Oil painting by Rafael Tegeo (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Diccionario de arquitectura naval by Juan José Navarro, Marquess of Victoria
Bow of the Africa ship with 2 bridges and 74 guns (18th century). Naval Museum archives. Madrid
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strategic consequences of the battle were very clear: the 
British squadron was immobilised in Mahón, leaving the 
way open for the reinforcement of the armies in Italy. For 
its part, the Marquess of Victoria’s squadron enjoyed a brief 

period of freedom of action in the Mediterranean until, fi-
nally, the greater British naval power imposed itself, once 
again blocking it at Cartagena. The war would end in 1748 
with the recovery of the status quo.

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF CAPE SICIÉ (Toulon) (1744)

During the War of the Austrian Succession, Juan José Navarro’s squadron, consisting of 12 ships, had 
been blocked in Toulon by Admiral Mathews’s squadron with 32 liners. When the order was received 
to go to sea and break the blockade, the Spanish squadron had to be accompanied by the 17-ship 
French squadron under the command of De Court.

On leaving the port, the battle lines were formed, both encircled on the starboard side with the 
English on the windward side. Shortly afterwards, the 24 English ships of the enemy vanguard and 
centre arrived on the Allied rearguard –formed exclusively by the Spanish ships– to separate it from 
the French, at which they were successful.

During the action, the Spanish ships suffered the concentrated fire of 2 or 3 Englishmen for each one 
of them. Captain Fernández Duro said: “It will never be repeated enough. This is what the science and 
skill of the General consist of, that of knowing how to make oneself superior by beating the opponent 
by parts.” However, despite the clear disadvantage, Navarro’s ships fought well and managed to 
dislodge four enemy ships. When night fell, Matthews decided to withdraw when he saw that the 
French squadron had turned and was approaching in impeccable formation.

The fighting would not continue. Although one of the Spanish ships was lost in the battle, Navarro’s 
tenacity made it possible to achieve the objective of breaking through despite the poor coordination 
between the French and Spanish. This success earned Juan José Navarro the title of Marquess of Victo-
ria.

Battle of Capel Sicié. Diccionario de arquitectura naval by Juan José Navarro, Marquess of Victoria (1744)
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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The impulse of the marquess 
of Ensenada

In the following years, under the reign of King Ferdinand VI, competent 
and enterprising ministers, including the Marquess of Ensenada, inspired by 
the principles of the Enlightenment, were able to recompose the treasury 
and strengthen the Royal Navy, as well as giving an important boost to the 
scientific navy with the creation of the Royal College of Navy Surgery in 1748 
and the Royal Navy Observatory in 1753. The Marquess of Ensenada said: 
“Without the navy, the Spanish monarchy cannot be respected, nor can 
the dominion of its vast states be preserved, nor can the peninsula, the 
centre and heart of everything, flourish.” It was also his policy to build an 
army that, with its English counterpart, would balance French superiority; 
and a navy that, united with that of France, could dispute England’s domi-
nance of the sea.

Royal Navy Observatory 
San Fernando (Cadiz)

Ordenanzas de su magestad para el gobierno militar, 
político y económico de su Armada Naval.
En Madrid: en la imprenta de Juan de Zúñiga, 1748
Madrid Naval Museum Library

Zenón de Somodevilla 
Marquess of Ensenada

Anonymous oil painting 
(18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE SCIENTIFIC NAVY

The influence of such skilled organizers as Patiño, the Marquess of Ensenada and, later, Antonio Valdés, would 
bear fruit in a process that, in the century of the Enlightenment, considerably raised the scientific level of the 
Navy. The creation of the Royal Company of Midshipmen was an important milestone in this process, forming 
a nucleus of brilliant officers who were at the forefront of Spanish science in their time. Such was the case of 
Jorge Juan, an innovative engineer, astronomer, mathematician, and physicist; Antonio de Ulloa, an expert in 
botany, astronomy and geology and discoverer of platinum; Vicente Tofiño, a renowned hydrographer; 
Gabriel Císcar, who introduced the metric system in Spain; and Vargas Ponce and Fernández de Navarrete, 
both directors of the Royal Academy of History.

Also an important part of the scientific navy was the Royal College of Surgery of the Navy, created in 1748; 
the Royal Astronomical Observatory, created at the proposal of Jorge Juan in 1753, and the School of Marine 
Engineers, founded in 1772. The work carried out in these centres was complemented by the work done in all 
kinds of expeditions carried out by the Navy during the 18th century, along the coasts of the South Sea (Pacific) 
and the Philippines, the Caribbean, Florida and the Bahamas, the River Plate, the Strait of Magellan and 
Patagonia.

TOFIÑO, Vicente. Atlas 
marítimo de España (1789)
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid

JUAN, Jorge; ULLOA, Antonio. 
Relación histórica del viage a la 

América meridiona
Madrid: por Antonio Marín, 1748

Madrid Naval Museum Library

Geodetic level (18th century), used by Jorge Juan 
to measure the meridian.
Madrid Naval Museum
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From the Compass to the Aegis

NAUTICAL INSTRUMENTS IN THE 18TH CENTURY

The maritime-scientific expeditions of the second half of the 
18th century were technically possible thanks to the advanc-
es in nautical science, the improvement of navigation in-
struments and the construction of safer ships. To determine 
the position of the ship on the high seas, it was necessary to 
know the longitude and latitude. The latter was obtained by 
measuring the height of the sun or other stars by means of 
the astrolabe, the nautical quadrant or the crossbow, which 
were replaced in the 18th century by new instruments based 
on the physical laws of light reflection: the octant and sex-
tant. However, determining longitude at sea still presented 
serious difficulties due to the need to determine the exact 
time. Only in this way could the rotation of the earth on its 
axis be unravelled and the position of the celestial sphere be 
fixed in time.

Over the years different ideas were proposed to determine 
time. Of these, two stood out in the second third of the 18th 
century. The first, purely astronomical one was based on the 
measurement of the angular distances between the moon 
and other stars, obtaining values which, compared with the 
tabulations, allowed time to be calculated with reasonable 
accuracy. The method, which was called “lunar distances”, 
proved to be very difficult to apply in practice. For this rea-
son, as soon as technology made it possible, it was aban-
doned in favour of the precision marine chronometer.

Octant (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

First reflection instrument used to 
measure the height of the stars

Berthoud marine chronometer (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
The only Berthoud chronometer of its kind in Spain, 
acquired by the Navy for use in major maritime-scientific 
expeditions
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Illustrious Seamen

JORGE JUAN (1713-1773)

Jorge Juan y Santacilia was born in Novelda (Alicante). 
Admitted to the Royal Company of Midshipmen, he em-
barked in 1730 and participated on board the Castilla in 
the landing of Oran.

His scientific background led him to be appointed to par-
ticipate with Antonio de Ulloa in a Spanish-French scien-
tific commission to measure the meridian near the Equator, 
which was necessary to determine the true figure of the 
Earth. During the nine years the expedition lasted, in ad-
dition to their scientific work, Jorge Juan and Ulloa wrote 
valuable reports on various political and military issues 
relating to the viceroyalty of Peru. On his return, Jorge 
Juan was accepted as a member of the French Academy 
of Sciences, the Royal Society of London, and the Acade-
my of Sciences of Berlin.

Promoted to ship’s captain, in 1748 Jorge Juan was sent 
to London to study English shipbuilding systems, a task 

he simultaneously carried out with the acquisition of the books and instruments necessary to create 
the Royal Astronomical Observatory in Cadiz.

Appointed captain of the Royal Company of Midshipmen in 1751, he improved the 
scientific training programmes of his students and published a navigation com-
pendium for the education of future officers.

A true enlightened sailor, he excelled in many different areas of activity. 
Among his many achievements mention must be made of the founding of 
the Literary Friendly Assembly in 1755, the success of his extraordinary 
embassy in Morocco in 1767, and the publication in 1771 of his seminal 
work, the Maritime Examination, of exceptional scientific importance.

Azimuthal and altitude quadrant (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

This instrument was used by Jorge Juan and Antonio de Ulloa to 
measure the arc of the earth’s meridian in Peru

Jorge Juan y Santacilia Squadron 
Commander of the Royal Navy

Oil painting by Rafael Tegeo (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid
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The wars against England: 
The Seven Years’ War

During the reign of Ferdinand VI, Spain had remained on the side-
lines of the Seven Years’ War which, since 1756, had pitted France against 
England, each with their respective allies. Charles III, who inherited the 
throne in 1759, preferred to abandon neutrality and align himself with 
France. Spain’s participation in the war, which came very late, began in 
1762 on Portuguese soil, where the Spanish and French failed in their 
attempt to take Lisbon, which was defended by English troops.

Bust of Charles III  in plaster by Juan 
Pascual de Mena (18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Illustrious Seamen

ANTONIO DE ULLOA (1716-1795)

Antonio de Ulloa y de la Torre Guiral stood out among the 
scientific sailors of the enlightened world. Born in Seville 
in 1716, he joined the Royal Company of Midshipmen of 
Cadiz in 1733. He and Jorge Juan were part of the Span-
ish-French commission in charge of measuring the me-
ridian arc near the equator, a necessary measurement to 
determine the true shape of the earth.

In 1735, both officers met in Cartagena de Indias with the 
members of the French commission: La Condamine, Godin 
and Bouguer. When the commission ended in 1744, Ulloa 
and Jorge Juan returned to Spain separately, each with a 
copy of all the information in case one of them was cap-
tured. Ulloa, on board the French frigate La Deliverance, 
was captured by the British near Newfoundland. After he 
was transferred to England, all his papers were returned to 
him and he was received at the Royal Geographical Society, 
of which he was a member.

As a result of this commission, the Historical Account of HM’s Journey to South America and the As-
tronomical and Physical Observations Made by HM in the kingdoms of Peru were published.

Without leaving aside his career as a Navy officer, Ulloa’s extraordinary scientific capacity showed in 
very diverse fields, among which the discovery of platinum and its properties stood out. He designed 
the Canal of Old Castile, directed its construction, and collaborated in the mapping of Spain.

He died on León Island in 1795, while he was a lieutenant general in the Navy, an academician of fine 
arts in Madrid, a correspondent of the Academies of Sciences in Paris, Berlin and Stockholm, of the 
Bologna Institute and of the Leipzig Society.

Antonio de Ulloa Lieutenant General of the Royal Navy
Oil painting by José Roldan y Martínez (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum 165

T
h

e c
r

e
a

Tio
n o

f Th
e r

o
ya

l n
a

v
y



From the Compass to the Aegis

NAVAL ARTILLERY IN THE 18TH CENTURY

At the beginning of the 18th century, the number of artillery pieces on warships increased substantially 
and, for logistical and industrial reasons, they had to be standardised. From the culverins, sacres, pas-
avolantes and so many other variants of the previous century, the 1718 Ordinance reduced the types 
of cannons to those with 24-, 16-, 12-, 8- and 4- pound bullets. In 1765, a larger one was added, the 
36-pounder. In addition to the spherical bullet, chained bullets and levers were used to damage the mast.

Eighteenth-century cannons were of the muzzleloader variety and generally made of cast iron, 
which was cheaper than bronze. They were mounted on wooden carriages, in superimposed batter-
ies, and the number of cannons determined the category of the ships of the line. Three-deck ships 
were usually built with 100 or more guns, and two-deck ships were built with 80, 72 or 64 guns.

Towards the end of the century, English ships began to use the carronade, a new type of short, 
large-calibre gun, which was very effective against personnel at very short distances.

Spanish naval cannon model (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of a carronade (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Howitzer of 4 pounds 
(late 18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Overseas, an English expedition to the River Plate failed, 
but there would be no more joy because England was much 
better prepared for war. The loss of Cuba –despite the hero-
ic defence of Morro Castle, the key to the city of Havana, by 
Captain Velasco and the navy’s ships– was an unprecedented 
disaster on American soil. In the Philippines, Manila was also 

lost, although the English, harassed by Spanish and native 
guerrillas, never managed to dominate the archipelago.

The peace of Paris the following year returned Cuba and 
Manila to Spain in exchange for Florida. The loss was com-
pensated by the surrender to Spain of Louisiana, which until 
then had been French.

Armed Conflicts

THE DEFENCE OF MORRO CASTLE IN HAVANA (1762)

Spain’s entry into the Seven Years’ War was an opportunity for England to exploit its naval superior-
ity for the benefit of its overseas ambitions in both the Caribbean and the Philippines.

Within this general framework, the attack on Cuba, the centre of gravity of Spain’s trade with the 
Indies, was an enormously valuable asset for the British. The undertaking was difficult, so a power-
ful navy of 150 transports, escorted by 27 ships and 15 frigates, was entrusted to the command of 
Admiral Pocock.

The Havana Defence Board, overcome by the circumstances, decided to close the port by sinking 
three ships in the mouth. The Spanish squadron, the crews, and the commanders of the ships them-
selves were added to the forces defending the square.

Velasco the ship captain was in charge of Morro Castle, an excellent fortification that, unfortunately, 
was vulnerable to artillery fire from certain nearby heights regarding which no protection measures 
had been made. Its defenders had to face constant attacks, by land and by sea, resisting for more 
than six weeks until, when the wall was destroyed by a mine and Velasco died, the castle was lost, 
leaving behind the memory of an example of bravery even his enemies recognised.

Defence of Morro Castle in Havana (1762). Oil painting by Rafael Monleón y Torres (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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The North African 
stage

In North Africa, the Navy made a decisive contribution to 
the defence of Melilla when it was attacked by the Sultan of 
Morocco in 1774. A planned landing operation to recover 
Algiers, which was still a pirate’s nest in 1775, failed. The 
losses among the Spanish troops, which were severe, would 
have been much greater had it not been for an effective na-
val bombardment during the reshipment. In the following 
years, the Algerian pirates´ action would continue, but the 
heavy bombardment of the city by Antonio Barceló’s squad-
ron in 1783 and 1784 forced the Algiers authorities to sign a 
free trade agreement that would substantially reduce the 
risk posed by piracy to Mediterranean shipping.

Ship’s log book (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Antonio Barceló with his Mail Xebec Repels Two Algerian 
Galleons (1738). Oil painting by Ángel Cortellini

Madrid Naval Museum
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Illustrious Seamen

ANTONIO BARCELÓ (1717-1797)

Born in Palma de Mallorca, he started sailing when he was very young and at the age of 18, he was 
already the skipper of a xebec used as a mail boat. His repeated successes at sea against the Berber 
corsair earned him honorary promotions until, in 1756, he was incorporated into the General Corps 
of the Navy with the job of lieutenant.

Once in the Navy, Barceló’s successes continued, both alone and in command of small squadrons of 
war xebecs. As a frigate captain, the brave sailor managed to capture around twenty corsairs and 
free a thousand captives. As a brigadier, he took part in the rescue of Al Hoceima and Melilla and in 
the failed operation in Algiers in 1775. Promoted to squadron leader, he was in charge of the naval 
forces that participated in the siege of Gibraltar between 1779 and 1783. It was then that Barceló 
promoted the entry into service of small gunboats that proved to be quite effective. As a lieutenant 
general, he included some of these gunboats in the squadrons that took part in the bombardments 
of Algiers in 1783 and 1784, which were so effective that they forced the Algerians to sign a treaty 
that would put an end to Berber piracy.

Throughout his career, Barceló’s qualities led him to the highest jobs in the military career, de-
spite lacking the training that was then given in the Royal Company of Midshipmen. His cour-
age, so often demonstrated, provoked the admiration of his fellow citizens, as shown in the 
popular song:

«Si el rey de España tuviera
cuatro como Barceló,

Gibraltar sería de España, 
que de los ingleses no»

 (“If the King of Spain  
had four men like Barceló, 

Gibraltar would belong to Spain’s, 
not to the English”)

Antonio Barceló 
Lieutenant General of the Royal Navy
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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The wars against England: 
North-American Independence

The United States War of Independence, which began in 
1773, was an opportunity for France and Spain to weaken 
England in the Caribbean and, in the case of Spain, to recov-
er Menorca and Gibraltar. With these expectations, in 1779 
Spain entered the war on the side of the insurgents. Taking 

advantage of the fact that much of the English navy was 
in distant waters, a French-Spanish landing was planned in 
England. The opportunity, however, would be lost because 
of the doubts, disagreements, and lack of aggressiveness of 
the French command. It would never arise again.

Foundations of Naval Power

THE SPANISH FLAG

The Bourbon navies (France, Spain, Two Sicilies, Parma and Tuscany) used the coat of arms of the sovereign 
on a white background as their national flag, which was the emblem of the House of Bourbon, so a new design 
was needed to facilitate identification.

Twelve proposals were presented to King Charles III, and in 1785 a Royal Order was issued to solve the difficulty: “To 
avoid the inconvenience and damage that experience has shown can be caused by the National Flag used by My Royal 
Navy and other Spanish ships, being mistaken at long distances or in calm winds for that of other Nations, I have de-
cided that from now on my warships will use the Flag divided into three stripes 
from top to bottom, of which the high and the low ones will be red and each 
one a quarter of the total width, and the middle one, yellow ...”.

In 1843, when Queen Isabella II was recently crowned, it was decreed 
that Army and Marine Corps should use the colours and layout of the 
Spanish war flag on their distinctive flags, i.e. the national flag of King 
Charles III’s decree. Its use later became widespread among the vari-
ous bodies of the nation.

That the national flag was born within the Armada is reflected today in 
the fact that it is used exclusively on its merit crosses and on the pen-
nants and insignia of commanders afloat, flags of official vehicles, etc.

File of the creation of the national flag. The Royal 
Decree of 28 May 1785, which adopted the red and 
yellow flag as a symbol, is one of Charles III’s most 

important administrative provisions
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
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As soon as war was declared, the blockade of Gibraltar 
had begun. On the maritime side, a naval force under the 
command of Antonio Barceló took part, with the gunboats 
that he himself had put into service playing an important 
role. The siege ended in failure in the face of British naval 
superiority when Juan de Lángara’s squadron could not pre-
vent Rodney’s much more powerful squadron from bring-

ing supplies to the besieged. In 1780, Luis de Córdova’s 
squadron struck back when it managed to capture a con-
voy of more than 50 English ships carrying weapons, food 
and soldiers at Cape Santa María. The capture of this con-
voy, which was followed the following year by another of 24 
ships in the English Channel, seriously hampered the British 
war effort in North America.

Illustrious Seamen

LUIS DE CÓRDOVA Y CÓRDOVA (1706-1796)

Born in Seville, he began sailing at the age of 11 and at 15 he was appointed midshipman. During his 
career as an officer, he took part in the 1732 landing of Oran, the 1734 campaign in Naples and Sicily 
and the fight against the Berber pirates.

As a ship’s captain, in command of the America, he took part in the battle in which the Algerian 
Dansik boat was captured and escorted numerous convoys of the Carrera de Indias.

In 1779, now a lieutenant general, he commanded the Spanish squadron which, together with that 
from France, penetrated the English Channel, capturing the Ardent ship and, even more important-
ly, forcing the British naval forces to take refuge in their ports, which led to the collapse of British 
trade of the time.

In 1780, Córdova’s squadron dealt a decisive 
blow to the English, seizing a convoy of more 
than fifty ships that was much needed for 
England to maintain the war effort on the 
American continent, where the American War 
of Independence was being fought. In addition 
to the captured merchant ships and the three 
escort frigates, which were incorporated 
into the Spanish Navy, almost five thousand 
prisoners were taken and a great deal of booty 
in goods and ammunition was obtained.

