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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 Historians have studied the Peninsular War in great detail for almost 200 years.  

Most of these works have focused on the military exploits of the involved nations or the 

individual participants.  Those who have examined the diplomatic aspects of the war 

between France and Great Britain usually focus on the later years of the war when more 

famous men served in the important positions.  The latter period of the conflict also 

receives more attention from the military standpoint, so there is little surprise in the fact 

that diplomacy studies often mirror that emphasis.  Contemporary scholars have largely 

overlooked the decade leading up to the conflict, 1800 – 1807.  The same observation 

holds true as well for the early years of the conflict, 1808 – 1810.  This dissertation 

examines these important years, and their influence, on the Peninsular War.  The efforts 

of the British to support both the Spaniards and the Portuguese in the initial years of their 

struggle against France proved critical to the success eventually achieved in Iberia.  In 

particular, the roles played by two British diplomats, John Hookham Frere and John 

Charles Villiers, demonstrate the difficulties faced by the British in this endeavor.  Their 

efforts in both Spain and Portugal over the first decade of the nineteenth century typify 

the British experience in creating, solidifying, and maintaining alliances against France.  

These men dealt with unstable regency governments, a shortage of money, and even a 

lack of indigenous popular support at times.  While these problems all relate to the 

situations in the foreign countries in which they served, Frere and Villiers also faced 

issues at home.  From their dealings with the Foreign Office, to the oversight from 

Parliament, and the press coverage of their missions, they had no shortage of problems in 

London.  Nevertheless, they sought to support the nations to which they were assigned.  

Most references to these two diplomats in the general histories of the war paint them in a 

negative light.  Their whole story, however, has yet to emerge.  This dissertation will take 

an important step in presenting a more complete story of the British diplomatic struggle 

in the early years of the Peninsular War. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Between the years of 1792 and 1804, Napoleon Bonaparte rose from an obscure 

Corsican serving as an artillery captain in the French Army to become the Emperor of 

France.  This astronomical ascent was based on several factors, not the least of which 

were his skill and good fortune.  Beginning with his highly successful command of the 

French artillery in Toulon in 1793, people began to recognize Napoleon’s abilities and 

leadership potential.  His success, in part, also resulted from the incompetent governance 

of France under the Directory.  Their inability to govern, coupled with the general 

discontent of the French people, provided an opportunity for Napoleon to assume control 

of the government and make significant changes.  Napoleon’s success as a strategist, 

tactician, and politician, his insight and good judgment under pressure, coupled with his 

ability to surround himself with competent and trustworthy subordinates, made him an 

ideal replacement for the Directory in 1799.  These same attributes continued to serve 

him well over the coming years.  By the time he became Emperor in 1804, Napoleon’s 

conquests had taken him to Italy, Austria, and Egypt.  From 1804 to 1815, Napoleon 

continued to expand his empire and introduce reforms similar to those he enacted in 

France. 

At the same time Great Britain sustained an almost uninterrupted war with France 

from 1793 to 1815.  The only two interruptions came during the Peace of Amiens in 

1802, and the Peace of Paris in 1814 that immediately preceded the Hundred Days.  At 

least six major powers participated in the seven coalitions against France during the two 

decades of war (See Figure 1).  Several of these countries also sided with France at 

various times during the conflicts.  Only Great Britain fought against France throughout 

the entire era.  As a result, Napoleon remained focused on defeating the British, and to a 
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lesser extent their allies, in an attempt to bring peace to all of Europe.  In doing so, 

Napoleon also hoped to consolidate control of Europe under his power.1

Beyond the significant power and might of the British Navy, the best in the world 

at the time, Britain provided their most important contribution in the form of monetary 

assistance.  Many of the European nations, especially Portugal and later Spain, depended 

almost exclusively on England for financial aid in the fight against France.  As Napoleon 

entered these countries and conquered them, the French often stripped the land bare to 

feed their armies.  Likewise, as Napoleon’s forces defeated the armies and occupied these 

nations, many of the men and much of its equipment were simply absorbed into the 

Grand Armée.  This left these countries in great need of the foreign support that only the 

                                                 
1 For a more detailed discussion of these coalitions see David G. Chandler, On the Napoleonic Wars 

(London, 1994), 42 and the chart on 43, which is reproduced below. 

Coalition Dates Major Powers 

Participating 

Broken Up By: 

First 1792-1798 Austria, Great Britain, 
Piedmont, Prussia, 
Sardinia, Spain 

Peace of Campo 
Formio  

Second 1799-1801 Austria, Great Britain, 
Naples, Russia, Sweden 

Peace of 
Luneville,  

Peace of Amiens 

Third 1805-1806 Austria, Great Britain, 
Russia 

Treaty of 
Pressburg 

Fourth 1807-1808 Great Britain, Prussia, 
Russia, Sweden 

Treaty of Tilsit 

Fifth 1809-1810 Austria, Great Britain, 
Portugal, Spain 

Treaty of 
Schönbrunn 

Sixth 1813-1814 Austria, Great Britain, 
Portugal, Prussia, Russia, 
Spain, Sweden 

Treaty of Paris 

Seventh 1815 Austria, Great Britain, 
Prussia, Russia, Spain, 
Sweden 

Battle of 
Waterloo 
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British could afford.  Between1793 and 1815, Great Britain provided over 1.5 trillion 

British pounds to finance the war effort throughout Europe.2

Much of the money budgeted for the war fell under the administration of the 

members of the British diplomatic corps, who in turn funneled the money to both British 

and indigenous armies operating against the French armies in any given area.  Over the 

years, many of these diplomats encountered great difficulty in performing their official 

duties as representatives of the British crown.  Disagreements often occurred between 

diplomats and British military leaders, civilian leaders at home, and even the leaders of 

the countries when they tried to assist in their struggle against the French.  Many of these 

diplomats, such as Richard Wellesley or Charles Stuart, later became well known and 

went on to achieve fame in other positions within the British Government.  On the other 

hand, the vast majority of these men toiled in anonymity.  Nonetheless, their important 

contributions to the eventually successful campaign against Napoleon should not be 

ignored.  These diplomats played a pivotal role in England’s efforts to provide financial 

and military support to its allies in their most critical time of need. 

