The Other Side of the Coin:
The Viceroy, Bodega y Quadra, Vancouver,
and the Nootka Crisis1
F R E E M A N M. T O V E L L

In his "Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain," the German
naturalist and scientific explorer, Alexander von Humbolt, wrote disparagingly of the Nootka crisis: "A few sheds erected on the coast, and
a miserable bastion defended by swivel guns, and a few cabbages planted
within an enclosure, were very near to exciting a bloody war between
England and Spain." 2 In a narrow sense, he was right. But the crisis
which resulted from the seizure in July 1789 of three ships of the British
fur trading syndicate of John Meares by Esteban Jose Martinez, the
commandant of the infant Spanish settlement, had long-term consequences
that neither Humbolt nor the courts of Great Britain and Spain could
have foreseen. What began as an incident on a far distant, virtually unknown shore was seized upon by the British Prime Minister William Pitt
as an opportunity to meet two preoccupations of the moment. An election
would soon have to be called, and he was anxious about his majority in
the Commons. He was also under considerable pressure from the commercial community eager to gain access to the markets of Spanish America
and to increase England's trade in the Pacific basin. A successful challenge
to Spain's 300-year-old claim to exclusive sovereignty over the Pacific
Ocean, he hoped, would galvanize support for his government. 3 The
Nootka Convention of 28 October 1790, by which Pitt achieved his purpose, constitutes a watershed in the history of Spain's vast empire in the
Americas. It marked not only the end of her largely theoretical and outmoded claim to such exclusive sovereignty but also symbolically the beginning of her rapid decline as an imperial power.
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Historians who have studied the Nootka Controversy for the most part
have confined their research to the diplomatic and strategic aspects.4
Little attention has been paid to how the crisis was viewed from the perspective of Nueva Espana by the Viceroy, the second Coude de Revilla
Gigedo, and by his naval chief, Captain Juan Francisco de la Bodega y
Quadra, and to the latter's negotiation with Captain George Vancouver,
the commissioners appointed by their governments to settle the terms under
which Nootka was to be turned over to> England in accordance with the
provisions of the Nootka Convention. 5 It is hoped that the examination
which follows will show how in one important instance diplomacy at the
outer reaches of two empires was conducted. It may alsoi allow some
interesting speculation as to what might have happened had matters not
been resolved in the way they were.
Accompanied by Bodega y Quadra, the newly appointed naval commandant of Spain's principal naval base for the Californias and the
Pacific Northwest at San Bias on the Nayarit coast, Revilla Gigedo arrived
in Veracruz from Spain in August 1798. The outgoing Viceroy, Manuel
Antonio Florez, wrote immediately inviting him to meet urgently in
Guadalupe to discuss a situation of the "utmost gravity": the commandant at Nootka had just seized two English ships.6 As he was on the point
of relinquishing his office, he did not think it appropriate for him to give
instructions to deal with the crisis he saw looming.7
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The Viceroy-elect did not appreciate having the problem unloaded
onto him so unexpectedly and refused to be hurried. But in reply he did
not hesitate to say that, rather than seizing the ships, Martinez should have
"told their captains to return when they could to the ports from whence
they came." He doubted whether they should be considered pirates and
could not believe the British government would have ordered Meares to
take possession of a Spanish port. T o do so would have been inconsistent
with the instructions given Captain James Cook in 1776 not to "enter
ports and establishments" along Spain's Pacific coast.8 Rumours of a
Russian expedition to take possession of Nootka had proven false because
the two countries enjoyed the most harmonious relations. For the same
reason, the Viceroy-elect doubted England would attempt to occupy
Nootka. Nor did he consider the situation "very dangerous." England, he
said, was too far away toi mount an expedition, and if she did Spain had
the necessary forces to deal with it. In any event, the matter would first
have to be considered by the twoi courts and, he felt certain, appropriate
instructions would be received in due course. As if to emphasize his unhappiness at being asked to pull the outgoing Viceroy's chestnuts out of
the fire (Florez, acting on a rumour that the Russians were planning to
occupy Nootka, had ordered Martinez to occupy it without waiting for
the home government's authorization), Revilla Gigedo added that it was
too late in the season to send an expedition north to reoccupy Nootka.
Not wishing to appear totally negative, however, he undertook to order
Bodega y Quadra and six other naval officers who had come with him
from Spain to proceed to Mexico City as soon as possible.
The Nootka Convention removed the immediate danger of war but
left unresolved a number of issues the crisis had brought to the fore. Having
been negotiated on the basis of incomplete and inaccurate information
and in the highly charged atmosphere of Pitt's belligerent diplomacy, the
Convention was silent on two issues of particular importance to Spain.