The following year, Córdova managed to cap-
ture another English convoy, this time com-
posed of 24 ships, which he took to Brest. How-
ever, he did not manage to maintain the sea 
blockade of Gibraltar, which was circumvented 
by Admiral Howe’s squadron, taking advan-
tage of the storms and the increased speed of 
his ships.

When peace was signed with England, Luis de 
Córdova was promoted to Captain General of 
the Navy. With this job, he laid the first stone 
of what today is the Pantheon of Illustrious 
Sailors in 1786.

Luis de Córdova y Córdova. Captain 
General of the Royal Navy

Anonymous oil painting (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Combined Fleet operations in the English Channel in 1779

➀ 3 June: the Orvilliers squad leaves Brest.
➁ 23 June: the Córdova squad leaves Cadiz.
➂ The Maple squad from Ferrol joins the Orvilliers squad
➃	 23	July:	the	Córdova	squad	joins	the	fleet,	which	is	made	up	of	130	sails.
➄	 England	is	spotted.	Order	of	battle.	Panic	in	England.	The	London	Stock	Exchange	closes.
➅	 They	recognise	Plymouth,	where	they	find	17	English	refugee	ships.	They	capture	one	that	they	

find	sailing	in	front	of	the	port.
➆	 They	sight	and	pursue	Hardy’s	fleet,	which	escapes	to	the	east.
➇	 Hardy’s	pursuit	ceases	when	a	convoy	is	sighted	to	the	west;	it	turns	out	to	be	Dutch.
➈ Order to return to Brest.
➉	 The	 combined	 fleet	 enters	 Brest	 with	 5,000	 sick	 soldiers,	 2,000	 of	 them	 French	 and	 3,000	

Spanish.

On the American stage, Bernardo de Gálvez, thanks to 
the support of the Marquess of Socorro’s ships, took the 
strategic and heavily defended city of Pensacola and con-
quered almost all of Florida, contributing substantially to 
the British defeat.

In the Mediterranean, a French-Spanish navy, under the 
command of the Duke of Crillon, reconquered Menorca in 1782.

However, repeated attempts to recapture Gibraltar, us-
ing newly designed floating batteries, would again fail be-
fore Britain’s vigorous defence and the impossibility of 
maintaining the sea blockade. The Peace of Paris in 1783 
returned Menorca and Florida to Spain, leaving Gibraltar in 
British hands.

The Taking of Pensacola. Naval Museum Archives. Madrid



Illustrious Seamen

MARQUESS OF SOCORRO (1726-1806)

José Solano y Bote was born in Zorita (Cáceres). He joined 
the Royal Company of Midshipmen in 1742, in time to par-
ticipate in the combat of Cape Sicié, where his meritori-
ous conduct earned him a promotion to frigate ensign.

Because of his intelligence, education, and dedication to 
study, he was one of the officers appointed to accompany 
Jorge Juan on his trip to England to study British building 
systems.

Promoted to frigate captain in 1753, he was part of the 
Orinoco boundary expedition, on which he worked in-
tensely for six years. On his return to Spain, his scientific 
prestige earned him the appointment of lieutenant in the 
Royal Company of Midshipmen.

Between 1763 and 1778 he held various important politi-
cal positions in Venezuela and Santo Domingo. Returning 
to the Navy, in 1780 he assumed command of a squadron 
of 12 ships that, in the middle of the American War of 
Independence, had to protect a convoy of more than one 
hundred ships destined for the Indies. Solano’s success al-
lowed for the reinforcement of the Spanish garrisons that 
would make it possible to organise military campaigns 
against the British in American territory.

In 1781, Solano’s squadron arrived in Florida to collaborate with Bernardo de Gálvez in the capture 
of Pensacola. Despite the difficulties of navigation in the area and the storms, Solano gave support 
to the land forces until the surrender of the important British site was accomplished.

For his successes in this war, Solano was promoted to lieutenant general and rewarded with the title 
of Marquess of Socorro.

José Solano and Boat. Marquess of Socorro
Anonymous oil painting (18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

View and perspective of the fort of San Felipe de Mahón (1782). Madrid Naval Museum
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The peak of the Royal Navy
In the first years of the last decade of the 18th century, un-

der the direction of minister Antonio Valdés, the Royal Navy 
would reach its peak, with 78 ships, 52 frigates, 10 corvettes 
and 436 small boats in service. The number of ships was clear-
ly inferior to that of the English, but comparable to France’s, 
and it fulfilled the objectives at the time established by the 

Marquess of Ensenada. The quality of Spanish construction 
was on a par with England’s, as demonstrated by Captain 
Mesía de la Cerda, who, under the command of the Glorioso, 
a ship built in Havana under Gaztañeta’s guidelines, faced 
twelve British ships in succession in 1747, sinking one of them 
and giving in only when it had exhausted its ammunition.

Frey Antonio Valdés 
Captain General of the Royal Navy Secretary of State 

and of the Universal Office of the Navy
Oil painting attributed to Rafael Tegeo (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Combat between the Spanish Ship Glorioso and the British Dartmouth. Oil painting by Angel Cortellini (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum
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Marquess of Ensenada. The quality of Spanish construction 
was on a par with England’s, as demonstrated by Captain 
Mesía de la Cerda, who, under the command of the Glorioso, 
a ship built in Havana under Gaztañeta’s guidelines, faced 
twelve British ships in succession in 1747, sinking one of them 
and giving in only when it had exhausted its ammunition.

Frey Antonio Valdés 
Captain General of the Royal Navy Secretary of State 

and of the Universal Office of the Navy
Oil painting attributed to Rafael Tegeo (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Naval Feats

THE MALASPINA EXPEDITION (1789-1794)

Alejandro Malaspina was born in 1754 in Mulazzo (Italy). After com-
pleting his scientific education, he travelled around the world with 
the Astrea frigate between 1786 and 1788. On his return, he proposed 
to King Charles III an ambitious scientific and political expedition to 
America and Oceania.

Once the proposal was approved, two twin corvettes, the Descubierta 
and the Atrevida, were built for the expedition, which left Cádiz in July 
1789. The expedition was under the command of Malaspina, at the 
time a ship captain who also commanded the Descubierta. The sec-
ond-in-command was Captain José Bustamante y Guerra, who com-
manded the Atrevida.

They sailed along the South American Atlantic coast and rounded 
Cape Horn. From there, the Atrevida went to Valparaiso and the 
Descubierta to the island of Juan Fernández. In April 1790, both entered 
El Callao. Later, they navigated the American west coast to Alaska.

In January 1792 they left to explore Oceania, and in December they 
arrived in El Callao again. After exploring the south of the American 
continent, they entered Montevideo and returned to Cádiz in Septem-
ber 1794. They had completed one of the most remarkable scientific 
expeditions in history, in which the colossal volume of accumulated 
documentation stands out, as does the scientific rigour with which the 
various subjects were dealt with: politics, economy, society, hydrog-
raphy, astronomy, natural sciences and ethnography.

Alejandro Malaspina 
Brigadier of the Royal Navy

Anonymous oil painting (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Marine chronometer used in the 
Malaspina expedition

Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Descubierta corvette. Madrid Naval Museum
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Naval Feats

THE MALASPINA EXPEDITION (1789-1794)

Alejandro Malaspina was born in 1754 in Mulazzo (Italy). After com-
pleting his scientific education, he travelled around the world with 
the Astrea frigate between 1786 and 1788. On his return, he proposed 
to King Charles III an ambitious scientific and political expedition to 
America and Oceania.

Once the proposal was approved, two twin corvettes, the Descubierta 
and the Atrevida, were built for the expedition, which left Cádiz in July 
1789. The expedition was under the command of Malaspina, at the 
time a ship captain who also commanded the Descubierta. The sec-
ond-in-command was Captain José Bustamante y Guerra, who com-
manded the Atrevida.

They sailed along the South American Atlantic coast and rounded 
Cape Horn. From there, the Atrevida went to Valparaiso and the 
Descubierta to the island of Juan Fernández. In April 1790, both entered 
El Callao. Later, they navigated the American west coast to Alaska.

In January 1792 they left to explore Oceania, and in December they 
arrived in El Callao again. After exploring the south of the American 
continent, they entered Montevideo and returned to Cádiz in Septem-
ber 1794. They had completed one of the most remarkable scientific 
expeditions in history, in which the colossal volume of accumulated 
documentation stands out, as does the scientific rigour with which the 
various subjects were dealt with: politics, economy, society, hydrog-
raphy, astronomy, natural sciences and ethnography.

Alejandro Malaspina 
Brigadier of the Royal Navy

Anonymous oil painting (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Marine chronometer used in the 
Malaspina expedition

Madrid Naval Museum

The Atrevida corvette sailing between snowbanks in 1794
Madrid Naval Museum
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Naval Feats

THE SCIENTIFIC AND HYDROGRAPHIC COMMITTEES

The second half of the 18th century, despite the wars in which Spain was involved, also witnessed a remarkable 
scientific effort by Spanish sailors, particularly in the area of hydrography. Among these sailors was Vicente 
Tofiño, who published the Maritime Atlas of Spain in 1789, the most important work on Spanish hydrography 
in his century.

Far from our waters, in the exploration of the American coasts of the North Pacific, the Navy left an important 
mark with expeditions such as that of Bodega y Cuadra, which reached 58º N in search of the mythical north-
west passage between the Atlantic and the Pacific. Equally important were the hydrographic expeditions of 
sailors such as Juan de Lángara in the Philippines, Boenechea in Tahiti, Antonio de Córdoba in the Strait of 
Magellan, and Churruca in the Caribbean.

Geometric Map of Puerto Rico’s Capital Port. Cosme Damián Churruca, 1794
Naval Museum Archives. Madrid

Tahiti Island, discovered by Domingo de Boenechea in 1772. Archives of the Naval Museum. Madrid

Juan Francisco de la Bodega y Quadra
Anonymous oil painting (18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
From a cartographic point of view, the trips 

made between 1775 and 1792 by De la Bodega 
and Quadra, who arrived for the first time in the 

lands of Alaska (Northwest Coast), stand out

Globe (1757) showing the scientific view of the world 
in the second half of the 18th century

Madrid Naval Museum
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Naval Feats

THE SCIENTIFIC AND HYDROGRAPHIC COMMITTEES

The second half of the 18th century, despite the wars in which Spain was involved, also witnessed a remarkable 
scientific effort by Spanish sailors, particularly in the area of hydrography. Among these sailors was Vicente 
Tofiño, who published the Maritime Atlas of Spain in 1789, the most important work on Spanish hydrography 
in his century.

Far from our waters, in the exploration of the American coasts of the North Pacific, the Navy left an important 
mark with expeditions such as that of Bodega y Cuadra, which reached 58º N in search of the mythical north-
west passage between the Atlantic and the Pacific. Equally important were the hydrographic expeditions of 
sailors such as Juan de Lángara in the Philippines, Boenechea in Tahiti, Antonio de Córdoba in the Strait of 
Magellan, and Churruca in the Caribbean.

Geometric Map of Puerto Rico’s Capital Port. Cosme Damián Churruca, 1794
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Tahiti Island, discovered by Domingo de Boenechea in 1772. Archives of the Naval Museum. Madrid

Juan Francisco de la Bodega y Quadra
Anonymous oil painting (18th century)
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From a cartographic point of view, the trips 
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Globe (1757) showing the scientific view of the world 
in the second half of the 18th century

Madrid Naval Museum
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José de Mazarredo. Lieutenant General of the Royal Navy
Oil painting by Jean Francois Marie Bellier (18th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Page of the publication Las evoluciones navales divididas en cinco libros, donde se hallan las máximas e 
instrucciones para un general de mar 

Juan José Navarro, Marquess of Victoria. Cadiz, 1723. Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
Pictures like this one show that the 18th century Navy kept up with the advances in naval tactics

The officers of the General Corps, mostly trained in the 
Royal Company of Midshipmen, had proved themselves 
good sailors, not only in the naval battles so frequent in that 
century, but in scientific expeditions around the world in 
which many of them participated, led by Alejandro Malaspi-
na, Bustamante or Churruca. The 1793 Ordinances, largely 
due to the efforts of José de Mazarredo, contributed to pro-
viding the Navy with a much needed common doctrine. 
However, a real Achilles heel remained: it was never possi-
ble to obtain a qualified body of people for such a large and 
rapidly growing Navy.

Illustrious Seamen
JOSÉ DE MAZARREDO 

(1745-1812)

Ordenanzas generales de la Armada Naval
En Madrid: en la imprenta de la viuda de Joaquín Ibarra, 1793

Madrid Naval Museum Library
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Midshipmen before the age of 14. An example of 
an enlightened sailor, Mazarredo alternated his 
career at sea –in which his performance in the 
United States War of Independence under Luis de 
Córdova is worthy of note– with the command of 
the Royal Company of Midshipmen of Cadiz and, 
later, of Cartagena. Throughout his professional 
life he carried out and published valuable studies 
on a wide range of subjects: tactics, astronomy 
and navigation, shipbuilding and organisation.

After the defeat of St. Vincent, Mazarredo as-
sumed command of the squadron until, due to his 
opposition to Napoleon’s plans, he was dismissed 
in 1801, keeping a large number of Spanish ships 
inactive in Brest.

Years earlier, he had written the General Ordi-
nances of the Navy, which included an article, the 
second of Title 3, of which Mazarredo himself was 
always an example: to the qualities required of all 
officers of the Royal Navy, the naval officer had to 
combine “the knowledge of the many branches of 
his career, taking into account that he who does 
not know them cannot command, and that if he is 
ever placed in a position exceeding his intelligence, 
he will be under the constant embarrassment of 
making it known to his subordinates, and in equal 
risk of losing their esteem”.
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José de Mazarredo. Lieutenant General of the Royal Navy
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Madrid Naval Museum
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Juan José Navarro, Marquess of Victoria. Cadiz, 1723. Naval Museum Archives. Madrid
Pictures like this one show that the 18th century Navy kept up with the advances in naval tactics
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CHAPTER  iX
A GIANT WITH FEET OF CLAY

CHAPTER IX – A GIANT WITH FEET OF CLAY



A GIANT WITH FEET OF CLAYA GIANT WITH FEET OF CLAY

The French Revolution in 1789 dealt a major blow 
to Spanish strategy, which counted on France to bal-
ance the dominance of the English at sea, a highly 
detrimental factor for national interests at sea and in 
the Indies. The execution of Louis XVI, the fear of rev-
olutionary contagion and the build-up of forces on the 
frontier provoked the War of the Convention, declared 
by France in 1793. The Spanish armies invaded south-
ern France, supported by Juan de Lángara’s squadron 
and Hood’s English squadron, which took Toulon with 
its arsenal. But the numerical superiority of the French 
army, reinforced by massive levies, full of revolution-
ary enthusiasm and with morale boosted by its suc-
cesses against the Austrians and English, was to win 
out in the end. Invaded on both sides of the Pyrenees, 
the Peace of Basel in 1795 restored the lost territories 
but forced Spain to abandon the anti-French coali-
tion.

Battle of Cape Santa Maria between Admiral Rodney’s 
and General Lángara’s Squadron

Anonymous oil painting. (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Illustrious Seamen

JUAN DE LÁNGARA (1736-1806)

Born in La Coruña, Juan de Lángara y Huarte joined the Navy in 1750. A brilliant 
student, he undertook advanced studies in mathematics and perfected his educa-
tion in Paris at the suggestion of Jorge Juan.

During his career as an officer, he proved to be a competent sailor and contributed 
to the development of new astronomical navigation techniques. He took part in 
the expedition of the Marquess of Casa Tilly, in command of the Poderoso ship, 
and took part in the conquest of Santa Catalina Island in 1777.

In 1780, while trying to maintain the blockade of Gibraltar during the war of inde-
pendence of the North American colonies, his squadron was defeated by Admi-
ral Rodney’s squadron, which was far superior in numbers, off Cape Santa María. 
Lángara was wounded three times in the battle and his heroic behaviour earned 
him a promotion to lieutenant general.

During the War of the Convention, Lángara’s squadron and that of the English-
man Hood came to the aid of the French royalists and took Toulon, although they 
were only able to hold the city for a few months.

Relieved of the command of the squadron, he became Secretary of State and of 
the Office of the Navy in 1796. Two years later, promoted to Captain General, he 
was appointed Director General of the Navy.

Juan de Lángara  
Captain General of the Navy

Anonymous oil painting
Madrid Naval Museum

The French Revolution in 1789 dealt a major blow 
to Spanish strategy, which counted on France to bal-
ance the dominance of the English at sea, a highly 
detrimental factor for national interests at sea and in 
the Indies. The execution of Louis XVI, the fear of rev-
olutionary contagion and the build-up of forces on the 
frontier provoked the War of the Convention, declared 
by France in 1793. The Spanish armies invaded south-
ern France, supported by Juan de Lángara’s squadron 
and Hood’s English squadron, which took Toulon with 
its arsenal. But the numerical superiority of the French 
army, reinforced by massive levies, full of revolution-
ary enthusiasm and with morale boosted by its suc-
cesses against the Austrians and English, was to win 
out in the end. Invaded on both sides of the Pyrenees, 
the Peace of Basel in 1795 restored the lost territories 
but forced Spain to abandon the anti-French coali-
tion.

Battle of Cape Santa Maria between Admiral Rodney’s 
and General Lángara’s Squadron

Anonymous oil painting. (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

The First Carlist 
Loss of War ends

El Callao, 
the last 

city on the Coming 
American of age of 
mainland Isabel II

1833 1840 1846

1826 1839 1843

Ferdinand VII dies The 
Isabella II inherits Regency of Second 
the throne Espartero Carlist 

WarRegency of Maria 
Christina of the 
Two Sicilies

First Carlist War

185

A
 g

iA
n

t w
ith fe

e
t o

f c
lA

y



My Flag
Oil painting by Augusto Ferrer Dalmau on 

Martín Álvarez’s heroic deed
Madrid Naval Museum

The wars against England
The alignment of the Spanish monarchy with the French 

Republic brought Spain back into confrontation with its real 
strategic enemy, England, with whom it was inevitable to 
compete because she threatened both overseas territories 
and trade with America. But the best time to confront her 
was already over.

By 1796, when hostilities began, the French navy, which 
had suffered greatly during the Revolution, had lost much of 
its potential. The Spanish navy, which had grown rapidly 
during the reign of Charles III, was not at its best either. By the 
end of the 18th century, naval power was –as it is today – closely 
linked to scientific, industrial and, above all, economic power. 

Although Spain’s industrial backwardness was not yet signif-
icant, the effectiveness of the navy suffered greatly from the 
enormous costs of the war against France. Under the reign of 
Charles IV and the leadership of Godoy, not only was the con-
struction of new ships abandoned but so was their mainte-
nance. As if this were not enough, delays in paying salaries, 
which became increasingly frequent and were generally 
borne with resignation by the long-suffering officers’ corps, 
contributed to a decrease in the quantity and quality of the 
seamen and left the arsenals empty.

Under these conditions, which demonstrated the 
Spanish Monarchy’s lack of naval mentality, the Armada 

Battle of San Vicente. The Pelayo Ship Comes to the Aid of the Santísima Trinidad
Oil painting by Antonio Brugada (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum186
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Martín Álvarez Galán was born in Montemolín 
(Badajoz), to a humble family. In 1790 he en-
listed in the Third Company of the Ninth Marine 
Corps Battalion, but it was in 1797, on board 
the San Nicolás de Bari, that his name would 
go down in history. While on duty on the deck 
during the battle of Cape San Vicente, Martín 
Álvarez received an order from his commanding 
officer that he would carry out until he collapsed: 
“Grenadier, tell your comrades that none of them 
should surrender until they are dead”. Surround-
ed by enemies, Martín Álvarez fought for more 
than an hour until, seriously wounded, he was 
left for dead. He survived his wounds, however, 
and his deed earned him the king’s recognition 
and a promotion to lance corporal. The memory 
of his exploit is a source of encouragement to all 
members of the Navy today.