Two often overlooked diplomats who served in important posts were John 

Hookham Frere and John Charles Villiers.  Frere served the crown once in Portugal and 

twice in Spain as Envoy Extraordinaire and Minister Plenipotentiary.3  Villiers held the 

same position in Portugal, starting in 1808, soon after the French invasion of that 

important British ally.  Many contemporaries inside and outside the British government 

regarded these men as inferior diplomats.  In fact, the King essentially dismissed Frere 

from one of his posts in Spain after his actions met with strong disapproval at home.  

Despite the actual or perceived shortcomings in their performance in Spain and Portugal, 

these two men deserve study because of the insight that they can provide concerning the 

British diplomacy and its impact upon the war against Napoleon. 

                                                 
2 John M. Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder: British Foreign Aid in the Wars With France, 1793-1815 

(Cambridge, 1969), 4.  The 1.5 trillion pounds equates to about 90.4 trillion dollars in current United States 
dollars.  Currency conversion is based on information compiled from Lawrence H. Officer, Between the 

Dollar-Sterling Gold Points (Cambridge, 1996). 

3 An Envoy Extraordinaire and Minister Plenipotentiary ranked one level below a full Ambassador in the 
British Foreign Service.  As such, he did not have quite the same prestige as an ambassador, but fulfilled 
essentially the same function.  For more information, see Robert B. Harmon, The Art and Practice of 

Diplomacy: A Selected and Annotated Guide (Metuchen, NJ, 1971) or John C. Clarke, British Diplomacy 

and Foreign Policy, 1782-1865: The National Interest (London, 1989). 
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Napoleon’s experiences in the Iberian Peninsula highlight a range of problems for 

the French, as well as the major powers involved in the conflict there.  The French and 

British both vastly underestimated or misunderstood the situation they faced in Spain and 

Portugal.  Together with their military forces, their diplomatic corps shared in the 

complicity for these shortcomings.  The difficulties in the cooperation between military 

and diplomatic representatives of the British Government remained constant throughout 

the Peninsular War, and significantly increased the difficulties brought about in the 

British quest to defeat Napoleon.  Nevertheless, individual diplomats or military officers 

do not deserve all of the blame for these problems.  The British diplomatic system itself 

accounts for most of the lack of cohesion and communication within the various 

departments of government. 

 

 

Spain Prior To 1800 

 The history of Spanish involvement in the Revolutionary Wars dated to the 

earliest days of the Revolution.  In 1793 Spain joined England in the First Coalition 

against France.  In 1795 Spain dropped out of the alliance, while Portugal and Austria 

remained allied with England.  The Portuguese even contributed a squadron to the British 

fleet before the Battle of the Nile, which only further angered Napoleon.  After breaking 

their bond with England, Spain signed a peace treaty with France at Basle in April of 

1795.4

 The Bourbon family had controlled the Spanish monarchy since they came to 

power in 1700, headed by Felipe V.  In 1788 King Charles IV ascended to the throne, 

along with his wife Queen Maria Luisa.  Neither of them has ever received acclaim for 

their great intellects or skills that might have helped them in ruling the country.  Their 

task became significantly more difficult in the years after 1800.  Due to their 

incompetence, others within the Royal Court acquired a considerable amount of influence 

                                                 
4 Donald D. Horward, Napoleon and Iberia: The Twin Sieges of Ciudad Rodrigo and Almeida, 1810 

(London, 1994), 2.  The Treaty of Badajoz was modified in 1801 when Lucien Bonaparte, negotiating for 
the French government, signed the Treaty of Madrid, which required the Portuguese to increase the 
indemnity paid to France.  Nonetheless, Portugal’s independence was assured.  André Fugier, Napoleon et 

l’Espagne, 1799-1808 (Paris, 1930), I, 169. 
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over Spanish domestic and foreign policies.  The primary man among this group was Don 

Manuel Godoy.5

 The historiography on Godoy runs the spectrum; historians initially hailed him as 

an evil character who owed his entire existence and power to the queen.  Some more 

recent works have modified views of his abilities and intentions, but generally hold a 

consistent opinion on the reasons for his ascension to power.  Godoy began his service to 

the crown as a captain in the royal bodyguard.  While he descended from an old, albeit 

minor, noble family, his meteoric rise to the top of the Spanish political structure did 

result primarily from his friendship with the queen.   

Godoy joined the bodyguard in 1784 during the reign of King Charles [Carlos] 

III.  Less than a year later, Godoy made the acquaintance of Princess Maria Luisa.  The 

death of the king in December 1788 that brought Charles IV and Maria Luisa to the 

throne proved a significant factor in Godoy’s advancement.  Soon thereafter, in May of 

1789, Godoy received a promotion to colonel of the royal bodyguard.  Later that year, 

after the storming of the Bastille in Paris, Godoy became a knight of the Order of 

Santiago.  In 1792 Godoy received even more promotions and honors.  He became a duke 

and a councilor of state in May and July of that year, and then received the appointment 

as First Secretary of State in November.  Many of these appointments came as the king 

removed many others from their posts.6

By the end of 1792 Godoy had essentially consolidated control over all of the 

country’s affairs.  In 1795 the King bestowed upon him the title “Principe de la Paz,” or 

“Prince of the Peace” as a reward for his role in concluding the Peace of Basle with 