In the first place, now that she had been compelled to acknowledge formally she no longer had exclusive sovereignty over the Pacific Ocean, there
was a need to establish a clear dividing line between Spanish and British
interests in the Pacific Northwest. Secondly, there was the question of
AGN, Ramo Historia, vol. 65. At a later date, for some reason that is not clear,
Revilla Gigedo criticized Florez for not having briefed him on the events at Nootka.
Cook's instructions were not so precise. H e was "strictly enjoined not to touch upon
any part of the Spanish Dominions on the Western Continent of America." See
J. C. Beaglehole, éd., The Journals of Captain James Cook, Vol. Ill, The Voyage of
the Resolution and Discovery, 1JJ6-1780 (London: Hakluyt Society, 1967), ccxx.
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reciprocal right of access to Pacific coast ports upon which Article V was
open to differing interpretations.
Revilla Gigedo shared the view of his court that it was now imperative
to reach an understanding on these issues. As he foresaw that implementation of the Convention would bring a host of problems, his correspondence
with Count Florida Blanca, the Minister of State, was extensive.9 The
Viceroy's despatches putting forward his views and suggestions for dealing
with the situation were not always replied to promptly — some were
never answered — and the direction he received was minimal. Except for
the issue of whether Nootka should be abandoned, however, there was
never any conspicuous disagreement.
Underlying Revilla Gigedo's approach was his complete conviction
that Britain never really had a case. His early enquiries satisfied him that
although Martinez had acted "hastily" and that his failure to handle
the situation with greater diplomacy would have "disagreeable consequences," 10 he had nevertheless acted in accordance with the Royal Cêdula
of 25 November 1692, one of the "Laws of the Indies," calling for the
arrest and detention of foreign ships entering waters claimed by Spain,
its confirmation by the Treaty of Utrecht of 1713 with England, and the
Royal Order of 18 October 1776 instructing Viceroy Bucareli to "detain,
take prisoner and prosecute any foreign ship entering our harbours in the
South Seas." 11 Moreover, he wrote Florida Blanca,
England had no right to establish itself in Nootka because, even though Cook
arrived in this harbour in 1778, the Spanish discovered and took possession of
it in 1774, as Cook acknowledged when recovering the two silver spoons
stolen by the Indians from an officer of our expedition.12
The Viceroy amplified this view in a subsequent letter:
No one can deny that on 7 August 1774 Ensign don Juan Perez in the frigate
Santiago anchored off this harbour, naming it San Lorenzo, and on 23 July
1775 the same was done a little to the south of Nootka in the same frigate
commanded by Lieutenant Don Bruno de Heceta and by the schooner .Sonora
9
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under Don Juan de la Bodega [sic], repeating the act of taking possession of
the district.13
England, he went on, had been dispossessed of no buildings or land at
Nootka or elsewhere. Meares had never claimed possession, and when he
departed in 1788, nothing was left behind. When Martinez arrived in
1789, he found no English establishment and was given no information
about the purchase of any land. 14
As for Article II, providing for compensation, the Viceroy considered
its terms had been met by the measures already taken by Florez and himself. The two captains had been well treated before being released, their
ships careened and restored to their owners with their cargoes of furs. In
addition, the officers and crews had been paid their wages for their time
in custody at Spanish rates of pay for the South Seas (which were more
generous). Optimistically, Revilla Gigedo believed that all this, done at
great expense to the Treasury, was sufficient to meet the obligations of
the Convention. But no one could have anticipated Meares would seek
damages to the extent of £469,865, a greatly exaggerated amount he
claimed to be the value of his losses, including the value of the sea otter
skins collected and the loss of profits sustained while his ships were used
by the Spanish. 15
Revilla Gigedo was particularly troubled by the question of reciprocal
right of free access to settlements established by either England or Spain
to "carry on their commerce without disturbance or molestation." Article
V of the Convention signalled Britain's formal entry into the Pacific at
Spain's expense to fish, trade, and establish colonies. It also embodied the
attainment of Pitt's objective to breach Spain's claim of exclusive sove13
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reignty, so fundamental to Spanish colonial policy. The Viceroy's letters
to Florida Blanca indicated he was less concerned with this loss than with
the practical problems he would now face. It was not just the ambiguities
of this Article that worried him. He foresaw Article V giving rise to a host
of difficulties unless English and Spanish settlements were sufficiently far
apart. To avoid these, he boldly recommended Nootka be abandoned.