Illustrious Seamen

MARTÍN ÁLVAREZ (1766-1801)



was no match for an England that had learned the les-
sons of its defeat in the American War of Independence. 
In 1797, José de Córdoba’s squadron, although superior in 
numbers, was defeated at the Battle of San Vicente, in 

which only a few Spanish ships managed to come into 
play. The battle was by no means decisive, but four ships 
were lost. Just two days later, the island of Trinidad was 
also lost.

Combat between the San Francisco de 
Asís Ship and Three British Frigates and 

a Corvette (1797)
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Although Spain’s industrial backwardness was not yet signif-
icant, the effectiveness of the navy suffered greatly from the 
enormous costs of the war against France. Under the reign of 
Charles IV and the leadership of Godoy, not only was the con-
struction of new ships abandoned but so was their mainte-
nance. As if this were not enough, delays in paying salaries, 
which became increasingly frequent and were generally 
borne with resignation by the long-suffering officers’ corps, 
contributed to a decrease in the quantity and quality of the 
seamen and left the arsenals empty.

Under these conditions, which demonstrated the 
Spanish Monarchy’s lack of naval mentality, the Armada 

Battle of San Vicente. The Pelayo Ship Comes to the Aid of the Santísima Trinidad
Oil painting by Antonio Brugada (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum 187
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There were also victories because, even in the worst con-
ditions, values such as initiative and the will to win can make 
the difference. In 1797, the British attacks on San Juan de 
Puerto Rico, Cádiz and Tenerife failed in the face of strong 
opposition from their defenders.

Britain dominated the sea, while the Allied squadrons 
were blockaded in their ports, with much of the Spanish 
squadron remaining inactive at Brest, serving the interests 
of France. The interruption of maritime trade did much 
damage to the Spanish Monarchy, but it is also true that the 
projection of Britain’s undisputed dominance over the 
Spanish coast was much more difficult. Although Menorca 
was lost in 1798, the British attack on Ferrol failed in 1800. 
Cádiz, heavily fortified, was blockaded but not stormed.

British shells used in the attack on Puerto Rico (1797)
Madrid Naval Museum

View of the Town of Ferrol with the Landing of the English Troops on the Beach of Doniños
Intaglio print. Anonymous (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum
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Definitive peace treaty 
between HM the King of 

Spain and the Indies, the 
French Republic, and the 
Bavarian Republic on the 

one hand, and HM the King 
of the United Kingdom of 
Great Britain and Ireland, 

on the other, concluded 
in Amiens on 27th March 

1802. Madrid: at the Royal 
Printing House, 1802.

Library of the Madrid Naval 
Museum

Armed Conflicts

THE DEFENCE OF TENERIFE (1797)

Following the failure of the bombardment of Cádiz in 
the summer of 1797 –in which Mazarredo’s gunboats 
entered the battle for the first time– an English squad-
ron made up of four ships and four frigates under 
Nelson’s command set out to assault Tenerife. This was 
an apparently easy target with which they hoped to find 
Spanish and French merchantmen with rich cargoes.

The Spanish forces on the island, commanded by the 
governor, General Antonio Gutiérrez, refused to capitu-
late despite their inferiority. Nelson decided to form six 
landing parties to attack the city’s harbour at night. Dis-
covered before they reached land, they were fired upon 
from the forts and piers, causing heavy casualties and 
Nelson’s loss of his right arm.

The British who managed to set foot on land were ha-
rassed relentlessly in the streets of the city and had 
to fortify themselves in a convent, where they were 
surrounded until negotiations between Gutiérrez and 
Nelson came to fruition. Finally, they were allowed to 
re-embark with their weapons in exchange for a prom-
ise to leave Canary Island waters.

The success of the defence of Tenerife demonstrates 
the extent to which immaterial factors, such as leader-
ship and the will to win, can determine the outcome of 
battles.

In 1802, the Treaty of Amiens returned Menorca to 
Spain, but the island of Trinidad remained in British 
hands. However, the peace was short-lived. In 1804, 
an English squadron, once again without a declara-
tion of war, attacked a group of four frigates returning 
from Lima with public funds, quickly sinking the Mer-
cedes and capturing the other three.

British Attack on Santa Cruz de Tenerife
Oil painting by Pedro Maffiotte y Arocha (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF TRAFALGAR (1805)

The Battle of Trafalgar was the most decisive milestone in the long war that, in the early years of the 
19th century, pitted French imperial plans against England, whose fleet dominated the seas. Such a 
war necessarily had to involve Spain, as the Armada was then essential to dispute the domination of 
the sea and to make possible the plan to land in Britain.

In 1805, as a result of the mistakes of its commander, the Frenchman Villeneuve, the combined 
French-Spanish squadron was blockaded at Cádiz. Under pressure from Napoleon, and against the 
opinion of Gravina, who was in command of the Spanish squadron, Villeneuve set sail with 18 French 
and 15 Spanish ships to confront the 27 ships that made up Admiral Nelson’s squadron.

Although inferior in numbers, the English squadron outnumbered the combined squadron in the 
number of three-masted ships, in the training and quality of its crews, in the effectiveness of its ar-
tillery and in the aggressiveness and tactical initiative of Nelson and his officers.

The British ships, sailing in two columns, cut the line of the combined squadron and, creating sit-
uations of local superiority, sank or captured most of the French and Spanish ships, poorly led by 
Villeneuve. The Spanish ships fought well, fulfilling the requirements of the 1802 Ordinances: 
“never surrender to superior forces without covering themselves with glory in their gallant resis-
tance.” This was followed by Gravina, Churruca, Alcalá Galiano, Alsedo and so many other of our 
heroes. But, as the prestigious naval historian Hugo O’Donnell has said, “a battle is a way of tak-
ing the pulse of an organisation, even of an entire epoch.” Measured in Trafalgar, neither the Ar-
mada nor the ruined Spain of the early 19th century could fairly be said to be as much as adequate. 
The price of the disaster was to be paid three years later, with the French invasion and the loss of 
the overseas territories.

Battle of Trafalgar. General View. Oil painting by Rafael Monleón y Torres (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Nuestra Señora de las Mercedes frigate, which, on its last journey, fulfilled a mission of state: 
it brought back to Spain the wealth of the Royal Treasury and other valuable effects that had been retained 

in America during the war against England
Images from the exhibition The last journey of the frigate Mercedes: reason versus plunder. A cultural 

treasure recovered, held at the Madrid Naval Museum and the National Archaeological Museum in 2014

Real Ordenanza Naval para el servicio 
de los baxeles de S.M. Madrid: 

Imprenta Real, 1802
Library of the Madrid Naval Museum

Real Orden del Ministro de Marina Domingo de Grandallana de 6 de noviembre de 1802. 
By this Royal Order addressed to the captains general of the departments, the war 
frigates Clara and Mercedes were authorised to travel to Lima.
“Álvaro de Bazán” General Archive of the Navy
Documents such as this one were essential to defend the ownership of the wreck of the 
Mercedes in the courts and to prevent its plundering by treasure hunters
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Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF TRAFALGAR (1805)

The Battle of Trafalgar was the most decisive milestone in the long war that, in the early years of the 
19th century, pitted French imperial plans against England, whose fleet dominated the seas. Such a 
war necessarily had to involve Spain, as the Armada was then essential to dispute the domination of 
the sea and to make possible the plan to land in Britain.

In 1805, as a result of the mistakes of its commander, the Frenchman Villeneuve, the combined 
French-Spanish squadron was blockaded at Cádiz. Under pressure from Napoleon, and against the 
opinion of Gravina, who was in command of the Spanish squadron, Villeneuve set sail with 18 French 
and 15 Spanish ships to confront the 27 ships that made up Admiral Nelson’s squadron.

Although inferior in numbers, the English squadron outnumbered the combined squadron in the 
number of three-masted ships, in the training and quality of its crews, in the effectiveness of its ar-
tillery and in the aggressiveness and tactical initiative of Nelson and his officers.

The British ships, sailing in two columns, cut the line of the combined squadron and, creating sit-
uations of local superiority, sank or captured most of the French and Spanish ships, poorly led by 
Villeneuve. The Spanish ships fought well, fulfilling the requirements of the 1802 Ordinances: 
“never surrender to superior forces without covering themselves with glory in their gallant resis-
tance.” This was followed by Gravina, Churruca, Alcalá Galiano, Alsedo and so many other of our 
heroes. But, as the prestigious naval historian Hugo O’Donnell has said, “a battle is a way of tak-
ing the pulse of an organisation, even of an entire epoch.” Measured in Trafalgar, neither the Ar-
mada nor the ruined Spain of the early 19th century could fairly be said to be as much as adequate. 
The price of the disaster was to be paid three years later, with the French invasion and the loss of 
the overseas territories.

Battle of Trafalgar. General View. Oil painting by Rafael Monleón y Torres (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Nuestra Señora de las Mercedes frigate, which, on its last journey, fulfilled a mission of state: 
it brought back to Spain the wealth of the Royal Treasury and other valuable effects that had been retained 

in America during the war against England
Images from the exhibition The last journey of the frigate Mercedes: reason versus plunder. A cultural 

treasure recovered, held at the Madrid Naval Museum and the National Archaeological Museum in 2014

Real Ordenanza Naval para el servicio 
de los baxeles de S.M. Madrid: 

Imprenta Real, 1802
Library of the Madrid Naval Museum
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Once war was declared, the Spanish Navy, poorly equipped 
and with many ageing units, was committed to supporting 
the Napoleonic army, whose strategic objective was to land 
in England. Poorly directed tactically, the Franco-Spanish 
squadron, commanded by the French admiral Villeneuve, 
was blockaded at Cádiz after an unfortunate battle at 
Finisterre in which two Spanish ships were lost. The attempt 

to break the blockade resulted in the Battle of Trafalgar, a 
heavy defeat for the Franco-Spanish, also facilitated by 
Villeneuve’s tactical errors. Many of the best Spanish sailors 
of the day fell at Trafalgar, including Churruca, Alcalá Galiano 
and Alsedo. Gravina - the leader of the Spanish squadron, 
who would die the following year of his wounds - Álava, 
Escaño and Valdés, among many others, were wounded.

The Real Carlos. Watercolour by Alejo Berlinguero (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum
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Illustrious Seamen

ALCALÁ GALIANO (1760-1805)

Dionisio Alcalá Galiano was born in Cabra (Córdoba) 
and joined the Cádiz company of midshipmen at the 
age of 15. After taking part in various operations in 
the River Plate and the Falkland Islands, he studied 
at the Royal Observatory. Under Tofiño’s orders, he 
took part in the cartographic survey of the coasts of 
the Peninsula and, later, in the campaign of the Strait 
of Magellan under the command of the naval captain 
Antonio de Córdova.

Due to his prestige, he was selected by Alejandro 
Malaspina for his scientific expedition. During this 
period, Alcalá Galiano’s contribution to the progress 
of nautical astronomy and the exploration of the 
Strait of Fuca, which he led, are worthy of note.

On his return to Spain, he took part in the defence of 
Cádiz, which was attacked by the British in 1797. The 
following year, aboard the San Fulgencio, he man-
aged to circumvent the British blockade on a round 
trip to Veracruz, to bring reinforcements and collect 
supplies.

In 1802, in command of the Soledad frigate, he car-
ried out a last scientific and hydrographic campaign 
in the Mediterranean. But the new war against En-
gland led him to request his return to the squadron. 
In command of the Bahama, he fought at Trafalgar, 
where he died an honourable death.

Dionisio Alcalá Galiano, Brigadier of the Royal Navy
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Spanish sextant (18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Illustrious Seamen

CAYETANO VALDÉS (1767-1834)

Cayetano Valdés y Flores. Captain General of the Royal Navy
Oil painting by José Roldán y Martínez (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Born in Seville, the nephew of the Captain General of the 
Navy Antonio Valdés, he became a midshipman at the age of 
just 14. In his first jobs, Cayetano Valdés gained experience in 
situations as diverse as the blockade of Gibraltar with Luis de 
Córdova’s squadron, Antonio Barceló’s expedition to Algiers 
and Malaspina’s scientific expedition.

Promoted to captain, he took part in the Battle of Cape San 
Vicente in command of the Pelayo. Despite the defeat, Valdés 
showed courage and initiative by rescuing the Santísima 
Trinidad when it was about to be captured by the British. 
Months later, he took part in the defence of the Port of Cádiz 
in command of subtle forces.

In August 1805, in command of the Neptune, he joined 
Villeneuve and Gravina’s squadron. His heroic performance 
in the battle of Trafalgar, where he was seriously wounded, 
earned him promotion to squadron commander.

Valdés fought on land during the War of Independence and 
was wounded in the Battle of Espinosa de los Monteros. For 
political reasons, at the end of the war he had to go into exile 
in London for ten years, but on the death of Ferdinand VII, he 
was granted amnesty and was recognised as captain general 
of the Navy.

Sword of Gravina (last third of the 18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Real Borbón, with three decks and 
140 cannons (early 19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Illustrious Seamen

CAYETANO VALDÉS (1767-1834)

Born in Seville, the nephew of the Captain General of the 
Navy Antonio Valdés, he became a midshipman at the age of 
just 14. In his first jobs, Cayetano Valdés gained experience in 
situations as diverse as the blockade of Gibraltar with Luis de 
Córdova’s squadron, Antonio Barceló’s expedition to Algiers 
and Malaspina’s scientific expedition.

Promoted to captain, he took part in the Battle of Cape San 
Vicente in command of the Pelayo. Despite the defeat, Valdés 
showed courage and initiative by rescuing the Santísima 
Trinidad when it was about to be captured by the British. 
Months later, he took part in the defence of the Port of Cádiz 
in command of subtle forces.

In August 1805, in command of the Neptune, he joined 
Villeneuve and Gravina’s squadron. His heroic performance 
in the battle of Trafalgar, where he was seriously wounded, 
earned him promotion to squadron commander.

Valdés fought on land during the War of Independence and 
was wounded in the Battle of Espinosa de los Monteros. For 
political reasons, at the end of the war he had to go into exile 
in London for ten years, but on the death of Ferdinand VII, he 
was granted amnesty and was recognised as captain general 
of the Navy.

Cayetano Valdés y Flores. Captain General of the Royal Navy
Oil painting by José Roldán y Martínez (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Sword of Gravina (last third of the 18th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Illustrious Seamen

FEDERICO GRAVINA (1756-1806)

Federico Gravina y Napoli 
Captain General of the Royal Navy

Anonymous oil painting (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Born in Palermo to a noble family, he became a midship-
man at the age of 19. Only a year later, after passing the re-
quired exams, he was promoted to ensign. In this capacity, 
he distinguished himself in anti-privateer actions aboard 
the xebecs of Barceló’s squadron. His record of service in-
cludes his participation in the capture of Menorca, as com-
mander of the xebec San Luis; his command of a floating 
battery in the attack on Gibraltar in 1782; and his command 
of the Juno frigate in Barceló’s operations against Algiers.

In 1791 Gravina was entrusted with command of the opera-
tions in support of Oran, whose defences had been weakened 
by two earthquakes. His success was rewarded with his being 
appointed squadron commander.

In 1793, during the War of the Convention, he took part in the 
capture of Toulon under Juan de Lángara. He was seriously 
wounded during the campaign. In June 1804 he was appoint-
ed ambassador to Paris with the difficult mission of negoti-
ating the conditions of the alliance with Napoleonic France. 
After the end of hostilities with England, he took command of 
the Spanish squadron which, as part of the combined squad-
ron under the Frenchman Villeneuve, was defeated at Trafalgar. 
Wounded in the battle, Gravina died the following year of his 
wounds.



Illustrious Seamen

COSME DAMIÁN CHURRUCA (1761-1805)

Born in Motrico (Guipúzcoa), he became a midshipman at the age of 15. He began his active life par-
ticipating in the siege of Gibraltar in 1781, where he stood out for his bravery in saving the crews of 
the floating batteries, set on fire by the English “red bullets”.

After furthering his scientific training, he took part in various geographical and hydrographic expe-
ditions, including those to the Strait of Magellan and the Caribbean. His outstanding cartographic 
and astronomical work was published in various publications, together with other scientific studies 
of undoubted value.

In 1805 he was given command of the San Juan Nepomuceno, with which he joined Gravina’s squad-
ron in time to take part in the Battle of Trafalgar, where he gave an example of courage and compe-
tence admired by his own enemies. The San Juan Nepomuceno, surrounded by British ships, fought 
effectively until its commander was killed in action. Churruca thus fulfilled the promise he had made 
in a letter to one of his relatives: “if you learn that my ship has been taken prisoner, say that I have 
died.”

His scientific work and heroic bravery at Trafalgar justify the fact that, on his death, it was said of 
him: “He lived for humanity and died for the Fatherland.”

Churruca´s Death at Trafalgar. Oil painting by Eugenio Alvarez Dumont
Prado Museum. Madrid
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The defeat at Trafalgar, which forced Napoleon to aban-
don his plans to land in England, was decisive for both the 
French and the English. For Spain, however, it was of lim-
ited strategic significance: three years later, the Spanish 
would fight Napoleon side by side with the English. The 
losses of ships in the battle, while significant, were not de-
cisive either. However, Spain’s aspirations as a maritime 
power disappeared at Trafalgar, and the Spanish Armada 
hardly left port again, leaving the American coasts open 
to the British.

Taking advantage of this, the English attacked Buenos 
Aires and Montevideo from 1806 onwards. This was no longer 
a plundering expedition, like so many others in continental 
America. The aim was to establish themselves permanently 
in the River Plate, and even that was to be only the beginning 
of a campaign to take away Spain’s overseas territories. But 
the Spanish structure in America proved to be very resilient 
and, despite the lack of support from the mainland, the local 
militias, under the command of Captain Liniers, were able to 
defeat the British and force them to re-embark.

The War of Independence
On 2 May 1808, the Spaniards rose up in Madrid against 

Joseph I Bonaparte, the king appointed by Napoleon. Thus 
began the Spanish War of Independence, which was to last 
six years. With the British navy, now Spain’s ally, guaran-
teed control of the sea, the Marine Corps was integrated 

into the army to fight on land. This was the first step to-
wards converting the former Maritime Battalion Corps, cre-
ated to garrison ships and bases, into a force of an expedi-
tionary nature, the Royal Maritime Corps, which would have 
its own officers from 1827 onwards.

Uniforms of the Marine Corps. Lithograph by J. Cebrián. Madrid Naval Museum
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Armed Conflicts

THE NAVY IN THE SPANISH WAR OF INDEPENDENCE 
(1808-1814)

Despite the neglect it had suffered since the defeat at Trafalgar, the Navy’s actions in the war against 
Napoleon were not unimportant. The first Spanish victory against the French was a naval one: the 
surrender of Vice-Admiral Rosily’s squadron, which had been anchored in Cádiz since 1805.