France.  Often, Godoy conducted business through a network of corruption and graft; 

through an extensive system of commission sales, bribes, and kickbacks he amassed a 

small fortune.  Although intelligent, he possessed few of the critical skills that were 

desired in a chief minister.  Godoy, despite his faults, did take advantage of any 

opportunity to further his own interests, as well as Spain’s stature and success on the 

world stage.7

                                                 
5 Gabriel H. Lovett, Napoleon and the Birth of Modern Spain (New York, 1965), 5. 

6 Douglas Hilt, The Troubled Trinity: Godoy and the Spanish Monarchs (Tuscaloosa, 1987), xiii, 2. 

7 Ibid., 3. 
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Most people in foreign governments of Europe reacted with surprise to Godoy’s 

appointment to the position of chief minister.  The French minister noted, “In such 

critical circumstances it is hardly conceivable that a young man without experience, 

without knowledge of foreign countries, could be appointed to the most important 

ministry.”  A month later, the French minister amended his opinion, stating “this young 

minister has some judgment and good intentions, but his extreme inexperience and lack 

of aptitude for public affairs cannot be gain[ed] … In general the favorite inspires more 

jealousy than hatred.”8  This sense of jealousy that Godoy inspired in fact helped lead to 

the downfall of the Spanish Bourbons at the hands of Napoleon several years later.9

 

Portugal Prior To 1800 

Portugal played an important and active role in the period commonly known as 

“the Peninsular War,” but their participation in affairs on the continental stage actually 

started much earlier.  Much of the explanation for the significance of the relatively small 

nation lies in its geography.  Located at the southwestern end of the Iberian Peninsula, 

any nation that managed to control, or at least exert influence on Portugal had an 

excellent opportunity to expand their influence by using Portugal as a base of operations.  

Portugal also provided several ports of strategic value, and two major navigable rivers, 

the Duero and Tagus, which played a critical role in trade, shipping, and the conduct of 

naval warfare.  As control of the country changed hands, the occupying powers faced 

significant challenges.   

Since the beginning of the French Revolution, constant animosity existed between 

France and Portugal.  Most of this friction centered around two closely related factors: 

the role of the Anglo-Portuguese alliance and trade.  As early as 1793, the French tried to 

persuade the Portuguese to maintain a neutral role in the war.  Instead, Prince Regent 

John of Portugal allied himself with Spain, Great Britain, and the rest of what became 

known as the First Coalition.  After the 1795 French invasion of Spain and defeat of the 

Spanish armies, they independently signed the Treaty of Basle with France.  France 

                                                 
8 Jean-François Bourgoing, 17 November 1792 and 12 December 1792, as quoted in Ibid., 6-7. 

9 Charles Oman, A History of the Peninsular War (Oxford, 1902), I, 14. 
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hoped to use the agreement to undermine the alliance between Portugal and England, and 

influence Portugal to close its ports to English shipping.  Prince John attempted to 

conclude a peace with France in a similar fashion to that of Spain, but before doing so he 

also had to work to convince the British that he truly desired to maintain the traditional 

bonds of friendship between the two nations.10

The attempts to force Portugal to submit to French wishes continued until 1797 

when France offered Godoy of Spain the use of French troops to aid in an invasion of 

Portugal.  These efforts failed, and Godoy subsequently left office in March 1798.  To the 

dismay of France, the Spanish king still displayed a distinct reluctance to invade his 

neighbor, due mainly to his fear of the possible consequences.11  Before Godoy left 

office, Spain went to war with Great Britain in 1797.  Portugal made peace with France 

soon thereafter.  As a result of this peace, both France and Spain increased the pressure 

on Prince John and Portugal to break their long standing ties with Great Britain.  John’s 

understandable reluctance in this regard led him to try to avoid resolving the issue as long 

as possible.  This situation remained unsettled when Frere arrived in Lisbon in November 

1800.12  This became the primary focus of Frere’s mission in Portugal, and remained so 

throughout his tenure there. 

 

The British Diplomatic System Prior To 1800 

The Foreign Office, headed by the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, dated to 

the government reorganization of 1782.  The elimination of the Northern and Southern 

Departments, in favor of the Home and Foreign Offices, resulted in one person 

developing and coordinating all foreign policy initiatives.  Of course those plans had to 

stand the scrutiny of the cabinet and the sovereign, but the initiation of the policies fell 

exclusively to the Foreign Secretary.13  The internal workings of the Foreign Office 

remained relatively constant in comparison to its predecessors. 

                                                 
10 Neill Macaulay, Dom Pedro: The Struggle for Liberty in Brazil and Portugal, 1798-1834, (Durham, 
1986), 3. 

11 Fugier, Napoleon et l’Espagne, I, 113. 

12 Macaulay, Dom Pedro, 3. 

13 Charles R. Middleton, The Administration of British Foreign Policy, 1782-1846, (Durham, 1977), 8. 
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Unfortunately, the size of the staff the Foreign Office inherited in 1782 had not 

changed very much over the previous quarter century.  Over that time, the world situation 

had begun to change drastically, but the bureaucracy remained unchanged.  In addition to 

the principal secretary and two undersecretaries, the rest of the office included only eight 

clerks.  The clerks prepared all correspondence to the foreign missions and to other 

departments of the government.  With only a few minor changes, this arrangement 

remained in place throughout the first quarter of the nineteenth century.14  This 

organization in London developed British foreign policy, but its implementation, after the 

reorganization in 1794, rested with a new department created to deal exclusively with 

military affairs.  Henry Dundas (Henry Melville, 1st Viscount Dundas) assumed the new 

title of Secretary of State for War.  The organization of the department was modified 

again in 1801 to include the administration of all British colonies, with the exception of 

India.15  So this department generally took the primary responsibility for the execution of 

British foreign policy throughout the world. 