Giving it up, he wrote, would represent noi material loss as its islands were
"barren and rugged" and the effort to maintain the settlement was no
longer worth the tremendous cost in money and manpower. 16 No doubt
having in mind Manuel Quimper's report of his exploration of the Strait
of Juan de Fuca in the summer of 1790, he suggested a suitable harbour
in the strait would provide both better shelter and a site for monitoring
the movement and designs of English ships. This settlement would be
Spain's northernmost and, by the terms of the Convention, no English ship
suspected of smuggling or piracy would be allowed to pass south of it.
Though he consistently urged withdrawal from Nootka, Revilla Gigedo
never doubted that Spain had every right to retain it and was under no
obligation to restore to England "something she never owned." Even three
years later, he would write the Minister of State, the Duque de Alcudia:
Our King undoubtedly has just tide to dominion over the coasts in the North
West of America and the adjacent islands, because in the course of nearly
three centuries we have occupied a considerable amount of them, we have
repeatedly undertaken costly expeditions to discover and settle them at the
expense of the Royal Treasury and his subjects, we have taken possession in
the name of the King of everything discovered and we have always pn>
hibited establishments of foreign powers and the navigation of their ships.
We have prosecuted those who' have violated peace treaties dealing with
these matters.17
The need to abandon Nootka was a conviction Revilla Gigedo continued to hold throughout his administration. In his view, the settlement
was unproductive, indefensible, and a drain on the Treasury, and the cost
of maintaining it was no longer commensurate with its importance for
reasons of prestige or trade. The conclusion of the Convention, he thought,
had greatly reduced its value as a symbol of Spanish sovereignty, and the
16
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A report requested by his successor showed that in the four years from 1789 to
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explorations of the coast of Cook in 1778, Lapérouse in 1786, Quimper
and Fidalgo in 1790, and Malaspina, Eliza, and Narvaez in 1791 had
lessened the concern that any Pacific entrance to the supposed North-west
Passage lay either in Prince William Sound, Cook Inlet, or the Strait of
Juan de Fuca. Even before the Convention was signed, when war appeared
to be a real possibility, Revilla Gigedo, who believed British naval strength
in the Pacific greater than it was, feared British naval superiority in the
Pacific would make it impossible to provide any credible defence of the
settlement or the long coast line of the Viceroyalty. He saw Spain's limited
forces too thinly stretched, and renewed tension was always possible now
that the sea otter fur trade had become so vigorous and clashes between
traders and natives more frequent.
A further element influencing his thinking was the conviction that what
motivated British policy was not so much the profits obtained from the
fur trade, important as they were, as the desire that
San Francisco be the [northern] limit of Spanish possessions, to establish
from this point [north] what would be common to each nation and freedom
to fish a distance of ten leagues from our Pacific coasts. This [purpose] can
be seen as conspiring to' encourage illicit trade and destroying that of New
Spain and the Philippines by the clandestine introduction of goods and
merchandise from Asia and Europe.18
Withdrawal from Nootka would make it possible to consolidate resources
and strengthen the defences of the California presidios and missions. Even
these, he confessed, he would abandon, so costly were they to sustain, were
it not for their great success in converting natives and developing agriculture and animal husbandry, as well as for the great prospects they held for
future economic and social development.19
To meet the requirement of the Royal Order proposing that the entrance
to the strait be the dividing point between Spanish and British interests,20
he thought the settlement could be located in one of the best harbours on
the north shore, where neither the British nor anyone else would be fishing
or trading for sea otter pelts. They would be active in the best hunting
grounds to the north of the strait, access to which by virtue of Article V
Spain would not in any event be denied.
18
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Ibid., paragraph 211. AT.
Revilla Gigedo to Florida Blanca, letter #44 of 1 September 1791. AGN, CV, vol.
164.
Royal Order of 25 December 1790. AGN, Ramo Reaies Cédulas, hereafter
referred to as RG, vol. 147, expediente 222. T h e Royal Order stated that the point
should be fixed at 48 °N, but Revilla Gigedo correctly pointed out that the latitude
was 48°3o'N.