With the sea dominated by the British, the Navy’s role in the war was not a very important one, be-
ing limited to maintaining communications with America or performing auxiliary services. Under 
these circumstances, the Marine Corps battalions lined up with the Army battalions to confront the 
enemy where it was most needed and made glorious history in battles such as those of Ocaña and 
Tolosa. But they were not alone. Many other sailors, regardless of their corps of origin, left their 
ships and arsenals to share the ups and downs of war with the army and the people, fighting at 
Cádiz, Bailén, Espinosa de los Monteros, Ponte Sampaio, Astorga and so many other places where 
the fate of the nation was at stake. The price to be paid for these services was, of course, very high: 
the practical disappearance of the Armada as a naval force.

View of the Port of A Coruña during the Re-Embarkation of General Moore’s British Army
Engraving on paper, by Merke (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum

Siege of Cádiz. Map of the kingdoms of Spain and Portugal
F. Pomares and B. Pinelli, 1816

Archive of the Naval Museum. Madrid

Model of the frigate Santa María Magdalena
Ferrol Naval Museum
In 1810, after taking part in an expedition under the command 
of Captain Renovales with the mission of landing troops in Gijón 
to harass the French, the frigate Magdalena and the brigantine 
Palomo anchored in the Vivero estuary, where both ships were 
destroyed by a storm. Among the 550 men who had lost their 
lives, the body of the commander of the Magdalena was found 
hugging that of his son, who was serving under him

198

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y

Most of the officers of the General Corps, sometimes in-
cluding the armourers of the arsenals, also went on to fight 
in the army. Thus, while all the nation’s resources were allo-
cated to satisfy the needs of land operations, the Navy was 

being irretrievably destroyed, leading to the loss of a tool 
that had cost so much to build and which was so necessary 
to maintain the overseas territories.



Armed Conflicts

THE NAVY IN THE SPANISH WAR OF INDEPENDENCE 
(1808-1814)

Despite the neglect it had suffered since the defeat at Trafalgar, the Navy’s actions in the war against 
Napoleon were not unimportant. The first Spanish victory against the French was a naval one: the 
surrender of Vice-Admiral Rosily’s squadron, which had been anchored in Cádiz since 1805.

With the sea dominated by the British, the Navy’s role in the war was not a very important one, be-
ing limited to maintaining communications with America or performing auxiliary services. Under 
these circumstances, the Marine Corps battalions lined up with the Army battalions to confront the 
enemy where it was most needed and made glorious history in battles such as those of Ocaña and 
Tolosa. But they were not alone. Many other sailors, regardless of their corps of origin, left their 
ships and arsenals to share the ups and downs of war with the army and the people, fighting at 
Cádiz, Bailén, Espinosa de los Monteros, Ponte Sampaio, Astorga and so many other places where 
the fate of the nation was at stake. The price to be paid for these services was, of course, very high: 
the practical disappearance of the Armada as a naval force.

View of the Port of A Coruña during the Re-Embarkation of General Moore’s British Army
Engraving on paper, by Merke (19th century). Madrid Naval Museum

Siege of Cádiz. Map of the kingdoms of Spain and Portugal
F. Pomares and B. Pinelli, 1816

Archive of the Naval Museum. Madrid

Model of the frigate Santa María Magdalena
Ferrol Naval Museum
In 1810, after taking part in an expedition under the command 
of Captain Renovales with the mission of landing troops in Gijón 
to harass the French, the frigate Magdalena and the brigantine 
Palomo anchored in the Vivero estuary, where both ships were 
destroyed by a storm. Among the 550 men who had lost their 
lives, the body of the commander of the Magdalena was found 
hugging that of his son, who was serving under him
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Foundations of Naval Power

HISTORY OF THE HISTORY OF THE SPANISH NAVY

Although there had been some previous initiatives, interest in the history of the Navy began at the end of the 
18th century, well behind other countries such as Holland, England, and France. Its driving force was Antonio Valdés, 
Secretary of the Office of the Navy under Charles III. Valdés commissioned frigate ensigns Martín Fernández de 
Navarrete, José de Vargas Ponce and Juan Sanz de Barutell to scour the Spanish archives –both state archives 
and those of the great noble houses– copying documents in order to write this history.

The three officers were to become notable historians and academicians of the Royal Academy of History, of 
which the first two were directors. However, none of them ever completed a history of the navy. It was not 
until the middle of the century (1854-56) that the first major work on the subject was published: Historia de la 
Marina Real Española desde el descubrimiento de las Américas hasta el combate de Trafalgar (History of the 
Spanish Royal Navy from the Discovery of the Americas to the Battle of Trafalgar), by the naval officer José 
Ferrer de Couto, completed by the lexicographer José March y Labores. In the second half of the century, the 
outstanding figure was that of the exceptional Cesáreo Fernández Duro, a naval captain, scholar, writer, aca-
demic and perpetual secretary of the Royal Academy of History. His 400 works include La Armada Española 
desde la unión de los reinos de Castilla y Aragón (The Spanish Navy since the Union of the Kingdoms of Castile 
and Aragon) (Madrid, 1895-1896-1897-1898), a major reference work 
published in nine volumes; but many other works by him are essential 
for scholars, such as the six-volume Disquisiciones náuticas (Nautical 
Disquisitions)(1874-1880) and La Marina de Castilla desde su origen y 
pugna con la de Inglaterra hasta la refundición en la Armada española 
(The Castilian Navy from its Origins and Struggle with the English Navy 
until its Merger into the Spanish Navy) (1893). He was not, however, 
the only naval historian of the period. He was accompanied by Francisco 
Javier de Salas y Rodríguez-Morzo and Fermín Lacaci y Díaz in histori-
cising the ancient and medieval navies.

The twentieth century saw a growth in the number of authors, both 
naval officers and civilians, who published works of interest, some of 
them overviews and others dealing with specific aspects of maritime 
and naval history. Some of them, those most accessible to the gener-

al public, are included in the 
bibliography at the end of 
the present book. Among 
those authors with a Navy 
background, mention should 
be made of the Rear Admiral 
Julio Guillén Tato, a perma-
nent secretary of the Roy-
al Academy of History and 
renovator of the Madrid Na-
val Museum.

Historia de la Marina Real Española
Ferrer de Couto y March y Labores

Central Library of the Navy

Cesáreo Fernández Duro. Ship Captain
Oil painting by Julio García Condoy (20th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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The emancipation of Continental America
The occupation of the peninsula by the French army 

led to the creation of Juntas Gubernativas (Supreme Gov-
erning Boards) in the main Spanish cities in America. 
Initially loyal to Ferdinand VII, they gradually began to 
question a sovereignty that had no means of becoming 
effective. Among the factors aiding the emancipation 
process –which was probably inevitable in the long term– 
was Ferdinand VII’s inability to send reinforcements to 
support the loyal forces due to, among other reasons, 

the decline of the navy, which was short of ships, men, 
and resources, and unable even to pay the salaries of its 
people, with the result that some of its officers even died 
of starvation. The revolt of an expeditionary corps due 
to leave for America in 1820 dealt a final blow to Spanish 
ambitions and demoralised those still holding out in the 
Americas. Britain and the United States were to recog-
nise the new nations in 1825, which would be definitive 
for their independence.

Illustrious Seamen

SANTIAGO DE LINIERS (1753-1810)

Born in Niort (France), Santiago de Liniers y Bremond 
became a midshipman in 1775. A year later, he em-
barked in the squadron of the Marquess of Casa Tilly, 
which transported and supported the expedition of 
Pedro Cevallos to the colony of Sacramento.

With Spain already in war against England in support 
of the independence of the North American colonies, 
Liniers took part in the reconquest of Menorca and 
the siege of Gibraltar, where his merits earned him a 
promotion to frigate captain.

In 1796, Liniers was assigned to the temporary estab-
lishment in Montevideo, in command of the gunboats 
that were to defend the port from the English block-
ade. He was dismissed after the Peace of Amiens but 
continued in the River Plate in other posts and, when 
the British took Buenos Aires in 1806, he organised 
and commanded a combined land and sea expedition 
that recaptured the city. The following year he re-
pulsed a large British army of more than 10,000 men 
which, after taking Montevideo, tried again to seize 
the city. For these actions, Liniers was appointed act-
ing Viceroy of the River Plate.

Suspected of supporting Napoleon because of his 
French origin, he was relieved of his duties in 1809. 
But his loyalty to the Crown led him to oppose the 
emancipation of the Viceroyalty, for which he was 
shot by the insurrectionists in 1810.

Santiago de Liniers y Bremond 
Chief of the Squadron of the Royal Navy
Anonymous oil painting (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum
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Armed Conflicts

THE NAVY IN THE AMERICAN WARS OF EMANCIPATION 
(1810-1826)

The simultaneous rebellion of the viceroyalties of the River Plate, New Granada and New Spain found the over-
seas navy ill-prepared for the important missions it had to perform. In New Granada, the maritime blockade of 
the rebels, effective at first, was hampered by the lack of ships to cover the enormous extension of the coasts; 
by the need to protect their own trade from the multitude of corsairs who had been given letters of marque by 
the new republics; and by the hidden opposition of the British, Spain’s allies on the mainland but simultane-
ously given to defending opposing interests in the Indies.

Each viceroyalty posed different scenarios for the naval forces. In New Spain, the ships’ crews, led by one of 
their commanders, fought successfully on land, overpowering the rebels. In the Pacific, after indecisive fight-
ing, the arrival in Chile in 1814 of an infantry battalion aboard the Asia made it possible to contain the revolu-
tionaries. Only in the River Plate, with the confidence given by having defeated the British a few years earlier, 
did the rebellion prevail. Buying ships in Russia, England and the United States, the rebels created a naval 
force under the command of the Irishman William Brown who, after several naval battles on the rivers and in 
the estuary of the River Plate, defeated the division of light ships under frigate captain Romarate. The naval 
blockade of the naval post, secured after the victory of the rebels in the Buceo naval battle, made the fall of 
Montevideo possible, which would mean the emancipation of the Viceroyalty.

In 1815, the arrival of an army of 15,000 men under the command of General Pablo Morillo –once a sergeant in 
the Marine Corps– restored the initiative to the Royalists in New Granada, where Cartagena de Indias, a nest 
of corsairs, was recaptured. However, Morillo’s initial successes, like those of Viceroys Ruiz de Apodaca in New 
Spain and Abascal in Peru, petered out through exhaustion for lack of reinforcements.

Meanwhile, at sea, the navy forces, despite occasional successes, were unable to overcome the privateers 
who, in some cases, even crossed the Atlantic and threatened Spanish traffic at St Vincent. In Chile, as had hap-
pened in the River Plate, the rebels managed to create, with British and American help, a superior squadron 
to the Royalist one. Under the command of Thomas Cochrane, a former British officer, the Chilean squadron 
repeatedly failed in its attacks on El Callao but succeeded in gaining control of the sea on the Pacific coast.

The Spanish cause was weakened by Riego’s uprising, which spawned the Liberal Triennium, and in 1821 the 
Viceroyalty of New Spain fell almost without a fight. In 1823, after the Battle of Lake Maracaibo –a decisive 
event for the fate of the Venezuelan campaign despite being fought between small units–, the Viceroyalty of 
New Granada was lost. A year later, the Viceroyalty of Peru fell. The last Spanish flags in continental America 

were lowered, after prolonged sieg-
es, on San Juan de Ulúa in 1825, and 
on the island of Chiloé and El Callao 
in 1826. The Armada at the time 
only had three seaworthy vessels.

View of the Attack Made at Callao by Admiral 
Cochrane’s Chilean Squadron on Brigadier 
Vacaro’s Spanish Squadron
Oil painting by Rafael Monleón (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum
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Illustrious Seamen

ÁNGEL LABORDE Y NAVARRO (1772-1834)

Born in Cádiz, he became a midshipman in 1791. His naval 
training was interrupted by the War of the Convention, and he 
took part in the capture and defence of Toulon under Gravina’s 
command. During the difficult years that followed, Laborde 
did not have the opportunity to fight in any of the battles in 
which the Navy was losing its best ships and men. However, 
after gaining experience in two round trips to the Philippines, 
he was entrusted with the command of a squadron of two frig-
ates and some smaller units that left Cádiz in 1820 for the 
mainland. There, despite the difficulties, Laborde made good 
use of the scant resources then available to support the army 
and combat privateering in a maritime theatre of enormous 
importance to Spain.

In 1823, Laborde, in command of the Sabina frigate and a cor-
vette, defeated the Colombian division blockading Puerto 
Cabello. It was to be the last success of the war. Shortly after-
wards, Laborde was defeated while, along with the light units 
that were able to enter the Maracaibo lagoon, he was trying 

to support the royal troops fighting 
there. After the battle, Laborde 

had to retreat to Havana, 
sealing the fate of the 

Viceroyalty of New 
Granada.

Appointed commander of the temporary establishment in 
Havana, Laborde fought the corsairs with more success 
than resources, and still had the opportunity to trans-

port General Barradas’s troops to Mexico, although 
they were eventually to fail in the ill-fated attempt to 

reincorporate the Viceroyalty of New Spain into 
the crown in 1829.

Ángel Laborde y Navarro 
Chief of the Squadron

Anonymous oil painting (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the Arsenal of the Santa Ana
Madrid Naval Museum
After surviving the Battle of Trafalgar, the Santa Ana 
was sent to Havana where, without resources for 
repair work, it sank in port waters in 1817, serving 
as an example of the shortcomings of the Navy 
that had to face the emancipation of the American 
viceroyalties
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Legendary Ships

THE SAN TELMO

The San Telmo, built in 1788 in Ferrol, had been a magnificent 74-gun ship of the line. But 30 years later, poorly 
maintained due to the abandonment of the arsenals after the War of Independence, its bottom was in a bad 
state of repair. Even so, it was appointed to hoist the insignia of Captain Porlier who, in command of a division 
of four ships, was to take reinforcements to the El Callao temporary establishment. The state of the ships justi-
fied Porlier’s pessimism, which became evident when he said goodbye to one of his comrades and friends with 
the phrase: “probably until eternity...”

On crossing the equator, one of the ships of the division, the Alexander, purchased from Russia in a pitiful 
state, had to return to Cádiz because it was taking on too much water. The remaining ships attempted to enter 
Cape Horn in September. There, amidst the typical storms of the area, the San Telmo disappeared from sight, 
apparently with damage to the rudder, cutter and main beam.

Nothing was ever known for certain of the ship or the 644 people on board. Various findings, however, suggest 
the possibility, never confirmed, that the ship was wrecked in the vicinity of the Shetland Islands. If so, the 
survivors could have been the first men to set foot in Antarctica.

The San Telmo 
Watercolour by Alejo Berlinguero (19th century)
Madrid Naval Museum

204

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y



The Navy in the First Carlist War
On the death of Ferdinand VII in 1833, a civil war was 

declared in Spain between the supporters of his daughter, 
Isabella II, and those of the Infante Carlos de Borbón. The 
war was fought essentially on land, with the Marine Corps 
taking an active part. But the Navy was in such a state of 
neglect that even for the militarily undemanding mission of 
blockading the Cantabrian ports to prevent the Carlist sup-
ply, it was necessary to resort to going to England to buy or 
rent the Navy’s first steamships.

With the defeat of Carlism in 1840, political instability 
continued in Spain, which delayed investment in the Navy 
until, thanks to the management of competent ministers 
such as the squadron commander Francisco Armero and, 
above all, Mariano Roca de Togores, Marquess of Molins, it 
was possible to start financing the construction of the ships 
that would lead to the recovery of the Navy in the second 
half of the century.

Queen Isabella II
Oil painting by Germán Hernández Amores (19th century)

Madrid Naval Museum

Model of the frigate Villa de Madrid
Madrid Naval Museum
As a result of the efforts of the Marquess 
of Molins, the Navy of Isabella II was 
reconstituted on the basis of the propeller 
frigates built in the three Spanish arsenals
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Chapter  X
A MODEST RECOVERY

CHAPTER X – A MODEST RECOVERY



A modest recoveryA modest recovery

From 1848 onwards, the gradual recovery of the 
navy enabled Spain to resume its international com-
mitments in distant waters. Such was the case in the 
Philippine Islands where, in order to contain piracy, 
Ruiz de Apodaca took the island of Balanguingui. In 
later years, expeditions were made against pirate 
bases on the islands of Jolo and Mindanao and divi-
sions of subtle forces were created, equipped with 
small gunboats which, although insufficient to cover 
the enormous archipelago, performed remarkable 
feats. In Africa, a small force was sent in 1858 to take 
effective possession of the island of Fernando Poo, 
which was coveted by Britain. Meanwhile, on the oth-
er side of the world, the navy supported a Fran-
co-Spanish expedition to Cochinchina in response to 
the murder of missionaries from both countries.

Cochinchina Campaign. Attack on the Turana Forts
Engraving from the 19th century

Madrid Naval Museum

Attack on the Island of Balanguingui
Oil painting by Antonio de Brugada (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid Six-pounder cannon taken in 

the assault on Jolo (1851)
Naval Museum of Madrid

CHRONOLOGY

Isabel II 
Restorationgoes into 

exile in Alfonso XII on 
End of the France the throneThird Second Carlist African Serrano’s Carlist War War regency War
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War
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From 1848 onwards, the gradual recovery of the 
navy enabled Spain to resume its international com-
mitments in distant waters. Such was the case in the 
Philippine Islands where, in order to contain piracy, 
Ruiz de Apodaca took the island of Balanguingui. In 
later years, expeditions were made against pirate 
bases on the islands of Jolo and Mindanao and divi-
sions of subtle forces were created, equipped with 
small gunboats which, although insufficient to cover 
the enormous archipelago, performed remarkable 
feats. In Africa, a small force was sent in 1858 to take 
effective possession of the island of Fernando Poo, 
which was coveted by Britain. Meanwhile, on the oth-
er side of the world, the navy supported a Fran-
co-Spanish expedition to Cochinchina in response to 
the murder of missionaries from both countries.

Cochinchina Campaign. Attack on the Turana Forts
Engraving from the 19th century

Madrid Naval Museum

Attack on the Island of Balanguingui
Oil painting by Antonio de Brugada (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Naval Museum of Madrid

209

A
 

Six-pounder cannon taken in 
the assault on Jolo (1851)

m
o

d
e

st r
e

c
o

v
e

ry

Alfonso XII dies

Regency of Maria 
Cristina of Habsburg

Tests of Peral’s 
Pact of Zanjón submarine War against the 

End of the First United States
Cuban War Loss of Cuba, 

Puerto Rico and 
the Philippine 

Islands

1879 1887 1895

1878 1885 1889-90 1898

Villaamil’s 
destroyer 
Destructor enters 

Gonzalez-Hontoria service.
presents his first Insurrection 
artillery system in Cuba



The arrival in the Philippines of iron-hulled propeller ships, including four schooners and 18 small 
gunboats, forced the pirates threatening the Philippines from their bases on the islands of Jolo and 
Mindanao to take refuge in fortified places, from where they continued their raids, avoiding the 
navy ships.

One of the pirates’ havens was the artillery fort of Pagalugan on the island of Mindanao. In order to 
neutralise this, a joint expedition was organised involving navy ships under the command of Méndez 
Núñez and the army troops that made up the landing force.

On land, little could be done against the high walls of the fortress, the marshy terrain and the many 
enemies hidden in the mangrove swamp. Casualties mounted, but when the expedition leader con-
sidered retreat, Méndez Núñez responded with one of the statements that made him famous: “The 
Navy does not retreat.”

At his order, and at full speed, the schooner Constancia rammed the fortress, which was boarded by 
the sailors and the embarked troops.