Obviously, matters abroad had influence on many different departments.  Despite 

this fact, the amount of coordination between these offices definitely was ineffective and 

fell short of contemporary needs.  Almost all correspondence between departments took 

place in London, and generally concerned only routine administrative business; such 

correspondence rarely concerned substantive issues.  Any discussion of those matters 

occurred between the principal secretaries concerned, and the results of those 

conversations rarely appeared on paper.16  Accordingly, this makes it quite difficult in 

many cases to investigate the chain of events leading to specific decisions. 

The diplomats themselves made up a major element of the foreign policy team.  

These men, posted in various friendly countries around the world, served as the King’s 

personal representatives to foreign leaders.  They alone had the authority to speak on 

behalf of the King, usually after receiving specific instructions from the Foreign 

Secretary on the proper position they should take on any given issue.  Like the Foreign 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 154. 

15 Michael J. Turner, British Politics in an Age of Reform, (Manchester, 1999), 73. 

16 Ibid., 8. 
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Office in London, the operations of the diplomatic corps had changed very little in 

practice throughout the eighteenth century, and into the nineteenth century. 

Prior to the nineteenth century, the diplomatic service relied almost entirely on 

aristocrats to fill the most important titled positions in overseas missions.  While this had 

some basis in the aristocratic nature of British politics, it had more to do with the low to 

non-existent pay for diplomats.17  Only rich men could afford to take such positions, 

which created a defective selection process that often did not always focus as much on 

finding the best qualified person for a position, as it did on finding the most willing to 

serve.   

There was no required educational background for most diplomats.  Instead, the 

government viewed the skills necessary for effective diplomacy as one in the same as 

those present in all gentlemen of proper society.  Completion of a classically based 

education at any of the finer schools in England, such as Oxford or Cambridge, showed 

that someone had the requisite knowledge for a diplomatic posting.18  The lack of any 

specific training or educational programs for diplomats resulted in a higher premium 

being placed on experience.  Many diplomats gained this valuable experience serving in 

lower ranking posts at diplomatic missions abroad, or as undersecretaries in London.  

Also, longevity in any one place enhanced a diplomat’s value.19  In the case of Frere and 

Villiers, they lacked some of this critical experience.  Frere gained this experience over 

the first decade of the nineteenth century though, and it helped secure his return to Spain 

in 1808. 

In terms of British foreign policy aims at the end of the eighteenth century, most 

of the attention was focused on the French situation.  During the last months of 1798 and 

the early part of 1799, the British foreign secretary, Lord Grenville, worked strenuously 

to reassemble a great European coalition against France.  Only the overthrow of the 

republican government in France, he thought, would make possible a durable peace.  He 

also believed that only the creation of an alliance could effectively pool enough resources 

                                                 
17 Ibid., 215. 

18 Jeremy Black, British Diplomats and Diplomacy, 1688-1800, (Exeter, 2001), 21. 

19 Ibid., 32. 

9 



to defeat France without destroying or bankrupting England in the process.   Despite this 

contention, he found numerous serious obstacles in the way to making his plan a reality.20  

This principle remained at the center of British foreign policy initiatives until 1815. 

                                                 
20 Turner, British Politics in an Age of Reform, 244. 
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CHAPTER ONE: 

JOHN HOOKHAM FRERE IN PORTUGAL, 1800-1802 

 

John Hookham Frere lived a diverse, although somewhat obscure, life.  His 

accomplishments in the early nineteenth century ranged from that of a diplomat serving 

in various positions in the British government, to that of an author and poet.  While his 

renown certainly pales in comparison to many of his contemporaries in either of his 

chosen professions, he nonetheless played an important role in a critical period of British 

diplomatic history during the war against Napoleonic France.  The more famous men 

who followed after him have also largely overshadowed Frere’s service to the British 

ministries in Portugal and Spain. 

 Frere led a fairly undistinguished early life in England.  Born the eldest of John 

Frere’s ten children on 21 May 1769, he grew up mostly in London.  His parents enrolled 

him at Eton in his teenage years, where he made a lasting friendship that would impact 

the course of his career throughout his life.  His classmate, George Canning, became his 

closest confidant, and an important ally in the British government in their later years.  

After attending Eton, Frere was accepted at Cambridge University, where he earned his 

degree in 1792 at the age of 23.  Very soon after his graduation, Frere began work in the 

Foreign Office.  At that time, his friend Lord Greenville held the position of Secretary of 

State for Foreign Affairs.  In the election of 1796, Frere became a Member of Parliament, 

representing the borough of West Looe in Cornwall.  He held this seat in Parliament until 

1802.1  In 1797 Frere accompanied Greenville on a special mission to Berlin to 

congratulate Frederick William III on his accession to the throne of Prussia. 

Throughout his life, Frere displayed a love for writing.  As early as 1797, he 

joined Canning to publish the “Anti-Jacobin,” sometimes known as the “Weekly 

                                                 
1 [John Hookham Frere, ?] Memoir (London, 1836), 1.  This book, which appeared to have been printed 
under very primitive conditions, was unsigned and did not include any publisher’s data.  It was found in the 
British Library in London, but it appeared in the catalog with no author listed. 
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Examiner;” it first appeared on 20 November 1797.  Frere and Canning, along with two 

other men named George Ellis and William Gifford, wrote most of the pieces for the 

journal.  The group started out with the obvious intent for their publication to counter the 

ideas put forth by political parties such as the Jacobins.  They stated their plan to feature 

short items designed to refute the “mistakes, misstatements, and lies” of the opposition 

press in their own weekly editions to appear throughout the session of Parliament.  They 

also included longer essays focused on various political issues of the day.2  This endeavor 

provided some insight into the political ideology of both Canning and Frere, as well as 

several other men who came to play prominent roles in British politics during this era. 