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The Viceroy also concurred in the instruction of the Royal Order that
a line be drawn from the dividing point at the entrance to the strait due
north to 60 °, the latitude of Prince William Sound, and forwarded a map
to show how he interpreted the instruction. 21 Such a division, he said,
would prevent "the English from penetrating (overland) to our missions
and the Province of New Mexico." From the Spanish point of view, the
proposal had the additional merit that the Strait of Juan de Fuca would
become Spanish waters and reflected Spain's concern not to cede land
where a passage across North America might be found. O n the other hand,
it evidenced what little knowledge the Spanish authorities had of the
geography and economy of the interior of the continent. Revilla Gigedo*
recognized that England might object on the grounds that her ships could
be prevented from entering the strait to trade with the natives.22 But
neither he nor any Spanish authority realized that Britain would never
countenance any obstacle to free access to the Pacific Ocean. Nor could
Britain agree to her traders being denied access to the vast lands which
were the vital fur-gathering grounds of the Hudson's Bay and North
West companies.
When six months passed without a reply, the Viceroy wrote again, 23
repeating his view that nothing would be lost by abandoning Nootka. He
now suggested Neah Bay (or Fuca, as he named it), on the south shore
of the strait at its entrance, as a point fram which traffic in and out of the
strait could be observed. He outlined his plan in some detail. The construction would be of a temporary nature. Ideally it should have the same
strength as Nootka but be manned by a garrison of at least twenty-five to
thirty men, the greater number of them married to reduce costs of rotation,
and defended with a battery of six cannon. Optimistically, Revilla Gigedo
did not expect that England would oppose the idea, since in addition to
Nootka she would receive Port Cox (Clayoquot Sound), where Meares
had planned to establish a factory.24
*
*
*
21

22
23
24

This map is reproduced in Cook, op. cit., fig. 27, and Henry R. Wagner, Spanish
Explorations in the Strait of Juan de Fuca, hereafter referred to as Wagner, Spanish
Explorations (Santa Ana, California, 1933), 60. In his monumental Cartography of
the Northwest Coast of America to the Year 1800 (Berkeley, 1937), Wagner states,
#814, that this map "seems to have been drawn up to illustrate the proposal of the
Viceroy . . . in 1792." However, it is clear that his letter #34, cited above, was his
response to the Royal Order of 25 December 1790. In it, Revilla Gigedo says he
is attaching the map to his letter.
Revilla Gigedo to Florida Blanca, letter #34, cited above.
Revilla Gigedo to Florida Blanca, letter #44, cited above.
Neah Bay had first been visited by Manuel Quimper, who formally took possession
of it on 1 August 1790, calling it Nunez Gaona.
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The simultaneous appointments of Revilla Gigedo as Viceroy and Captain Juan Francisco de la Bodega y Quadra to return to Nueua Espana as
naval commandant at San Bias brought together at a critical time two
exceptionally able men. They were to prove an effective team, working
together with a high degree of mutual respect and sharing a common
approach to the political, diplomatic, and strategic issues they would confront. That both were born in the Americas, Revilla Gigedo in Cuba and
Bodega y Quadra in Peru, was undoubtedly an important bond.
The specific advice Bodega y Quadra offered the Viceroy to deal with
the crisis cannot be isolated. It may be assumed, however, that Revilla
Gigedo5 s despatches developing both the substance of the instructions and
the tactics Bodega y Quadra should follow as commander of the Expedition of the Limits, as it was to be called, represented a consensus of their
views. It may also be assumed that they agreed on Bodega's tide as it indicated clearly that Spain attached the greatest importance to this aspect of
the forthcoming negotiation. When together in Veracruz before setting
out for the capital, they would certainly have discussed Florez' letter with
its first news of the seizure of the English ships. Bodega y Quadra recorded
that they had a further meeting before he left Mexico' City for San Bias.25
The Viceroy himself reported a third meeting When he summoned Bodega
y Quadra to Mexico City to' review his instructions with him. Bodega's
contribution is more easily identified in the manner in which he prepared
for and conducted his negotiation with Vancouver at Nootka.
Though King Carlos IV suggested Bodega y Quadra be named Spain's
commissioner, he left the choice up to the Viceroy. Revilla Gigedo did not
hesitate to appoint him for he felt no one was better qualified for the assignment. Born of a noble Basque family, Bodega y Quadra had taken part in
two important voyages, the first in 1775 in command of a thirty-six-foot
schooner Sonora, in which he reached the top of Kruzof Island (latitude
57 0 18'N) and Bucareli Bay (latitude 5 5 0 i4'N) in the Alaska Panhandle,
and the second in 1779, in command of the frigate La Favorita, reaching
Hinchinbrook Island at the entrance to Prince William Sound and Cape
Elizabeth at the entrance to Cook Inlet. These voyages had given him an
extensive first-hand knowledge of the Pacific Northwest and a reputation
as an intrepid and intelligent maritime explorer. As commandant at San
Bias for a year on a previous occasion, he had demonstrated energy and
25
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