Armed Conflicts

THE CAPTURE OF THE PAGALUGÁN FORTRESS (1861)

Attack and Capture of Fort Pagalugán. Watercolour by Rafael Monleón (19th century). Naval Museum of Madrid
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The African War
The harassment of the Spanish positions around Ceuta 

by the Moorish cabilas that depended on the Sultan of 
Morocco provoked the African War in 1859. While the Ma-
rine Corps fought on land, integrated in the columns leaving 
Ceuta and advancing towards Tétouan, Bustillo’s squadron 
took part in the operations, supporting the advance of the 

troops from the sea, bombarding the artillery forts that pro-
tected the city’s port and blockading the ports of Tangiers 
and Larache. After the capture of Tétouan, the squadron 
bombarded Larache and Arcila, helping to impose the con-
ditions of the peace agreed in 1860.

View of the bombardment of Arcila. Nineteenth-century lithographic print. Naval Museum of Madrid

The renewal of the Navy
The middle decades of the 19th century witnessed an 

unprecedented evolution in naval technology, the result of 
the first industrial revolution. The introduction of steam, 
the propeller, armour plating and metal hulls, the improve-
ment of artillery and the introduction of explosive-filled 
shells soon changed the physiognomy of the squadrons. 
The Navy could not remain on the sidelines of progress and 
the first steamship was launched in the Havana shipyards in 

1849. Shortly afterwards, propeller steamers were built in 
all the peninsular arsenals.

The resurgence of national awareness caused by the 
African War contributed to the passing of the laws which, 
from 1859 onwards, were to finance the creation of a mod-
ern navy, which would become one of the world’s leading 
navies –albeit at a great distance from those of England and 
France– in the following decade.
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Built in Toulon (France) in 1864, the armoured frigate 
Numancia embodied the national will to restore Spain’s 
place among the naval powers of the 19th century, which 
had been lost due to the abandonment of the Navy af-
ter the War of Independence. Armed with 34 68-pound-
er smoothbore guns and protected by iron plates that 
were up to 13 cm thick, the Numancia was on a par with 
the best warships in the world at the time of her con-
struction. Her 3700 hp steam engine and frigate rigging 
combined to give her mobility and autonomy.

In the first years of her operational life, the Numan-
cia took part in the Pacific War under the command of 
Méndez Núñez. After the bombardment of El Callao, 
she returned to Spain via the Cape of Good Hope. It was 
therefore the first armoured ship to circumnavigate the 
world, thus dispelling all doubts about the seaworthi-
ness of this type of vessel.

With the entry into service of the battleship Pelayo, the 
Numancia lost its privileged position among the Navy’s 
ships. To make the most of her last years of service, she 
was converted into a coastguard battleship in 1896, los-
ing her rigging. Thus modified, the ship took part in the 
Melilla War in 1909.

The Numancia was decommissioned in 1912, after 48 
years of service to the Navy.

Legendary Ships

THE NUMANCIA FRIGATE (1864-1912)

The Defence of La Carraca against the Cantonists
Oil painting by Rafael Monleón (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Model of the original project for the armoured frigate Numancia
Naval Museum of Madrid
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The Pacific Ocean Campaign
A series of relatively minor but poorly managed inci-

dents, in an atmosphere of mutual suspicion, led to the 
outbreak of hostilities with Chile, Peru, Ecuador and 
Bolivia in 1865. Brigadier Méndez Núñez, commander of 
the frigate Numancia, was left in command of the Span-
ish squadron in the Pacific, with the mission of demand-
ing reparations from the American powers for the vari-
ous offences received, including the seizure of a small 
schooner. But after the Battle of Abtao, in which two 

The Frigates Villa de Madrid and Blanca in the Battle of Abtao
Oil painting by Ángel Cortellini (19th century). Naval Museum of Madrid

Nautical binnacle needle (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid
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month later, El Callao, defying at close range the numer-
ous artillery forts defending this port. Ordered to return 
to Spain, the Numancia did so via the Cape of Good 
Hope, becoming the first battleship to circumnavigate 
the world.

Méndez Núñez Falls Wounded on the Bridge of the Frigate Numancia, during the Bombardment of the Forts of El Callao
Oil painting by Antonio Muñoz Degrain (19th century)

Naval Museum of Madrid

Illustrious Seamen

CASTO MÉNDEZ NÚÑEZ (1824-1869)

Born in Vigo, he joined the Navy when he was barely 16 years old. 
His first years of service were ones of prostration for the Navy. Per-
haps for this reason, the first significant event in his meritorious 
career did not take place until 1861, when the then-frigate captain 
Méndez Núñez, in command of the frigate Constancia, played an 
important role in the fight against Philippine piracy: the heroic con-
quest of the fortress of Pagalugán, taken by boarding from his own 
ship. His exploit earned him promotion to the rank of captain.

In 1864, despite his youth, he was given command of the armoured 
frigate Numancia, a new ship whose seaworthiness was not abso-
lutely certain. After refitting the ship, Méndez Núñez joined the Pa-
cific squadron, under the command of General Pareja.

Promoted to Brigadier, Méndez Núñez took command of the 
squadron after Pareja’s suicide in 1865, in the middle of the War of 
the Pacific. The judicious use of the freedom of action given him by 
being far from the mainland, in a war in which national honour was 
almost the only interest at stake, led Méndez Núñez to seek com-
bat with the combined Chilean-Peruvian squadron. When the ene-
my ships took refuge in the Chiloé archipelago, the Spanish sailor 
bombarded Valparaíso –a port with no other protection than the 
presence of British and American squadrons– after giving time for 
the city to be evacuated.

Criticised and personally dissatisfied by the 
bombardment of the defenceless Chil-
ean port, Méndez Núñez decided to at-
tack El Callao, a port that was well-pro-
tected by heavily armed forts. 

In the battle, in which the ships of the Spanish squadron paid a high price 
for victory, Méndez Núñez was wounded after writing what, seen from 
the perspective of the time, was one of the most memorable pages in 
the history of the Armada.

On his return to Spain, and after rejecting a promotion to lieutenant 
general which he believed to be undeserved, he accepted the vice-pres-
idency of the Admiralty. He retired to Pontevedra due to illness and died 
there at the age of 45.

Casto Méndez Núñez 
Counter Admiral of the Navy
Oil painting by Camilo Salaya 

(second half of the 19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Monument to Casto Méndez Núñez, 
erected by popular subscription in Vigo
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Spanish frigates took part –with inconclusive results be-
cause the Chilean and Peruvian ships shunned the bat-
tle– the enemy squadron did not set sail again. Lacking 
naval targets, Méndez Núñez, after giving time for the 
city to be evacuated, bombarded Valparaíso and, a 

month later, El Callao, defying at close range the numer-
ous artillery forts defending this port. Ordered to return 
to Spain, the Numancia did so via the Cape of Good 
Hope, becoming the first battleship to circumnavigate 
the world.

Méndez Núñez Falls Wounded on the Bridge of the Frigate Numancia, during the Bombardment of the Forts of El Callao
Oil painting by Antonio Muñoz Degrain (19th century)

Naval Museum of Madrid
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Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF EL CALLAO (1866)

The War of the Pacific, which led to the Battle of El Callao, pitted Spain against the republics of Peru, 
Chile, Ecuador, and Bolivia. Spain had sent a diplomatic and scientific expedition to the American coast 
with the aim of showing the flag, giving moral support to the large Spanish colony in the area and final-
ising the process of recognising Peru’s independence, which was still pending. Diplomatic complications, 
badly managed and aggravated by a revolutionary process in Peru, transformed a mission that should 
have been one of goodwill into a string of incidents, in one of which the Spanish corporal Esteban Fradera, 
on a trip to El Callao, was killed.

Chile’s support for Peru provoked a naval blockade of the extensive Chilean coastline. Chile responded with 
a declaration of war and, because the Spanish ships were too dispersed, the small schooner Covadonga was 
captured by a Chilean corvette. This led to the suicide of Pareja, until then the head of the Pacific Squadron.

While negotiations were being mediated by foreign powers, Méndez Núñez, commander of the armoured 
frigate Numancia, relieved Pareja. Following orders, he tried to seek combat with the enemy squadron, 
composed of Chilean and Peruvian ships, which had taken refuge in the Chiloé archipelago, avoiding con-
frontation with Méndez Núñez’s squadron. Two Spanish frigates attacked the enemy ships, anchored in 
Abtao and protected by the difficulties of navigation in the area, but were unable to get close enough to 
make a decisive impact.

 Lacking naval targets to hit, and faced with the failure of diplomacy, Méndez Núñez bombarded Valparaíso 
after giving the civilians four days to leave the city. The opposition of the American and British squadrons 
present in the port did not dissuade the Spanish admiral, who left for the future the utterance “better hon-
our without ships than ships without honour.”

After Valparaíso, Méndez Núñez bombarded El Callao, a Peruvian stronghold with formidable artillery de-
fences. This was a prestige operation, which meant that the attack was frontal and carried out at close range. 
The Spanish squadron, divided into three divisions, bombarded the defences for six hours. Despite the seri-
ous damage to many of the ships, the fire was maintained until the Peruvian batteries were silenced, at 
which point the crews were ordered to salute from the rigging with the three hurrays contemplated in the 
precepts.

Bombardment of the Forts of El Callao. Oil painting by Rafael Monleón y Torres (19th century). Naval Museum of Madrid
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Years of crisis
From the exile of Queen Isabella II in 1868 until the 

restoration of the monarchy in the person of Alfonso XII 
in 1874, Spain experienced times of crisis which, logical-
ly, also affected the Squadron.

Only a month after the “Glorious” War, the first Cuban 
War began in the Caribbean. The insurrection for inde-
pendence was only defeated after ten hard years of 
counter-insurgency operations that consumed men and 
resources.

Alfonso XII
Oil painting by Manuel Ojeda y Siles (19th century)

Naval Museum of Madrid

Armed Conflicts

ASSAULT ON SAN PEDRO 
ABANTO (1874)

On 27th March 1874, during the operations to 
break the siege of the city of Bilbao by the Carl-
ist forces, the 2nd Battalion of the 1st Marine Corps 
Regiment, under the command of Lieutenant Col-
onel Albacete y Fuster, bayoneted the enemy po-
sitions at San Pedro Abanto. His exploit, viewed 
with admiration even from the side of the defend-
ers, has left us these sober lines for the history of 
the Corps:

“...a battalion of Marines tries to storm the para-
pets. Our men make one, and another, and many a 
heavy volley. The marines bloody the ground, but 
do not give up, and resume their efforts. The bat-
talion was left almost depopulated, but those who 
were left defended themselves bravely.”

For the capture of the hamlet of Murrieta, having 
lost more than half of its strength in the assault, 
the unit was awarded the Laureate Cross of Saint 
Ferdinand. Actions like this show how far armies 
can go when they have pride in their unity and 
confidence in their commanders.

Battle of Murrieta in San Pedro Abanto Illustration 
from the work Historia contemporánea. Segunda 

parte de la Guerra Civil: anales desde 1843 hasta el 
fallecimiento de don Alfonso XII

217

A
 m

o
d

e
st r

e
c

o
v

e
ry



The Third Carlist War began in 1872. In addition to 
blockading the Cantabrian ports that remained in the 
hands of the rebels, the Squadron supported the army, 
both logistically and in combat. In the campaign to lift the 
siege of Bilbao, the Marine Corps wrote one of the most 
brilliant pages of its history with the attack on the Carlist 
position of San Pedro Abanto.

Marine on Guard at the Doorway of the Cruiser 
Alfonso XII (late 19th century)

Oil painting by E. Banda (late 19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Spanish Navy officer’s sabre (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Emeril or gunwale blunderbuss (first third of the 19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid
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Illustrious Seamen

JOAQUÍN ALBACETE Y FUSTER (1837-1906)

Born in Barcelona, Albacete y Fuster joined the Navy at the ear-
ly age of fifteen. Those were difficult times, during which the 
young officer gained combat experience in the Spanish territo-
ries of Cuba, the Philippines, North Africa and Santo Domingo.

It was in the Third Carlist War –more specifically, in the battle of 
San Pedro Abanto– that the then-lieutenant colonel Albacete 
y Fuster made his mark as one of the most brilliant marines in 
history. At the head of his battalion, he impressed friends and 
foes alike with a ferocious nighttime bayonet charge to con-
quer each Carlist trench one by one. Despite the stiff resistance, 
his men began to climb the steep hill until they conquered the 
Caserío de Murrieta, and it was so difficult to stop the troop’s 
momentum that, after ordering a “halt to the advance”, the 
Marines continued to pursue the fleeing enemy up the hillside.

This action, in which Albacete was wounded, led to the 2nd Bat-
talion of the 1st Regiment being distinguished with the Collec-
tive Laureate Cross of the Order of Saint Ferdinand, the highest 
Spanish decoration in wartime, which today is proudly worn by 
the Tercio Sur.

Albacete y Fuster would still render outstanding services in 
Cuba and in the Philippines, where he would accumulate the 
merits that would earn him successive promotions until he 
reached the rank of field marshal and became General Inspec-
tor of the Marine Corps.

Joaquín Albacete y Fuster Inspector 
General of the Marine Corps

Drawing by E. Almenaras, (19th century)
Tercio de Armada

Cantonal Revolution 
Combat of Portmán (Cartagena)

Oil painting by Juan Font y Vidal 
(19th century)

Naval Museum of Madrid
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In 1873, during the First Spanish Republic, the cantonal 
insurrection broke out in the south and east of the peninsu-
la. While in San Fernando the ships of the squadron helped 
to quell the insurrection, the opposite happened in Cart-
agena: the powerful Mediterranean squadron joined the 
Cantón Murciano, even bombarding Alicante and Almeria. 
Blockaded at its Cartagena base by forces loyal to the gov-
ernment, the Canton squadron, which had been declared a 
pirate force by the Spanish government and other powers, 
fought against the government squadron at Portmán, near 
Cartagena. Although the results were inconclusive, the reb-
el ships - which fought under the command of merchant 
seamen - had to return to port. The cantonal squadron fi-
nally rejoined the navy when the city surrendered in 1874.

While such difficult times were being experienced on the 
mainland operations against piracy in the Philippines were 
still continuing, while in Cuba, there was still an ongoing 
struggle against arms smuggling, on which the Cuban insur-
rection depended.

Stateroom lantern (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Capture of the Steamship Virginius by the Propeller 
Corvette Tornado (19th century)
Oil painting by Manuel Fernández Sanahuja
Naval Museum of Madrid
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A step back
Despite the improvement in the economy at the end of the Carlist 

War in 1874 and the Cuban War in 1878, it was not possible during the 
last decades of the 19th century to find the necessary resources to 
keep up the momentum of shipbuilding. However, there was no lack 
of ideas. The following persons are proof of a concern to maintain our 
units at the level of the best: Isaac Peral, the designer of a prototype 
submarine that was the first to apply important technical innovations; 
Fernando Villaamil, the author of the project for the first torpedo 
boat, the origin of the future destroyer; José González Hontoria, the 
designer of modern artillery pieces; and Joaquín Bustamante, the in-
ventor of the mine that bears his name.

Combat flag of the submarine Peral
Naval Museum of Madrid

Isaac Peral
Pencil drawing by Isidro Fernández Fuentes “Gamonal” 
(20th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

In 1873, during the First Spanish Republic, the cantonal 
insurrection broke out in the south and east of the peninsu-
la. While in San Fernando the ships of the squadron helped 
to quell the insurrection, the opposite happened in Cart-
agena: the powerful Mediterranean squadron joined the 
Cantón Murciano, even bombarding Alicante and Almeria. 
Blockaded at its Cartagena base by forces loyal to the gov-
ernment, the Canton squadron, which had been declared a 
pirate force by the Spanish government and other powers, 
fought against the government squadron at Portmán, near 
Cartagena. Although the results were inconclusive, the reb-
el ships - which fought under the command of merchant 
seamen - had to return to port. The cantonal squadron fi-
nally rejoined the navy when the city surrendered in 1874.

While such difficult times were being experienced on the 
mainland operations against piracy in the Philippines were 
still continuing, while in Cuba, there was still an ongoing 
struggle against arms smuggling, on which the Cuban insur-
rection depended.

Stateroom lantern (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Capture of the Steamship Virginius by the Propeller 
Corvette Tornado (19th century)
Oil painting by Manuel Fernández Sanahuja
Naval Museum of Madrid
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From the Compass to the Aegis

PERAL´S SUBMARINE

Several countries vied for harbouring the inventor of the submarine, although many of the so-called 
inventions of the 19th century were really designs that took advantage of previous ideas or devel-
opments. In terms of the general idea and certain specific elements, there were several precursors 
of the submarine in various countries. In Spain, one of the pioneers was the Navarrese Jerónimo de 
Ayanz in the early 17th century; and in the 19th century, Cosme García and Narciso Monturiol were 
also pioneers.

However, it can be fairly stated that the first designer of a genuine operational military submarine 
was Isaac Peral y Caballero, a Spanish Navy officer born in Cartagena in 1851 who, in addition to be-
ing a sailor, was a mathematician, scientist and engineer.

Peral’s submarine began to be designed in 1885 and was completed with modifications in 1888. It 
had a 22-metre steel hull, tapered like today’s submarines. Its propulsion was an electric battery, 
and it had a torpedo tube and two reserve torpedoes. It also incorporated numerous systems to 
solve the various problems inherent to a ship of this type, such as trimming, trim maintenance and 
air purification. The prototype solved the problems of navigation and attack with a compensated 
compass, an electric slide, and a periscope.

Peral’s submarine was relatively successfully tested at sea between 1889 and 1890. It had some rec-
tifiable defects and some limitations, the main one being its short range, due to its electric battery 
propulsion. In its defence, however, it must be said that the submarine was conceived at the time as 
a unit for coastal defence rather than oceanic attack. In any case, the project did not go ahead. Thus, 
what could have been the first operational military submarine never saw combat.

Watercolour by Guillermo G. de Aledo, 
with the submarine undergoing trials.

Naval Museum of Madrid

Peral´s Submarine
Cartagena Naval Museum
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From the Compass to the Aegis

BUSTAMANTE AND THE NEW SUBMARINE 
WEAPON SYSTEMS

The 19th century was the century of the First Industrial Rev-
olution in Spain. The spiral of development and inventions 
brought many important innovations such as electricity and 
telegraphy. Advances in the naval field included the appear-
ance of weapons that exploded under the surface of the sea, 
multiplying the damage to ships. This was what is known 
today as a mine or torpedo, which was initially known as a 
“fixed torpedo” or “mobile torpedo”.

The first sinking of a ship by a mine was in the American Civil 
War (1861-1865). In the same war, booty torpedoes were suc-
cessfully used, sinking two ships, one on each side. However, 
self-propelled torpedoes improved rapidly and soon replaced 
the earlier ones.

In Spain, these innovations were gradually incorporated 
within the industrial and budgetary constraints that charac-
terized the period. In the 1970s, three launches with torpedo 
boats entered service. In the following decade, 12 new torpe-
do boats and the first torpedo boat, –Villaamil’s Destroyer, 
of Spanish design although manufactured in Scotland– were 
incorporated into the Navy. In the 1990s, six more torpedo 
boats arrived, also built abroad.

The torpedoes of the time were not manufactured in Spain either. But a Spanish mine was manufac-
tured, that designed by Lieutenant Commander 1st Class Joaquín Bustamante y Quevedo. Present-
ed in 1883, it was successfully tested and was declared a Navy standard mine in 1885.