Of the other writers who also contributed, perhaps the most well known was 

William Pitt (The Younger).  Despite the noble intentions of the group, a lack of 

circulation resulted in this endeavor lasting only eight months, with its last issue 

appearing on 9 July 1798.  Frere, Canning, and Ellis also collaborated on several other 

short works, which usually took the form of parodies.  In 1801 many of the writings from 

the “Anti-Jacobin” and some of these shorter items were published as a collection under 

the title, Poetry of the Anti-Jacobin.  Most of Frere’s other literary work centered on 

translating classic Greek plays into English, many with additional commentary from 

Frere.3

                                                 
2 John Hookham Frere, The Works of John Hookham Frere, in Verse and Prose, Now First Collected With 

a Prefatory Memoir By His Nephews William E. Frere and Bartle Frere.  (London, 1874), 32.  This is a 
book of Frere’s poetry written throughout his life.  The memoir in the front is over 150 pages, written by 
his nephews. 

3See Memoir, &c, 3-5 for a more thorough discussion of Frere’s literary accomplishments; Leslie Stephens 
and Sydney Lee, eds.,  Dictionary of National Biography (hereafter cited as DNB, London, 1949), VII, 708; 
John Hookham Frere, et al, Poetry of the Anti-Jacobin (London, 1801). 
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Figure 2: John Hookham Frere (1769 – 1846) 
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 Frere’s good friend, Canning, also worked in the same department of the 

government, thus further advancing their friendship.  In April 1799, Canning was 

selected for a more prestigious position as Commissioner at the Board of Trade.  As a 

result, Frere then received a promotion in order to succeed Canning in his previous post 

as Under Secretary in the Foreign Office.  In October 1800, after approximately eighteen 

months service in this position, Frere was named as Envoy Extraordinaire and Minister 

Plenipotentiary to the court at Lisbon, Portugal.  This became the first of several foreign 

missions for Frere over the next decade.4  

 

Frere, British Diplomacy, and Portuguese Neutrality 

John Hookham Frere’s appointment and arrival at his new post in Lisbon was 

accompanied by a sense of consternation, as well as recognition of Frere’s “dilatory” 

nature in the execution of his duties or responsibilities.  Frere’s credentials to the 

Portuguese Prince Regent carried the date of 14 October 1800, but Frere did not arrive in 

Lisbon until late December of 1800 amid a time of great turmoil for the Portuguese.  The 

Portuguese Prince Regent needed help from England to stave off the advances of the 

combined Spanish and French invasion forces so he looked forward to the arrival of 

British representatives.  Canning was not surprised by the delay; he cited Frere’s 

reputation among his contemporaries for “never doing today what could possibly be 

deferred until tomorrow.” 5   

Frere’s initial instructions for his service in Lisbon conformed to the normal set of 

directives issued to British envoys during this period.  The nine pages of information 

simply covered the procedures for presenting credentials at the foreign court, the methods 

of reporting information back to London, and requirements to account for expenditures 

on behalf of the British Government.6  Given the delicate and critical nature of the 

situation in Portugal though, Frere did receive several other letters during October 1800 

                                                 
4 Memoir, &c, 5. 

5 Gabrielle Festing, John Hookham Frere and His Friends, (London, 1899), 15. 

6 Grenville to Frere, 14 October 1800, Great Britain, Public Record Office, London, MSS (hereafter PRO), 
Foreign Office (hereafter FO), Portugal, 63/34. 
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in addition to his standard instructions.  Each of these three separate letters, none of 

which bore a specific date other than “October 1800,” dealt with a different aspect of the 

current situation in Portugal. 

The first of these letters focused on the military affairs of the country.  Lord 

Grenville [William Wyndham], the Foreign Secretary at the time, informed Frere of His 

Majesty’s recent decision to send “to Portugal an army, which with his troops already 

there will amount to fifteen or sixteen thousand men who will be commanded by an able 

and experienced general.”  Grenville went on to note that the first of those troops might 

actually arrive in Portugal at about the same time Frere did.  The next paragraph pointed 

out, as if foreseeing the need to make the statement, “this force is [not] to undertake the 

sole defense of that Kingdom…if unsupported by the exertions of Portugal itself.”  This 

important point reinforced the fear in the British Government that foreign countries, 

especially Portugal, may have begun to view Great Britain as the answer to all of their 

own problems, and thus may have envisioned a lesser role for their own armies in their 

own self-defense.  Grenville again reinforced this point by telling Frere to keep this 

subject “as the first and leading object of your mission to which you are to consider all 

other matters as secondary and subordinate.”7  The rest of this letter continued in the 

same vein, and covered more details on this same topic. 

The subject of the second letter from Grenville to Frere concerned the prospects 

of a continental peace, and the implications of such an agreement for Portugal.  Grenville 

declared that France posed the greatest danger to Portugal, but that great difficulties 

prevented France from any aggression toward Portugal at that time.  Only a “durable 

peace between Austria and France could relieve the latter from the necessity of continued 

and vigorous preparations on the side of Germany and Italy.”  This referred to the simple 

fact that Napoleon, by this time firmly established as the First Consul, could not afford to 

turn his attention to Portugal before he had secured his borders in Germany and Italy 

from Austrian advances.  Moreover, in October 1800, Napoleon also had almost 20,000 

troops stranded in Egypt, which caused an even further drain on French capabilities on 

                                                 
7 Grenville to Frere, October 1800, PRO FO 63/35.  While not dated, this dispatch was numbered “1.” 
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the continent.8  Grenville instructed Frere to keep the Portuguese government updated 

about the prospects for peace between Austria and France.  In the meantime, His Majesty 

considered “the defense of Portugal as amply provided for by the present measures if 

seconded by proper exertions on the part of [the Portuguese] government.”9  This theme 

of Anglo-Portuguese cooperation ran throughout almost all communications from 

London to Frere, regardless of the subject of the individual letter. 