Joaquín Bustamante y Quevedo 
Captain of the Navy

Oil painting by José Castellote y 
Villafruela (last third of the 19th century)

Naval Museum of Madrid

The first motor torpedo acquired by the 
Navy was the Schwartzkopff B-20, in 1882
Photograph: Naval Museum of Madrid

Bustamante Mine
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From the Compass to the Aegis

THE ARTILLERY SYSTEMS OF GONZÁLEZ HONTORIA

Naval artillery changed drastically in the 19th century, especially in its second half. If one compares 
the guns of a ship in 1800 with those of a battleship in 1900, enormous progress can be seen in all 
its elements: steel instead of iron, recoil-loading instead of muzzle-loading, rifled bore instead of 
smooth bore, a rotating platform instead of a wooden carriage with wheels. Countries with suffi-
cient industrial capacity strove to create better and more powerful artillery systems to pierce enemy 
armour, which was growing at the same time.

In Spain, a naval artillery officer, José González Hontoria, managed to design and manufacture his 
own modern, high-capacity naval artillery system. After studying what was being done in other 
countries, in 1870 he presented his first project: a 10-inch (254 mm) cannon, still made of iron and 
still muzzle-loading, but with a rifled bore.

In 1879, González Hontoria designed a system of guns of different calibres –70, 90, 120, 160, 180 
and 200 mm– which was declared regulatory in the Navy. Shortly afterwards, in 1883, he presented 
a new, more ambitious system, adding three higher calibres (240, 280 and 320 mm) and an interme-
diate one (140 mm), all made of steel. This system was also approved by the Navy and mounted on 
numerous ships.

González Hontoria was not only an excellent armament engineer, but also a patriot. Tempted by 
British industry to run its gun factories, he turned down the offers and continued to serve the Navy 
until his early death in 1889.

Stern turret of the Pelayo, of the same calibre

Battleship Pelayo seen from the quarterdeck. 
The 320-millimetre bow turret can be seen
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The efforts of this brilliant generation of officers were 
not enough. Whether it was due to a shortage of economic 
resources, a lack of maritime mentality in the institutions, 
Spain’s technological backwardness compared to the more 
industrialized nations or, in some cases, doctrinal discrep-
ancies between the Navy’s commanders, the fact is that 
most of the ships that entered service in those years were of 
antiquated conception and limited military value. It soon 
became clear that Spanish naval power was insufficient to 
curb the expansionism of an emerging power at the end of 
the century, namely the United States, which was eager to 
extend its influence to the Spanish overseas territories.

Model of a Spanish 18-cm cannon, González 
Hontoria system, model 1879

Naval Museum of Madrid

José González Hontoria 
Brigadier of the Artillery of the Navy

Oil painting by José Castellote y Villafruela (late 19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid
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From the Compass to the Aegis

VILLAAMIL AND THE BIRTH OF THE DESTROYER

In the last two decades of the 19th century, many navies be-
gan to equip themselves with torpedo boats, small, cheap 
ships that in favourable circumstances could threaten bat-
tleships and cruisers. But the first torpedo boats were fragile 
units without autonomy; dangerous in restricted waters but 
incapable of fighting on the high seas or accompanying fleets 
on their transoceanic journeys.

Fernando Villaamil, a brilliant officer who had achieved pres-
tige with his analyses on a wide range of subjects, conceived 
a ship that was larger, stronger, faster and better armed than 
the torpedo boats of the time, the Destroyer. Built in Scotland 
in 1886, its characteristics astonished the experts. Its voyage 
to Spain in heavy seas proved her seaworthiness and her arma-
ment tests were successful.

The ship attracted the attention of foreign navies. Many praised 
it unreservedly and it served as an inspiration for other designs. A 
further important achievement was that, in addition to serving 
as a deep-sea torpedo boat, it could cover a still unresolved mis-
sion: the defence of larger ships against enemy torpedo boats.

Not only was the design a success, so was the name. From then 
on, many navies called the fast, manoeuvrable, long-range 
and well-armed surface escort a destroyer.

In 1898, in Santiago de Cuba, Villaamil, in command of the destroyer squadron of Cervera’s squad-
ron, gave his life fighting heroically on board the Furor, one of the ships he had helped to design. He 
was awarded the Laureate Cross of Saint Ferdinand.

Fernando Villaamil y Fernández Cueto 
Captain of the Navy

Oil painting by José Castellote y Villafruela 
(last third of the 19th century)

Naval Museum of Madrid

The Destructor in the La Carraca 
harbour, c. 1890

The Destructor Manoeuvring a Cruiser of the 
Alfonso XII Class. Watercolour by G. de Aledo 
From the book Nuestra Marina (Our Navy)
Library of the Naval Museum of Madrid
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The war with the United States
The Cuban insurrection, which had been defeated twice 

in previous decades, re-emerged in 1895 with the self-in-
terested support of the United States. The same was hap-
pening in the Philippines, albeit on a smaller scale. Within 

the military campaigns against the rebels, the Navy had im-
portant areas of responsibility: combating arms smuggling, 
naval support for operations and, in the case of the Marines, 
fighting on land as an expeditionary force.

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF CAVITE (1898)

With war declared against Spain after the probably accidental explosion of the cruiser Maine, Commodore 
Dewey’s American squadron, which had four protected cruisers and two gunboats, attacked Admiral Montojo’s 
squadron in Cavite Bay. Montojo was at the head of two first-class cruisers, one of them wooden and without 
propulsion, and four small second-class cruisers, equivalent to gunboats. The Spanish squadron, with less 
protection and fewer artillery pieces –which were also of smaller calibre and range than those of the Americans– 
was destroyed in a few hours, resulting in 167 dead and 214 wounded.

Although the Spanish ships fought with honour and managed 25 hits on the American cruisers, Dewey’s squad-
ron, which was better protected, suffered only minor damage and 9 wounded among its crew.

With Montojo’s squadron destroyed, nothing could stand in the way of the attack on Manila, which, with no 
possibility of reinforcements, capitulated a few weeks later.

Battle of Cavite (20th century). Oil painting by Ildefonso Sanz y Domenech (20th c.). Naval Museum of Madrid
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Attempts to solve the problem with administrative 
reforms, including declarations of autonomy for both 
territories, were unsuccessful and the war continued un-
til, on a courtesy visit to Havana, the Maine cruiser was 
blown up, probably accidentally. On that pretext, the 
US government, influenced by public opinion, declared 
war on Spain. A squadron under Commodore Dewey de-
stroyed Montojo’s inferior Spanish squadron in the Phil-

ippines, after which Manila surrendered. Meanwhile, in 
the Caribbean, Admiral Sampson’s squadron blockaded 
Admiral Cervera’s squadron in Santiago de Cuba, while 
US forces joined Cuban insurgents in laying siege to the 
city. Ordered to attempt a sortie, the Spanish squadron, 
short of coal and unable to do any damage to the enemy 
battleships, was destroyed almost with impunity by the 
blockading forces.

Armed Conflicts

THE BATTLE OF SANTIAGO DE CUBA (1898)

While fighting in the Philippines, Admiral Cervera’s squadron had entered Santiago de Cuba, where he was 
blocked by Admiral Sampson’s battleships. Weeks later, taking advantage of their undisputed command of the 
sea, two American brigades landed on the island and, with the support of the Cuban insurgents, laid siege to 
Santiago.

Having been ordered to break the blockade to avoid the possibility of capturing the squadron, Cervera obeyed, 
even though he was convinced that his four protected cruisers and two destroyers were no match for the Amer-
ican battleships.

On board the María Teresa cruiser, Cervera went out first and tried to draw the enemy’s fire to give the others 
a better chance of evading. But the Americans asserted their overwhelming artillery superiority and, one after 
the other, the Spanish ships were destroyed, suffering 323 dead and 151 wounded.

The 64 hits suffered by Sampson’s squadron attest to the will of Cervera’s ships to fight. The squadron’s impo-
tence is demonstrated by the fact that they only managed to inflict two casualties on an enemy that, for the 
calibre of the Spanish artillery, was almost invulnerable. The sacrifice of the squadron was probably necessary 
to justify the inevitable defeat in the eyes of Spanish public opinion. If so, Cervera and his crews did their duty 
as well as could be expected in the difficult circumstances in which they found themselves.

Battle of Santiago de Cuba. 
Destruction of the Cruiser Vizcaya
Watercolour by Guillermo González de Aledo
Naval Museum of Madrid
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Nothing more could be done. The peace treaty that fol-
lowed the loss of Montojo’s and Cervera’s squadrons en-
forced the loss of Cuba, the Philippines and also, although 
there was no demand for this among the actual population, 

Puerto Rico. Moreover, the war had left Spaniards with a 
pessimistic spirit that would condition the early years of the 
20th century.

Illustrious Seamen

PASCUAL CERVERA  
(1839-1909)

Pascual Cervera y Topete was born in Medina 
Sidonia (Cádiz). He spent his first years as an offi-
cer stationed in the Philippines, where he had the 
opportunity to demonstrate his courage in the 
fight against piracy under the orders of Méndez 
Núñez. As a naval lieutenant first class, Cervera 
was stationed in Cuba, in command of various 
ships of the West Indies squadron.

When the First Republic arrived, Cervera, back 
in Spain, played a decisive role in subduing the 
cantonal insurrection at La Carraca. He returned 
to the Philippines in command of the corvette 
Santa Lucía, with which he once again success-
fully confronted local piracy. In 1876 he was ap-
pointed governor of the archipelago.

Back in Spain, Cervera was the first command-
er of the battleship Pelayo and in 1891, now a 
rear-admiral, he took charge of the Navy portfo-
lio for a brief period in Sagasta’s government.

In 1896, Cervera was appointed commander of 
the Operations Squadron, which two years lat-
er would be destroyed in Santiago de Cuba. Ac-
quitted at a court martial, he was promoted to 
vice-admiral and, by decision of the minister 
Sánchez de Toca, he was placed in charge of the 
Naval General Staff.

Pascual Cervera y Topete 
Vice-Admiral of the Navy

Oil painting by Federico Godoy Castro (20th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

229

A
 m

o
d

e
st r

e
c

o
v

e
ry





CHAPTER  Xi
THE HARDEST YEARS

CHAPTER XI – THE HARDEST YEARS



The Squadron Plans
At the beginning of the 20th century, in a period charac-

terized by a rapid evolution of military and naval technolo-
gy, the Navy did not have a single unit that was up to date 
with the times. The need to renew the naval force, in the 
context of the rearmament that Europe was undergoing at 
the time, gave rise to a series of unrealistic or abortive plans 
that led to nothing until, in 1908, Rear Admiral Ferrándiz, 
then Minister of the Navy, succeeded in updating the orga-
nization of the Navy and approving its Ley de Escuadra 
(Squadron Act).

Queen Regent María Cristina (1885-1902)
Oil painting by Diego Casado y Vázquez 
(19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

King Alfonso XIII (1886- 1931)
Oil painting. Anonymous 

(20th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid
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Cruiser Emperador Carlos V
Oil painting by Cervera (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

José Ferrándiz y Niño 
Counter-Admiral Minister of the Navy

Oil painting by Luis Fernández Gordillo (20th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid
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The General Staff of the Navy was created in 1895, following the path taken by the Army throughout 
the 19th century, which in turn had followed the French and Prussian models. It responded to the 
need to have a thinking rather than an executive body, capable on the one hand of drawing up naval 
doctrine, and on the other of serving as a compass for the government of the Navy, to prevent the 
political currents on which the Ministry of the Navy was sailing from having a negative effect on the 
course of the institution. After some difficult beginnings –it was even closed as a result of the war of 
1898– and complemented by the creation, in 1925, of the Naval War College, where the officers who 
were to staff it began to be trained, it was gradually consolidated as the governing body of the Navy, 
under the name of the Central General Staff.

With the unification of the military ministries in 1976 into the Ministry of Defence, this process was 
completed, and from then on, the Chief of the Naval General Staff was the highest authority in the 
Navy. The Navy General Staff, better known by its Spanish acronym EMA, issued and continues to 
issue the plans that govern the corporation, although with the creation of the Joint Operations Com-
mand, it has lost its functions of directing the operational activities of the force’s units.

Foundations of Naval Power

THE GENERAL STAFF OF THE NAVY

Monumental staircase of the Navy Headquarters. Former Ministry of the Navy, inaugurated in 1928
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The result of this law were the battleships of the España 
class, as well as three destroyers, four gunboats and 22 tor-
pedo boats. The construction was awarded to the Sociedad 
Española de Construcciones Navales (Spanish Society of 
Spanish Constructions), the forerunner of the company that 
still today, through organizational changes and adaptations 
to the times, manages the shipyards at the Ferrol, La Carraca 
and Cartagena arsenals. The battleships delivered to the 
Navy at that time had modest characteristics for their time 
and, after the rapid advances in the design of this class of 
ships following the lessons of the First World War, they soon 
became outdated.

Morse cable telegraph receiver (19th century)
Naval Museum of Madrid

Launching of the Battleship España in Ferrol. Oil painting by Antonio Caula (20th century). Naval Museum of Madrid
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Aerial view of the Dédalo in Al Hoceima
Photograph: Spanish Navy

Project to transform the transport ship Dédalo into a 
transportable Naval Aeronautics station

General Archive of the Navy “Álvaro de Bazán”

Foundations of Naval Power

THE CREATION OF NAVAL AERONAUTICS

The First World War had demonstrated the need for on-board aircraft to carry out exploration tasks 
at sea. To satisfy this need, Minister Flórez promoted the creation of Naval Aviation for the follow-
ing reasons: “Specialized Naval Aviation is absolutely indispensable to National Defence, and it is 
responsible for, among other services, that of exploration at sea, which can only be carried out with 
the help of personnel belonging to the Navy...”

Created by Decree on 13 September 1917, the first provisional facilities were located at the Prat 
aerodrome in Barcelona, while waiting for the San Javier base, chosen for the Naval Aviation School, 
to be ready. The first student officers flew from there and, in 1921, they took part in the baptism of 
the Naval Aeronautical Air Force, a name that had been adopted in 1920 to include aerospace.

In 1922, the hydrofoil carrier Dédalo, a converted merchant ship capable of carrying seaplanes of 
various types, airships, or dirigible balloons and tethered balloons, joined the Navy. Operating from 
this ship, the seaplanes of the Naval Air Force took part in various campaigns in North Africa, where 
they received their baptism of fire and suffered their first casualties. Particularly relevant in the bril-
liant service record of Spanish naval aviation is the outstanding performance of pilots and mechanics 
in the Al Hoceima landing.
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Delfin submarine. Watercolour by Guillermo González de Aledo
Naval Museum of Madrid

The Isaac Peral, First Spanish Submarine
Watercolour by Guillermo González de Aledo

Naval Museum of Madrid

Once the Great War had begun, and taking advantage 
of the first war experiences, Vice Admiral Miranda, Min-
ister of the Navy, managed to obtain approval for the 
construction of three light cruisers, three destroyers and, 
even more importantly given the critical role they played 
in the world war, the first Spanish submarines, of which 

four units were acquired abroad. Subsequently, with the 
experience acquired, the six B-class submarines were 
built in Cartagena. Another important milestone in the 
modernization process of the Navy in the second decade 
of the 20th century was the creation of the Naval Air Force 
in 1917.
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE CREATION OF THE SUBMARINE SECTION
The experience of the first months of the First World War highlighted the effectiveness of certain 
new types of ships. Prominent among these was the submarine, of which hundreds of increasingly 
sophisticated units were to be built during the conflict. It was a vessel that had demonstrated great 
tactical potential, both in attacking shipping and in its ability to deny a more powerful adversary 
dominance of the sea.

This precedent prompted Minister Miranda to include submarines in his Naval Plan for the first time. 
On his initiative, on 17 February 1915, the foundation stone of the Submarine Weapon was laid in 
Spain with the following legal text:

“The Minister of the Navy is authorized to acquire by direct management, charged to the appropri-
ations granted by this Act, up to four submersibles and the material necessary for the training and 
practice of the personnel who are to man them and a special salvage vessel. He is also authorized to 
organize the service on submarines with officers from the General Corps of the Navy, and to reorganize 
the Corps of Machinists and the Petty Officers, Constables and other subordinates, adjusting their ser-
vices and their staffs to the needs of this material, within the appropriations allocated for personnel in 
the current budget.”

In 1917, the first Spanish submarine, the Isaac Peral, built in the USA, entered service. It was imme-
diately followed by the three A-class submarines acquired in Italy. The experience acquired allowed 
the following units, of the B and C classes, to be built in Cartagena, where the Submarine Base is still 
located today and where new units are being built for the Navy.



Foundations of Naval Power

THE DIVING SCHOOLThe Macchi 18 seaplane was the backbone 
of the Naval Air Force during its early years

Photograph: Spanish Navy

Battleship Alfonso XIII with Submarines Isaac Peral and A1
Photograph: Spanish Navy

Seaplane carrier Dédalo
Photograph: Spanish Navy
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The use of divers for military purposes goes back to the dawn 
of history. The Assyrian reliefs and the texts of great authors 
of the classical world such as Herodotus, Thucydides, Titus 
Livy and Pliny the Elder bear witness to this. In Spain, there 
are also reports of it in Roman and medieval times. However, 
it was at the beginning of the Modern Age that military divers 
became essential for repairing ships, recovering weapons and 
supplies, making surprise attacks on ships or ports and rescu-
ing the cargo of galleons sunk in coastal waters.

Spain was a pioneer in several aspects of this branch of na-
val activity. From a technical point of view, projects such as 
those of Blasco de Garay (1539), José Bono (1582), Jerónimo 
de Ayanz (1597), Pedro de Ledesma (1623) and many others, 
whose ideas demonstrate once again that, in the practical or 
technological sciences, the level of the Spanish Empire was 
then on a par with that of other European countries.

Where Spanish primacy seemed unquestionable was in the 
organization and regulation of activity. The first regulations 
date from the first half of the 17th century. As an example, the 
Ordenanzas del Buen Gobierno de la Armada del Mar Océano 
(Good Governance Ordinances of the Navy of the Ocean Sea), 
from 1633, stipulated that there should always be one diver in 
the captain’s cabin and another in the admiralty.

An important step in the development of diving was the cre-
ation, in 1787, of diving schools in each Department, proba-
bly the first in the world. Mazarredo drew up his regulations 
in 1790.

The appearance of new diving systems in the 19th century made it necessary to approve new diving 
regulations in 1904. Years later, in 1922, the Diving School –today part of the Navy Diving Centre– 
was created in Cartagena, and it is from here that the specialty has continued to adapt to new times 
and new techniques, without forgetting its secular and honourable tradition.

Operations from the Poseidó
Photograph: Spanish Nav

Foundations of Naval Powe

THE DIVING SCHOOL

r

The Macchi 18 seaplane was the backbone 
of the Naval Air Force during its early years

Photograph: Spanish Navy

Battleship Alfonso XIII with Submarines Isaac Peral and A1
Photograph: Spanish Navy

Seaplane carrier Dédalo
Photograph: Spanish Navy

Manuscript of Pedro de Ledesma
(Print 6: Another way and safe invention 

for one or two or more persons to go down 
to the bottom of the sea, where there are 

sixteen to 25 fathoms of water and for three 
and four hours)

Archive of the Naval Museum. Madrid
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Religiosity and Tradition

THE PATRONESS SAINT OF THE NAVY

The harsh conditions of life at sea have often served as a spur to religious sentiment, as evidenced 
throughout history by devotion to various Marian devotions.
The Virgin of Rosell, who today is venerated in the church of Santa María de Gracia in Cartagena, was 
declared the patroness saint of the maritime militia by Alfonso X the Wise, founder of the Order of 
Saint Mary in 1279. In 1492, Christopher Columbus commended himself to the Virgin of Guadalupe. 
Juan Sebastián de Elcano also prostrated himself before the Virgin of Antigua in Seville after com-
pleting the first circumnavigation.
From Lepanto, the Virgin of the Rosary remains, and this Virgin, together with the Christ venerated 
in Barcelona, was carried by John of Austria on his flagship and which he had deposited in Puerto 
de Santa María. The devotion passed on to Cadiz, where an image of the Virgin of the Rosary was 
solemnly embarked on the fleet of galleons. The name “la Galeona”, which is given to this devotion, 
remains from this tradition.
Roger de Lauria carried a Virgin of Mount Carmel in his galley, and this, according to tradition, saved 
him from a terrible squall. However, devotion to this patroness saint was consolidated on the Isla de 
León, now San Fernando, in the 18th century. In 1901, a Royal Decree declared Our Lady of Mount 
Carmel the patroness saint of the Navy.

Hail, Star of the seas
Of the seas iris of eternal fortune.
Hail, O Phoenix of beauty!
Mother of Divine love.
Of your people to the sorrows
Thy clemency give comfort,
Fervently reach heaven
To thee our cry.
Hail Hail Hail Hail Hail
Oh, star of the seas!
Oh, star of the seas!

Our Lady of Mount Carmel
Sculpture by Francisco Asorey
Naval Military School
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The War in Africa
Spain’s responsibilities in North Africa following the col-

lapse of the Moroccan Empire forced the Spanish govern-
ment to become involved in various pacification operations 
in the Rif region from 1906 onwards. In a highly unstable 
scenario, the attacks on Spanish interests around Melilla 
gave rise, in 1909, to a military campaign against the insur-
gent cabilas for which the Agrupación de Fuerzas Navales de 
Operaciones en el Norte de África (Group of Naval Forces of 
Operations in North Africa) was created.

In 1912, with the pacification of the Melilla area achieved, 
a Spanish Protectorate was established in the Rif territo-
ries, under the sovereignty of the Sultan. From then on, the 
main objective of the Spanish military campaigns was to 
gradually achieve effective control of the entire Protector-
ate, starting from the cities of Ceuta and Melilla.

After operations were interrupted during the World War, 
Spanish forces advanced from Ceuta and conquered Xauen 
in 1920. Meanwhile, from Melilla, General Silvestre reck-
lessly advanced towards Al Hoceima, the centre of gravity 
of the rebellion. Serious tactical and logistical errors in this 
sector culminated in the disaster of Annual in 1921. Faced 
with the magnitude of the defeat, the units of the squadron 
turned their attention to evacuating the retreating troops 
and defending Melilla.

Al Hoceima Landing
Photographs: Spanish Navy
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To definitively resolve Abd el-Krim’s rebellion in Morocco, which had remained alive since the disas-
ter of Annual in 1921, it was essential to occupy the territories near the Bay of Al Hoceima, the cradle 
of the main focus of the Rif insurrection.

The impossibility of advancing by land made it necessary to consider amphibious action. The Span-
ish plan, which was later joined by France with a few ships and aircraft, was based on the lessons 
learned from the British failure at Gallipoli. The landing force would be made up of two brigades from 
Ceuta and Melilla, totalling around 13,000 men, transported by 21 merchant ships and escorted and 
supported by Vice Admiral Yolif’s squadron, made up of two battleships, four cruisers and more than 
30 other ships. For the landing, 27 K-type landing barges acquired in Great Britain, which had oper-
ated at Gallipoli, were available. Air cover would be provided by squadrons of the Military Air Force 
and 24 seaplanes of the Naval Air Force, many of them operating from the Dédalo.

After carrying out drills off the coasts of Ouad Lau and Sidi Dris –where French units collaborated– 
the landing took place on 8 September on La Cebadilla beach. Once the beachhead was consolidated 
and the heavy enemy counterattacks were neutralized between the 11th and 13th, the general pro-
gression began, leading to the occupation of Axdir, Abd el-Krim’s headquarters, on 2 October.

The Al Hoceima landings were the first successful amphibious operation of the 20th century and 
helped create the doctrine that would be used in the major landings of the Second World War. It was 
also the first joint operation –involving land, sea, and air units– in history.

Armed Conflicts

THE AL HOCEIMA LANDING (1925)

The Battleship Jaime I and the Cruiser Reina 
Victoria Eugenia Bombarding the Riffian Positions 
during the Al Hoceima Landing (1925)
Watercolour by Guillermo González de Aledo
Naval Museum of Madrid
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The response to the challenge of the Kabyle lead-
er Abd el Krim, who, emboldened by his successes, had 
proclaimed the Riffian Republic and attacked the French 
protectorate, was the amphibious landing at Al Hoceima. 
On 8 September 1925, two Army brigades and a Marine 

Corps battalion landed on the North African beaches, 
supported by the best of the squadron and, for the first 
time in history, by Naval Air Force seaplanes. After the 
successful landing, military operations continued until 
the Protectorate was completely pacified in 1927.

To definitively resolve Abd el-Krim’s rebellion in Morocco, which had remained alive since the disas-
ter of Annual in 1921, it was essential to occupy the territories near the Bay of Al Hoceima, the cradle 
of the main focus of the Rif insurrection.

The impossibility of advancing by land made it necessary to consider amphibious action. The Span-
ish plan, which was later joined by France with a few ships and aircraft, was based on the lessons 
learned from the British failure at Gallipoli. The landing force would be made up of two brigades from 
Ceuta and Melilla, totalling around 13,000 men, transported by 21 merchant ships and escorted and 
supported by Vice Admiral Yolif’s squadron, made up of two battleships, four cruisers and more than 
30 other ships. For the landing, 27 K-type landing barges acquired in Great Britain, which had oper-
ated at Gallipoli, were available. Air cover would be provided by squadrons of the Military Air Force 
and 24 seaplanes of the Naval Air Force, many of them operating from the Dédalo.

After carrying out drills off the coasts of Ouad Lau and Sidi Dris –where French units collaborated– 
the landing took place on 8 September on La Cebadilla beach. Once the beachhead was consolidated 
and the heavy enemy counterattacks were neutralized between the 11th and 13th, the general pro-
gression began, leading to the occupation of Axdir, Abd el-Krim’s headquarters, on 2 October.

The Al Hoceima landings were the first successful amphibious operation of the 20th century and 
helped create the doctrine that would be used in the major landings of the Second World War. It was 
also the first joint operation –involving land, sea, and air units– in history.

The Battleship Jaime I and the Cruiser Reina 
Victoria Eugenia Bombarding the Riffian Positions 
during the Al Hoceima Landing (1925)
Watercolour by Guillermo González de Aledo
Naval Museum of Madrid

New Squadron Plans
The lessons of World War I inspired the Navy renewal 

plans approved in 1922, which resulted in two Príncipe Al-
fonso class light cruisers –ships that, for the first time in a 
long time, were comparable to the best in service in their 
class– and three Churruca class destroyers. The effort would 
continue in 1926, when a third cruiser and three additional 
destroyers were ordered. Shortly afterwards, and in a pre-
war climate in Europe to which Spain remained oblivious, 
two heavy cruisers of the Canarias class, seven more de-
stroyers and six C-class submarines were ordered.

Torpedo gyroscope (1929)
Naval Museum of Madrid
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Legendary Ships

THE CRUISER CANARIAS (1936-1975)

The cruiser Canarias, built in Ferrol, entered service a few weeks after the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War. 
Inspired by the British heavy cruisers of the County class, its design was conditioned by the Washington Naval 
Treaty. To limit the arms race, this agreement imposed restrictions on the number of ships with a displacement 
of more than 10,000 tons and weapons of a calibre greater than 8 inches (203 mm). These were the design limits 
for heavy cruisers at the time.

In the most powerful navies, cruisers were units designed for long-range operations, alone or in support of bat-
tle fleets composed of battleships. But in Spain, the Canarias and her sister ship the Baleares –sunk in March 
1938– were by far the most powerful of all the ships that took part in the Civil War. Fast and well-armed, they 
played a decisive role in the maritime campaign.

Many of the tactical concepts that led to the construction of ships like the Canarias were superseded by the 
lessons of World War II and the rapid evolution of weapons technology and electronics. However, Spain’s isola-
tion in the first decades of the post-war period and the scarcity of budgetary resources meant that the ship 
remained the flagship of the Navy for almost 40 years. It was the last of the heavy cruisers of its generation to 
be decommissioned.

The Cruiser Canarias. Watercolour by Antonio Molins Ristori (20th century). Naval Museum of Madrid
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The Civil War at sea
At the start of the Spanish Civil War in 1936, a large part 

of the Navy remained in the hands of the Republic, but at 
the cost of losing most of the officers on board, many of 
whom were killed by their own crews. Republican ships 
were left in the hands of less qualified personnel or those 
less committed to the side they had to defend. Moreover, at 
the beginning of the war, they had to overcome internal dis-
cipline problems, which inevitably limited their operational 
value. The rebels were left with only the two heavy cruisers 
–still under construction– a light cruiser, one of the two old 
battleships –which was awaiting imminent scrapping in 
Ferrol– and an old-fashioned destroyer.

The first naval objective of both sides was the control of 
the Strait of Gibraltar, essential for the transfer to the main-
land of the well-trained African Army. In the early days, the 
Republic’s far superior ships prevailed. But a strategic error 
by the Republican commanders –the deployment of most 
of their ships in the Bay of Biscay in view of the difficulties 
on the northern front– facilitated the incursion of two Na-
tionalist cruisers into the Strait of Gibraltar in September 
1936. In the unequal confrontation with the two Republi-
can destroyers defending the area, the Canarias sank the 
Almirante Ferrándiz, opening the Protectorate to maritime 
traffic.

The destroyer Almirante Ferrándiz, sunk by the cruiser Canarias in the battle of Cape Espartel in the first weeks of the war. The impacts 
of the cruiser’s artillery at a distance of 20 kilometres, in addition to definitively opening the Strait of Gibraltar to the African Army, 
contributed to conditioning the attitude of the naval commanders on both sides, which was not very aggressive in the case of the 

Republican squadron. Not even the sinking of the cruiser Baleares in 1938 was able to alter this trend
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After its deployment in the Bay of Biscay, the bulk of the 
Republican navy moved to Cartagena and, faced with the air 
superiority of the Nationalist side, ceded control of the Strait 
of Gibraltar with no more opposition than the occasional op-
position of its submarine force, which proved ineffective for 
various reasons, including the secret support of several of its 
commanders for the Nationalist side.

After the first months of the war, the war at sea, without 
ruling out direct actions in support of the campaign on land, 
focused on defending its own lines of communication and, 
in the case of the more aggressive Nationalist squadron, 
attacking the enemy’s. This was a vital objective for both 
sides since, in addition to the traffic of essential goods for a 
maritime nation such as Spain, most of the military supplies 
that the Soviet Union sent to the Republic were received by 
sea, as was the aid of all kinds that Germany and Italy pro-
vided to the Nationalist side.

In the Bay of Biscay - where, as the Republican naval forc-
es were isolated by the loss of the Strait of Gibraltar, the Na-
tionalist side would soon prevail - the centre of gravity of the 
maritime campaign was the attempted blockade of the Re-

publican ports, particularly Bilbao. The operations, in which 
armed fishing boats took part with considerable daring 
alongside warships from both sides, were complicated by the 
British navy’s protection of its flag vessels. In addition to the 
blockade, the national ships carried out bombing and mining 
operations, in one of which the battleship España was lost.

In the Mediterranean, the Nationalist fleet supported the 
army’s advance to Malaga. The loss of Malaga forced the 
Republican squadron to abandon the Alborán Sea. Howev-
er, operating from Cartagena, it managed to successfully 
carry out frequent operations to protect its maritime traffic 
and continued to be a credible threat until the end of the 
war, as demonstrated by the sinking of the cruiser Baleares, 
torpedoed in a night battle in March 1938.

For its part, the Nationalist squadron, much more active 
and exploiting the better geographical situation of its bases 
–particularly the one in Palma de Mallorca, dominating the 
coast of the eastern coast of the peninsula– exercised de 
facto control of the sea and, despite the setbacks suffered 
at specific moments, contributed significantly to the victory 
of the rebel side.

In most civil wars, hatred and fear combine to provoke particularly cruel acts, both on the battlefield and, above all, in the rearguard. 
But this is not always the case. The treatment of the shipwrecked crew of the armed trawler Nabarra, sunk by the Canarias while it was 

blockading off Cape Machichaco, shows that courage in combat is not at odds with chivalry. The oil painting by David Cobb shows 
the entry into port of the Gipuzkoa, damaged in the same action.

Presidency of the Basque Government
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The blockade of the enemy’s maritime traffic is a fundamental principle in naval warfare that was 
particularly important in the Civil War, as Spain was incapable of producing all the war material nec-
essary to maintain the fight.

It is not quite possible to speak of a maritime blockade in this war, since the international communi-
ty did not recognize either side as belligerents or, with specific exceptions, as having the capacity to 
carry out an effective blockade, which were essential conditions for the measure to be legal. It was 
therefore difficult to apply control procedures beyond those that could be imposed on Spanish or 
neutral ships within Spain’s recognized territorial waters.

Nor was the international fight against arms trafficking effective –despite the non-intervention 
agreements– because of the fundamental disagreements between the major powers.

In these often ambiguous circumstances, the national side, better directed and supported in the 
Mediterranean by the Italian navy, managed to sink or seize numerous Spanish ships, as well as in-
tercepting ships involved in transporting arms from Russia. The measures adopted, without actually 
blocking the ports of the Republic to neutral traffic, did create conditions that made freight rates 
more expensive and contributed to strangling the Republican economy.

Armed Conflicts

THE TRAFFIC WAR AND THE BLOCKADE (1936-1939)

Sinking of the armed merchant ship Cabo Santo Tomé near Algiers
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Years of isolation
The reconstruction of the Navy, which had lost its two 

old battleships, a cruiser, a destroyer and seven subma-
rines in the civil war –and, even more importantly, a large 
number of qualified personnel, 59% of whom were General 
Corps officers– was made difficult by the reality of a Spain 
devastated by the war and an international environment 
marked by the outbreak of World War II in 1939.

After the defeat of Germany in 1945, Spain was isolated 
from the world due to the affinity of its regime with that of 

the Axis powers and the support that, as a non-belligerent, 
it had given to the defeated side between 1940 and 1943. 
Under these conditions, the shipbuilding programs of the 
post-war period resulted in vessels with very modest char-
acteristics and lacking modern weapons systems, as was 
the case with the Oquendo class destroyers, the Audaz class 
frigates and the Pizarro class gunboats.

Roger de Lauria destroyer, second of the Oquendo class. Photograph: Spanish Navy

The American aid
From 1953 onwards, the agreements with the United 

States, facilitated by the confrontation between the Soviet 
bloc and the West during the Cold War, opened the door for 
Spain to begin to return to its rightful place on the interna-
tional stage, both diplomatically and militarily. In exchange 
for authorization to build and jointly use military facilities 

–among which the Rota Naval Base would be of particular 
importance– Spain would receive economic assistance and 
military aid which, for the Navy, took the form of five ex-
cellent Fletcher class destroyers, a submarine and twelve 
minesweepers, as well as technical support for the modern-
ization of numerous units.
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Legendary Ships

LOS CINCO LATINOS

In the Navy, the name Latinos was given to the five Fletcher class destroyers transferred by the US 
Navy as part of the military aid included in the 1953 defence agreements. They had been designed 
and built for participation in World War II and had been slightly modernized prior to their delivery 
to the Navy, where they saw excellent service from the 1950s to the 1980s. With a displacement of 
2,100 tons and a crew of 270 men, the destroyers represented a notable modernization of the Fleet 
at a time when Spanish shipbuilding was still at a low ebb. They were the elite of the Navy’s ships un-
til they were relieved by the frigates of the Baleares class and the corvettes of the Descubierta class, 
both of which were built in Spain. The material with which they were built was of excellent quality 
and for this reason their life was extended until they were over forty years old, carrying out maritime 
surveillance tasks at the end of their days.

The nickname by which they were known –the Cinco Latinos were a well-known musical group of the 
time– reflects the admiration they caused in the post-war navy and the esteem in which they were 
held throughout their operational life.

Destroyer Alcalá Galiano. Photograph: Spanish Navy

249

T
h

e h
a

r
d

e
sT y

e
a

r
s



The Ifni War
In 1957, groups of armed Moroccans, spurred on by the 

Kingdom of Morocco, invaded Spanish territories in Ifni 
and the Sahara. After a show of force off Agadir helped 
contain the conflict, Navy ships provided fire and logistical 
support to forces deployed ashore, including some Marine 
Corps units.

The brief conflict highlighted the need to reinforce the 
Fleet’s amphibious assets –in 1964 the US Navy ceded 
the transports Castilla and Aragón and, shortly afterwards, the 
Galicia and three landing ships– and contributed to reori-
enting the role of the Marines towards amphibious opera-
tions, which had proved decisive in the Second World War.

Foundations of Naval Power

AMPHIBIOUS WARFARE EMPOWERMENT

Among the lessons of the World War II was the important role of amphibious operations, both in the European 
theatre and in the Pacific Ocean.

In Spain, the first step to recover the amphibious spirit with which the Corps had been created was taken by 
the then-minister Admiral Abárzuza with the creation of the Special Group in 1957. Combining the capabilities 
of the School of Application and the Tercio Sur –which was the only one with modern equipment– the Group’s 
mission was to update the Marine Corps’ employment doctrine. A few years later, in 1968, the Corps was reor-
ganized under the premise that its main mission would be to carry out military actions on the coast initiated at 
sea, without prejudice to the contribution to the defence and security of ships and installations and the inte-
gration into the crews of ships when operational circumstances made it necessary.

At the same time, in 1961 the Amphibious Group was created, concentrating all the Navy’s disembarkation 
resources. The arrival of new ships with greater capacity from the United States led to the creation of the Am-
phibious Command and, subsequently, of the Delta Group until reaching the current Fleet Projection Group 
which, with its modern internal docked landing ships, its amphibious boats and vehicles, and the air resources 
on board, provides a more agile amphibious capacity for manoeuvres and is capable of carrying out operations 
from further offshore.

Amphibious landing from 
the assault ship Castilla
Photograph: Spanish Navy

In the early days of 1967, the order for the construction of the Baleares 
class frigates was signed. With them, the Navy entered the missile era

Photograph: Spanish Navy
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Photograph: Spanish Navy

251

T
h

e h
a

r
d

e
sT y

e
a

r
s





CHAPTER  XIi
THE RETURN TO THE WORLD’S SEAS



The resurgence of the Navy
In 1965, the Navy embarked on the first phase of an ambitious naval program 

that included the construction in Spain of five Baleares class frigates, a modification 
of an American design, as well as four Delfin class submarines, of French design. At 
the same time, the transfer of an American escort aircraft carrier was arranged, 
entering service in 1967 under the name Dédalo; and the Air Force was modernized 
with the acquisition of Augusta Bell 212 and Sikorsky SH-3D anti-submarine heli-
copters. The arrival of the Harrier (AV-8A) aircraft in 1976 provided the Naval Air 

The destroyer Lepanto sailing 
off the bow of the aircraft carrier 
Dédalo to take up her position in 
the anti-submarine curtain
Watercolour by Guillermo 
González de Aledo
Naval Museum of Madrid
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Aircraft carrier Dédalo. Photograph: Spanish Navy

Group centred on the Dédalo with new capabilities, notably 
attacking ground targets and providing air support for am-
phibious operations. While the newly built units were being 

incorporated into the Navy, five additional Gearing class de-
stroyers, four Guppy class submarines and four ocean-go-
ing minesweepers were received from the United States.
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Foundations of Naval Power

THE NAVAL AIR GROUP AND THE AMPHIBIOUS GROUP

The American aid, based on the cooperation agreements of 1953, incorporated relatively modern 
ships, surpluses from the Second World War, into the Navy, which made it possible to recover part 
of the ground lost by the Navy since the end of the Civil War. Among them was the helicopter carrier 
Dédalo, which, with its escorts, formed the Fleet Air-Naval Group and restored to the Navy an air 
capability that had practically disappeared.