The third of the October letters to Frere related to the practice of the Portuguese 

allowing Spanish ships to dock and trade in Portugal.  In no uncertain terms, Grenville 

instructed Frere: 

Remonstrate in the strongest terms to the Portuguese Government on the 
impropriety of this proceeding, which is repugnant to even the common 
principles of neutrality, and which is particularly offensive to the King, 
when it is considered that it has been adopted by his ally for the purpose of 
protecting the property of an enemy who continues to menace Portugal. 10

 
He went on to comment about a few more particular details of this situation, all in the 

same tone.  While the true intent of this message rings through clearly, the irony rings 

through just as clearly.  Grenville accused the Portuguese of violating their own 

neutrality, yet openly declared the rights of Great Britain to defend Portugal against 

Spanish, and by association French, aggression.  This ironic message from Grenville 

typified the tone of the British Government’s opinion of their own role in the awkward 

relationship between France, Spain, and Portugal 

This awkward relationship between the three countries resulted, in large part, 

from the intermingling family trees of the royalty of those countries.  Prince John [João] 

VI had ruled Portugal since 1792 under the title of Prince Regent in place of his mother, 

Queen Maria I.  From 1777 to 1786 Maria had ruled Portugal together with her husband 

Pedro III, and after Pedro’s death in 1786 Maria continued to rule by herself until 1792.  

For reasons of Maria’s incurable insanity, John took the reigns of the government.  

                                                 
8 Piers Mackesy, British Victory in Egypt, 1801: The End of Napoleon’s Conquest, (London, 1995), 45.  
This figure includes the estimates of effective French troops at the time, based on both British sources 
(13,000) and French sources (20,000). 

9 Grenville to Frere, October 1800, PRO FO 63/35.  While not dated, this dispatch was numbered “2.” 

10 Grenville to Frere, October 1800, PRO FO 63/35.  While not dated, this dispatch was numbered “3.” 
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Although not Maria’s eldest son, John became regent because his older brother, José had 

died in 1788.  The link between the Portuguese and Spanish royal families came in the 

form of John’s wife Charlotte, a daughter of King Charles IV of Spain.  This fact only 

further complicated matters for the Prince Regent when he had to choose sides in this 

conflict.11

Even before Frere’s arrival, the situation seemed rather grim in Lisbon with 

respect to the issue of hostilities against the Spanish and French.  The fact that the state of 

affairs had already reached a critical point by the time Frere arrived in Lisbon only made 

his task more difficult.  In November the London newspaper reported,  

It appears that the Court of Lisbon has not permitted itself to be lulled into 
a state of security by the return of General Berthier to Paris.  The last 
advices from there mention that artillery and ammunition continue to be 
sent to the [Portuguese] frontiers in great quantities, and that barracks have 
been erected…, which it was presumed were intended for British troops.12  
 

Shortly after the Battle of Marengo, Bonaparte had dispatched Berthier to Madrid as a 

plenipotentiary with very specific goals.  He was there to encourage the Spaniards to 

provide naval support to France, provide supplies to the French garrison in Malta, and 

most important, to declare war on Portugal.13  Based on this mission, the speculation in 

the newspaper clearly indicated the level of expectations harbored by the Portuguese 

prior to Frere reaching Lisbon.  Again, these hopes made Frere’s job even more difficult, 

especially given the resources he had available. 

Unfortunately for the Prince Regent, Frere’s arrival brought little prospect of 

more aid, especially monetary aid.  Berthier had succeeded in negotiating the terms for 

what became the 1800 version of the Treaty of San Ildefonso.14  The fact that the 

Portuguese officials had negotiated themselves into a position of alienating either the 

British, or their continental neighbors Spain and France, did not help in their quest for 

British support.  The fact that London continually proclaimed their best intentions to 

                                                 
11 Antonio Henrique R. de Oliveira Marques, History of Portugal, (New York, 1972), 424. 

12 The Times (of London), 22 November 1800. 

13 Sydney J. Watson, By Command of the Emperor: A Life of Marshal Berthier, (London, 1957), 93. 

14 Ibid., 94. 
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support the Portuguese did not fully answer the requests because most of those statements 

were not supported by money.  For instance, on 15 December 1800, Grenville wrote to 

Frere concerning the removal of British Army troops from Portugal.15  This move 

resulted more from the need for those troops elsewhere than from any decrease in desire 

to aid Portugal.  According to Grenville, “the King’s friendship towards Portugal remains 

inviolate, and that if that country should hereafter be menaced by the approach of any real 

danger, His Majesty would employ every exertion compatible with what is due to the 

safety of his own dominions to afford efficacious protection to those of his most ancient 

ally.”16  Despite those strong words, the action that it accompanied certainly made Frere’s 

task an unenviable one as he had barely arrived in Lisbon at that point. 

Frere’s first few dispatches from Lisbon also indicated cracks in the Anglo-

Portuguese relationship from the Portuguese perspective.  Frere began by stating, in the 

first page of his initial letter to the Foreign Office, written on 5 January 1801, that the 

removal of the British troops “had the effect of producing an impression of the existence 

of an unfriendly disposition on the part of Great Britain” toward the Portuguese.  Frere 

then went on to detail his introductory meetings with the principals of the Portuguese 

Government, in accordance with the accepted protocols for diplomats when arriving at a 

new post.  Frere’s comments regarding the Foreign Minister, a Luis Pinto de Sousa 

Coutinha, certainly did not reflect favorably upon the Portuguese minister.  His 

comments established the baseline for the contentious relationship that ensued between 

the two men over the following months.  Frere noted that Pinto’s communications “were 

marked with a degree of jealousy and ill-humor sometimes suppres[sed], but almost 

always perceptible.”17  This attitude seemed inconsistent with that normally expected of a 

host government who clearly had needs and requests that Frere’s government at home 

could help satisfy. 

                                                 
15 The British Government originally ordered 8,000 troops under Sir James Pulteney to Lisbon in October 
1800.  The number was reduced a week later to only 5,000.  John W. Fortescue, A History of the British 

Army, (London, 1915), IV, 799 and IV, 803. 

16 Grenville to Frere, 15 December 1800, PRO FO 63/34.  This is Frere’s first dispatch of this date. 

17 Frere to Grenville, 5 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35.  Hereafter, Frere almost always refers to the Foreign 
Minister as simply “Pinto,” as the surname “Sousa” in Portuguese is only slightly less popular than “Smith” 
in English.  Several other important figures in the Portuguese Government also had the surname “Sousa.”  
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The only substantive matter that Frere and Pinto discussed in this first conference 

concerned the possibility of negotiating with Spain.  Pinto told Frere about the prospects 

for peace extended by the Spanish.  When asked about the Portuguese response, Pinto did 

not have a definite answer, but he did assure Frere that the response would be “evasive.”  

In addition, Pinto told Frere that Portugal intended to send a negotiator to Madrid to 

discuss matters with representatives of the Spanish and French Governments.  The 

Chevalier de Sousa, formerly the Portuguese minister at Copenhagen, was chosen to fill 

the role of negotiator.18

At the same meeting Pinto also shared a letter from a private intelligence source 

that alluded to the price the French had established for a peaceful settlement.  The 

outrageous amount of 7.2 million pounds almost guaranteed that Portugal could not pay 

the price.  Frere agreed with Pinto on the worthiness of the Portuguese plans, except for 

the imminent departure of the Portuguese negotiator.  Frere hoped to delay his departure, 

in hopes that other possibilities might come about first.19

Frere’s second letter to London, dated 5 January 1801, focused more on the 

military situation in Portugal.  While he had no training in military affairs, Frere did 

make some valid observations of his own, mostly of a general nature.  He accompanied 

his observations with specific comments from Marshal Karl-Alexander von Goltz, a 

Prussian under contract to the Portuguese, who supplied Frere with intelligence.  Upon 

his arrival in Lisbon though, Frere found Goltz “so low in consideration” by the 

Portuguese that he became unworthy of relying upon for information.  Despite this 

conclusion, Frere still passed along many of Goltz’s opinions.  The characterizations of 

the Portuguese Army as an “armed mob” and “utterly inefficient, and incapable of 

service” did not paint a favorable picture of the situation there.  Nor did the analysis that 

the local situation remained “totally unfavorable to the defending armies” because of the 

need to defend both Lisbon and Porto.20  This became the first of many times that Frere 

made specific mention of any number of issues that hindered the Portuguese Army. 

                                                 
18 Ibid.  This is one of two men named “Sousa” that Frere referred to throughout his time in Lisbon.  The 
only way to distinguish the two in many of Frere’s writings was to consider the context of the discussion. 

19 Ibid. 

20 Frere to Grenville, 5 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35.  This is the second dispatch of the same date. 
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Frere’s next few weeks in Lisbon passed rather uneventfully, as evidenced by the 

fact that he did not write another dispatch until 17 January 1801.  That dispatch had little 

news of any significance to the ongoing issues between Portugal, Spain, and France.  The 

only information was related to the arrival of the British Prince Augustus, who had 

arrived to spend the winter in the more hospitable Portuguese climate.  Frere also 

mentioned that he received, by the same ship that brought Prince Augustus, Grenville’s 

three dispatches dated 15 December 1800.  This month long journey seemed longer than 

normal for communications between London and Lisbon, but it highlighted the 

difficulties that Frere had to overcome.21  These problems only made Frere’s mission 

more difficult.  His performance probably surprised some people in London, but more 

likely most who knew Frere had held a low expectation of his abilities and anticipated 

performance. 

Canning, who had resigned as an undersecretary to Grenville in 1799 and held 

several minor positions until he returned to the cabinet in 1802, gave some hints as to his 

expectations of Frere upon his appointment to Lisbon.  Canning wrote to Frere in January 

1801 after reading his initial pouch of dispatches, “I have read them with very great 

satisfaction,” but then in the next sentence he admitted, “They were much better than I 

had expected.  Much better I assure you, so much so, as to diminish (perhaps you will not 

like that either) the regret which I felt at your going to a foreign ministry.”22  This 

conservative praise would indicate that even the man largely responsible for arranging 

Frere’s entry into government service may have had doubts about his ability to perform 

such a critical job in an exemplary manner. 

Frere’s 18 January dispatch contained a summary of important organizational 

changes occurring in the Portuguese government.  Many of these changes came about as 

a result of the death of the Marques Ponte de Lima in December 1800.  Frere had 

mentioned some of the changes in an earlier dispatch (6 January 1801) but at that time he 

was unaware of the details.  The most important office of prime minister went to the 

Duke De Lafões.  He also received the appointment as head of the War Department, and 

                                                 
21 Frere to Grenville, 17 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35. 

22 Canning to Frere, 17 January 1801, British Library, London, Correspondence of George Canning, Add. 
MSS 38833 (hereafter referred to as Canning Correspondence). 
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retained the command of the Portuguese Army that he already held.  Frere noted Lafões’ 

old age, apparently born in 1719; he also commented that the Prince Regent did not like 

Lafões.  In fact, Frere speculated that the Prince Regent was really just waiting for Lafões 

to die, “with as much impatience as so good a man can permit himself to feel for the 

death of another.”  Frere followed that comment with the observation that any prospects 

for real improvement in the Portuguese Army remained very limited as long as the Duke 

De Lafões remained in charge.23  These sentiments make it easier to understand some of 

the problems that plagued both the Portuguese Government and Army.  Frere’s opinion 

on the incompetence of this officer remained unchanged throughout his tenure in Lisbon. 