At the same time, the lessons of the Second World War and the Ifni War in 1957 led to the reinforce-
ment of the Marine Corps and the creation of an Amphibious Command in 1965, with a base that was 
also made up of American ships.

In 1982, the Fleet was organised around an Air and Naval Air Group and an Amphibious Group, which 
years later, with a more operational vocation, would become the Alpha and Delta Groups. New, 
more versatile ships and new doctrines would make both units converge into a single Group of Fleet 
Projection Units, where the Navy’s expeditionary capacity is concentrated today.



Since the 1960s, the Navy has commissioned three series of modern frigates. In the 1970s, the Baleares class 
(F-70), the first missile ships the Navy has ever had, entered service. Of American design but built in Ferrol, 
the frigates were equipped with innovative sensors, including towed active sonar and three-dimensional 
airborne radar. The five frigates in the series were in service until the first decade of this century. Their oper-
ational life included participation in international embargo operations in the former Yugoslavia.

The next series, the Santa María class (F-80), also of American design, incorporated new integrated combat 
systems, a gas turbine propulsion plant and much more modern electronics, some of it of national manufac-
ture. However, the most important contribution of these frigates was the incorporation of the most advanced 
naval helicopter at the time of their entry into service, the SH-60 LAMPS, connected by radio data link with the 
frigate. Still in service, these ships continue to carry out missions similar to those of their predecessors, most 
notably in the Persian Gulf during the 1991 war, in Operation Atalanta against piracy and in Operation Sophia 
against the illegal human trafficking mafias in the Mediterranean.

The third series of frigates, the Álvaro de Bazán (F-100) class, is of purely national conception. Designed around 
the American Aegis combat system, these ships entered service in the first decade of this century. Their main 
innovation is a multifunction radar (the SPY-1D) with fixed antennae that simultaneously cover the entire hori-
zon around the ship, which provides a far greater anti-aircraft capability to that of their predecessors. The Nor-
wegian F-310 frigates and the Australian Hobart class destroyers, two great successes of the Spanish defence 
industry, are derived from this class. Since entering service, in addition to regular participation in Atlantic Al-
liance response forces, the frigates of this class have demonstrated their interoperability with the US Navy by 
occasionally being integrated into US battle groups.

The three classes of frigates described above are just one, if not the clearest, example of the military and com-
mercial success of the nationalisation process of the Navy’s shipbuilding since the beginning of its recovery.

From the Compass to the Aegis

NEW FRIGATES AND NEW SYSTEMS
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In the following years, a new naval program made it pos-
sible to replace almost all the American ships with more 
capable units built in Spain. Progressively, the Descubierta 
class corvettes replaced the old Fletcher class destroyers; 
the Galerna class submarines replaced the outdated Guppy; 

and a modern Battle Group - consisting of the Príncipe de 
Asturias aircraft carrier with the new AV-8B radar-equipped 
aircraft and the modern Santa María class frigates with their 
SH-60B helicopters - replaced the Naval Air Group with no-
table operational benefits.

Aircraft carrier Príncipe de Asturias
Photograph: Spanish Navy

AV-8B aircraft, embarked on the aircraft carrier
Photograph: Spanish Navy

Legendary Ships

AIRCRAFT CARRIER PRÍNCIPE DE ASTURIAS

The aircraft carrier Príncipe de Asturias was built in the shipyards of the Empresa Nacional Bazán, 
in Ferrol. It was the most important ship of the Spanish Navy since 1988, the year of its entry into 
service, until its decommissioning in 2013. At the time of its construction, it represented a revolution 
in the development of this type of ship, with highly original characteristics. Of American conception, 
the Spanish shipyard was able to create its own design that had little to do with the original specifi-
cations, resulting in one of the best ships of its class in the world.

Some of the design features of the Príncipe de Asturias were followed by similar vessels. A deriva-
tive, the Thai Chakri Naruebet, also built in Ferrol, became the first aircraft carrier in the world con-
tracted to a foreign shipyard.

The importance of the Príncipe de Asturias did not only lie in the accuracy of its design, but also in 
the expeditionary capacity that its on-board aircraft and helicopters brought to the Navy; and in 
the prestige that such a ship gave to the Spanish Navy, one of the few in the world that could offer 
a modest but complete naval air group to the international organisations of which Spain was a 
member.
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The last decade of the 20th century saw a new impetus to 
shipbuilding in Spain, the result of which were the minehu-
nters of the Segura class, the combat supply ship Patiño, 
two new frigates of the Santa María class and two amphibi-
ous assault ships of the Galicia class. But the challenge 
would be even greater in the following decade, the first de-
cade of the 21st century, in which new ships conceived and 
designed in Spain, including the Álvaro de Bazán class frig-
ates and the strategic projection ship Juan Carlos I, in addi-
tion to increasing the Navy’s operational capabilities, have 
also been exported to other countries, after passing a tough 
selection process in competition with the best designs from 
foreign builders.

National defence is everyone’s task. Pledge of allegiance to 
the flag of civilian personnel on board the Juan Carlos I

Photograph: Spanish Navy

Provisioning at sea allows Navy units to reach any theatre of operations. The BAC Cantabria supplying a frigate
Photograph: Spanish Navy
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Since the creation of the Maritime Departments in the 18th century, the organisation of the Navy’s 
force was based on territorial criteria and sustained by the departmental structure itself.

The appearance of modern means of communication –beginning with wireless telegraphy and end-
ing with data links– and the enormous increase in the range of weapons and the mobility of units 
recommended successive revisions of the organisational structure, in which territorial criteria were 
gradually overcome. The culmination of this process is the Fleet, a structure that encompasses the 
entire Navy force under a single admiral who, from his headquarters at the Rota Naval Base, as-
sumes responsibility for the preparation of ships and units for use by the joint Operations Command.

Foundations of Naval Power

THE FLEET

Relay at sea of the Príncipe de Asturias by the Juan Carlos I. Photograph: Spanish Navy
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THE SHIPS OF THE FLEET
Photograph: Spanish Navy

Spain’s maritime security relies on ships such as the BAM 
Meteoro and its embarked helicopters

The Spanish-built minehunters of the Segura class, part of the 
Mine Action Feet, contribute to the security of maritime routes
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Conventional submarines, such as the Galerna in the 
photograph, are key parts of the deterrence mechanism

The frigates of the Álvaro de Bazán class are among the best in 
the world in their class
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New organisation
The need to adapt the organisation of the Navy to Spain’s 

political and social evolution and to the technological de-
velopments of recent decades has given rise to very import-
ant structural changes, which have been undertaken with 
good results in a relatively short period of time. In the or-
ganisational sphere, the Ministry of the Navy was abolished 
and integrated into the Ministry of Defence in 1977. In the 
operational area, the creation of the operational structure 
of the Armed Forces in 2004 and the joint Operations Com-
mand in 2005 stand out. In the area of personnel, the most 
important changes have been the incorporation of women, 
partially since 1988 and under the same conditions as men 
since 1999; the abolition of compulsory military service in 
2001; and the redesign of training for officers and non-com-
missioned officers.

Royal Coat of Arms on the Paseo del Prado façade
General Headquarters of the Navy

General Headquarters of the Navy. Madrid

Carlos I Gate. Naval Military School
The Naval Military School is the heir and depositary of the Royal Company of Midshipmen created three centuries ago, and continues the path it 
marked to provide a modern education, adapted to the technology of naval unit, and based on military traditions and values, the cornerstone of the 
structure of the Navy, in particular, and of the Armed Forces, in general

Pledge of allegiance to the flag 
at the Navy NCO School

Photograph: Spanish Navy
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The need to adapt the organisation of the Navy to Spain’s 
political and social evolution and to the technological de-
velopments of recent decades has given rise to very import-
ant structural changes, which have been undertaken with 
good results in a relatively short period of time. In the or-
ganisational sphere, the Ministry of the Navy was abolished 
and integrated into the Ministry of Defence in 1977. In the 
operational area, the creation of the operational structure 
of the Armed Forces in 2004 and the joint Operations Com-
mand in 2005 stand out. In the area of personnel, the most 
important changes have been the incorporation of women, 
partially since 1988 and under the same conditions as men 
since 1999; the abolition of compulsory military service in 
2001; and the redesign of training for officers and non-com-
missioned officers.

Royal Coat of Arms on the Paseo del Prado façade
General Headquarters of the Navy

General Headquarters of the Navy. Madrid

Carlos I Gate. Naval Military School
The Naval Military School is the heir and depositary of the Royal Company of Midshipmen created three centuries ago, and continues the path it 
marked to provide a modern education, adapted to the technology of naval unit, and based on military traditions and values, the cornerstone of the 
structure of the Navy, in particular, and of the Armed Forces, in general

Gabriel Ciscar Classroom. Naval Military School
In the last decade of the 20th century, a process of 
transformation of Naval Education was set in motion, 
culminating at the beginning of the 21st century.
“The need to achieve excellence in the training stage, adapted 
to the Bologna Process and integrated into the European 
framework of education while maintaining training in 
professional values and techniques”
(Preamble of the Ley de Carrera Militar —Military Career Law—).
Photo: Spanish Navy
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Pledge of allegiance to the flag 
at the Navy NCO School

Photograph: Spanish Navy



In addition to being the best classroom for teaching 
seafarers, the training ship Juan Sebastián de Elcano is 
a floating embassy at the service of Spanish diplomacy
Photo: Spanish Navy
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The Juan Carlos I, with a displacement of more than 27,000 tons and 232 metres in length, is the larg-
est warship that has ever been in service in the Navy. Designed entirely in Spain and built in Ferrol, 
it has been an export success.

It is a multipurpose ship with several mission profiles: amphibious operations, air operations, strate-
gic projection and humanitarian aid.

The ship’s dock can accommodate four LCM-1E landing craft which, as amphibious operations, can 
land all types of vehicles available to the Marines.

When it comes to air operations, the ship becomes a mobile base for 30 aircraft, including short take-
off and vertical landing AV-8B Harrier aircraft, as well as helicopters of various types.

For humanitarian aid, the ship has a hospital complex with two operating theatres, a casualty triage 
room, an ICU with 8 beds, dental room, X-ray and blood bank.

Legendary Ships

STRATEGIC PROJECTION SHIP JUAN CARLOS I

Strategic Projection Ship Juan Carlos I 
conducting amphibious operations with 
its LCM-1E gunboats
Photograph: Spanish Navy

AV-8B aircraft taking on the deck 
of the Juan Carlos I.

Photograph: Spanish Navy
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New Missions

THE LIBRE HIDALGO 
OPERATION

Following the hostilities between Israel and Hez-
bollah in the summer of 2006, the UN requested 
national contributions to expand the mission of its 
Interim Force for Lebanon (UNIFIL). Spain agreed 
to deploy troops and, a few days later, the Fleet 
Projection Group landed a Marine Corps battal-
ion on the beaches of Lebanon, demonstrating in 
practice the rapid response that is one of the char-
acteristics of the amphibious force.

The Tercio de Armada force was the first in a long 
series of relays that is still ongoing. The Spanish 
units deployed in Lebanon, most of which belong 
to the Spanish Army, are part of the Multinational 
Brigade East, with headquarters in Marjayoun. The 
Miguel de Cervantes base, where most of the Span-
ish contingent is located, is close to Marjayoun.

Apart from other complementary tasks, the mis-
sion consists essentially of patrolling the line of 
separation on foot and by vehicle to avoid an esca-
lation of tension between the military forces of the 
two opposing countries, in compliance with UN 
Resolution 1701.

Marine Corps vehicles disembarking on the beaches of Lebanon 
in September 2006, in response to the urgent request for 

reinforcements from the United Nations.
Photograph: Spanish Navy

New missions
Spain’s entry into the UN in 1955, into the NATO in 1982, 

and into the European Union in 1986, entailed important 
responsibilities in addition to those of deterrence and de-
fence, the raison d’être of the Armed Forces, and those of 
surveillance of sovereign waters.

In the last three decades, and in the service of Spanish in-
terests, the Navy has participated in the blockade of Iraq de-
creed by the UN in 1990 following the invasion of Kuwait; in 
the arms and military equipment embargo imposed on the 
nations of the former Yugoslavia from 1992 onwards; in hu-
manitarian aid to the areas of Central America devastated by 
Hurricane Mitch in 1998; in the support provided to Indonesia 
after the 2005 tsunami; in the disengagement of Israeli and 
Hezbollah forces in Lebanon since 2006; in the fight against 
piracy in the Indian Ocean since 2008; in the aid to Haiti after 
the earthquake it suffered in 2010; and in the fight against il-
legal immigration mafias off the coast of Libya, since 2015. In 
addition, Navy ships routinely participate in NATO standing 
force deployments and surveillance operations that help 
fight terrorism in the Mediterranean.

The helicopter is an essential element 
of 21st century naval operations

Photograph: Spanish Navy
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New Missions

THE ATALANTA OPERATION

The failure of state structures in Somalia led to an exponential growth of piracy in the waters around the Horn 
of Africa in 2008. In Spain, public opinion followed with interest the hijacking of the tuna boat Playa de Bakio 
and that of the Alakrana in the following year.

In compliance with UN resolutions to combat piracy, the European Union launched Operation Atalanta at the 
end of 2008. Since then, European surface ships and maritime surveillance aircraft have been monitoring the 
Gulf of Aden and the Indian Ocean, locating, and detaining pirate vessels and providing protection for World 
Food Programme ships that help alleviate the severe shortages suffered by Somali society. In recent years, as 
piracy has been contained, new tasks have been added to the force deployed, including assisting the navies of 
African countries in the area to acquire the capabilities needed to meet their own challenges.

Spain’s contribution to Operation Atalanta –ships, aircraft, Special Naval Warfare teams and, on several occa-
sions, the command, and staff of the force deployed– has been critical to the success of the operation, which in 
just a few years has managed to minimise the risk posed by piracy in the vast waters of the Indian Ocean, the 
Gulf of Aden, and the Arabian Sea.

Due to the United Kingdom’s exit from the European Union, the headquarters of Operation Atalanta, initially 
established in Northwood, moved to Rota in 2019. Since that move, a naval general officer has been in com-
mand of the operation.

The frigate Canarias releases an Iranian dhow in the Somali basin in 2011. Photograph: Spanish Navy
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In addition to providing the first contingent of Spanish 
blue helmets in Lebanon in 2006 - demonstrating the rapid 
response of the Navy’s amphibious component - the Ma-
rines have contributed specific capabilities or complete 
units to land deployments in places such as the former 
Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Lebanon, Mali and Iraq.

Marine Corps
Photograph: Spanish Navy
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Until the last years of the 20th century, the military profession in Spain was reserved for men. The 
Navy was no exception. However, the incorporation of women into the sea and the military had 
some precursors. In the second half of the 16th century, during the colonisation of America, the fig-
ure of Mencía Calderón, better known as “Mencía la Adelantada”, stood out. She was the widow of 
Juan de Sanabria, who had been appointed Adelantado of the Río de la Plata and who died before 
leaving the peninsula. Despite this, Mencía embarked on the expedition in which she had invested 
all her fortune. Like any other of the colonisers of the time, she had to suffer storms, privations of all 
kinds and pirate attacks. It was her leadership skills that, six years after her departure from Sanlúcar, 
enabled her to reach Asunción at the head of a group of women like herself, to prosper in the New 
World and to leave a legacy that survives the passage of time.

In the last decade of the 16th century, Isabel Barreto, known in her time as “the female Admiral of the 
South Sea”, accompanied her husband, Álvaro de Mendaña, on an expedition to the Solomon Is-
lands that had been partly financed by her own dowry. After sharing the harsh living conditions on 
board, Isabel Barreto remained in command of the expedition after Mendaña’s death and briefly 
held the post of governor of the islands. Quite different was the case of Ana María de Soto, a young 
Cordoba woman of humble birth who, in 1793, concealing her status as a woman, enlisted in the 
Navy Battalions. For five years, the Marine fought shoulder to shoulder with her comrades against 
the French in the Convention War and against the British in the battle of San Vicente and in the de-
fence of Cadiz. Discovered in 1798, her exploits caused such admiration that the king granted her the 
rank and salary of sergeant, as well as the privilege of “wearing the colours of the Navy uniform as a 
military badge in the dress of her gender.”

The Forerunners

WOMEN IN THE NAVY

Armed presented
Photograph: Spanish Navy

270

A
 H

is
to

ry
 o

f 
tH

e
 s

pA
n

is
H
 n

A
v

y



Taken as a whole, all these missions mean that, at the 
dawn of the 21st century, the Navy is once again playing a 
role in the Mediterranean, which witnessed the expansion 
of the Crown of Aragon during the Middle Ages and was 
the scene of the Spanish Navy’s greatest victories at sea. 
It is once again making its presence felt in the Atlantic, the 
Baltic and the Black Sea, in the hands of the Atlantic Al-
liance. It is once again fighting piracy, although now the 
scenario is the Gulf of Aden, the Arabian Sea or the Gulf 
of Guinea, instead of the historical Caribbean Sea. It has 
returned to the South Atlantic, to contribute to the scien-
tific study of the Antarctic continent. It has also returned 
to the Pacific Ocean, to collaborate with allied navies such 
as Australia’s and to promote industrial cooperation.

In short, it can be said that having overcome the success-
es and failures that are inevitable in a career spanning eight 
centuries; reinforced by the lessons that, as the Armada’s 
hymn says, “history teaches us: victory at Lepanto and 
death at Trafalgar”; and strengthened by the trust placed in 
it by the Spanish people, the Armada has returned to the 
world’s seas.

Salute to the voice on the Juan Sebastián de Elcano
Photograph: Spanish Navy

The Hespérides in the Antarctic Campaign. Photograph: Spanish Navy
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The 31st Escort Squadron at sea
Photograph: Spanish Navy
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A HISTORY OF SPANISH NAVY
Pages of Spanish History Written at Sea

Many of the best pages in the history of Spain –and some of those that have 
contributed most to the progress of humankind– have been written on the 
deck of Spanish ships. Nonetheless, an illustrated history of the Navy, complete 
and primarily intended for the non-specialist reader, has not been written yet.

A History of Spanish Navy, an Institute of Naval History and Culture collective 
work, comes to fill this gap. It is an initiatory book, written for both sailors 
and the general public. A book that travels with a fast pace eight centuries of 
service to Spain, by means of  short,  rigorous texts and attractive illustrations,  
mostly taken from the rich historical and artistic heritage of the Spanish Navy 
itself. A book that attests to the role of the sea in the genesis of Spanish nation, 
still little known by many Spaniards. A work, in short, that does justice to the 
sailors, their ships and their exploits, and testifies to some of the values that are 
so necessary today as in other times for the best service to Spain.
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