Other important government positions included the Minister of Foreign Affairs, 

the Interior Minister, and the Finance Minister.  Frere reported that the Chevalier 

D’Almeida was nominated to fill the Foreign Affairs position upon his return from 

London, where he had served as the Portuguese envoy to George III.  After D’Almeida’s 

return, Pinto would then move from Foreign Affairs to Interior.  Frere regarded this 

selection as inappropriate because of his limited dealings with Pinto; he found Pinto 

somewhat less than honest and forthright.  While Frere should not have been surprised at 

this behavior from any politician at the time, he was surprised by Pinto’s behavior toward 

a diplomat from Great Britain.  Dom Rodrigo de Sousa was nominated as Finance 

Minister, and Frere had little comment upon this selection.  The only other appointment 

that Frere did comment upon was that of Dom Lorenzo de Lima as the new representative 

in London.  Frere called Lima “a good man,” and a good choice for that position.24

Frere enclosed in this same dispatch copies of two letters; one was between Pinto 

and the French minister in Lisbon, and the other between Pinto and the Portuguese 

minister in Madrid.  Both of these letters focused on the same topic, namely the ongoing 

issue of the Franco-Portuguese peace negotiations, and the ongoing Spanish preparations 

to invade Portugal on behalf of the French.  This topic occupied most of Frere’s time and 

attention over the months ahead.25

                                                 
23 Frere to Grenville, 18 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Pinto to Duke de Frias, 8 January 1801, and Carvalho to Pinto, 13 January 1801, enclosed in Frere to 
Grenville, 18 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35. 
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Lord Grenville wrote four dispatches to Frere on 20 January 1801.  It is much 

more difficult to determine when Frere received and read these dispatches.  Either 

because he did not receive them, which was quite possible, or due to his oversight, no 

record exists to prove if or when Frere received these letters.  As late as 9 February Frere 

had not mentioned his receipt of these letters, but he did write on that date about the 

difficulties in communication.  Grenville did mention in his first letter dated 20 January 

that he had received Frere’s dispatches, numbered one and two, dated 5 January, and 

number three dated 6 January.  All of Grenville’s dispatches dealt with the most 

important topic of the day, that of the Portuguese position with respect to the other 

continental powers, especially France, and the impact upon the British position. 

In his first letter of 20 January, Grenville updated Frere on the situation regarding 

a continental peace, and its likely effect on the Portuguese situation.  Grenville informed 

Frere that it seemed almost certain that Austria and France would conclude a separate 

peace, which would probably lead to a larger continental accord.  If events unfolded in 

that manner, Grenville stated that “little prospect” existed for Great Britain to join with 

Portugal in any negotiations or a treaty.  Despite this position, Grenville ended by 

requesting that Frere pass along the reminder that  

His Royal Highness may always be assured of the constant friendship of 
His Majesty and of His Majesty’s best endeavor to afford to Portugal such 
aid as the different circumstances that may arise shall require as the 
pressing demands of the public service here will allow His Majesty to 
furnish.26

While this letter maintained a somewhat positive tone regarding assistance to Portugal, 

the next three letters took on a decidedly different tone, one that portrayed Portugal in a 

very negative light. 

All three of Grenville’s other letters dated 20 January dealt with a specific aspect 

of a trend very troubling to the British.  Apparently, the Portuguese had begun to carry 

Spanish goods and property under the cover of the Portuguese flag.  Obviously this came 

at a great disappointment to the British Government.  In the first letter, Grenville 

enclosed a copy of a letter from the Lords of the Admiralty that reported one such 

instance of a British ship discovering a Portuguese ship engaged in this activity.  

                                                 
26 Grenville to Frere, 20 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35.  This is the first dispatch of this date. 
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Grenville had already addressed this issue to the Portuguese envoy in London, still 

Almeida at that point, and he had allegedly passed it along to Sousa in Lisbon.  Grenville 

told Frere that he should have “little trouble bringing the question to a speedy and 

successful termination.”27

The third letter fell under the same category as the others, as it detailed attempts 

of Spanish privateers off the Portuguese to “annoy” British trade.  Grenville enclosed 

reports from various sources to the Admiralty reporting specific examples of this 

practice, apparently with the awareness, if not sanction, of the Portuguese Government.  

Grenville ordered Frere to “remonstrate … in the most pointed manner against 

proceedings of this nature, which even on the part of a power not in alliance with His 

Majesty would be justly considered a most flagrant breech of neutrality.”28  Given the 

long standing ties between Great Britain and Portugal, and the fact that Portugal desired 

major British assistance in their current struggle, these behaviors by the Portuguese 

Government led to strains upon their alliance, and an increase in the animosity between 

the two nations. 

More and more of Frere’s letters also began to comment on that building sense of 

animosity between the Portuguese and the British governments.  In his dispatch of 24 

January, Frere advised Grenville of a conversation held during the previous week with 

Pinto.  The meeting concerned the possibility of the Portuguese excluding British 

shipping from their ports.  Obviously, Frere did not accept such a policy without making 

enquiries and protests.  This policy was a result of Spanish demands, but Pinto assured 

Frere that “the demands of Spain … had gone no farther” so far.  Pinto acknowledged 

that the rumors about such a policy had caused great difficulties for both countries, but 

unfortunately he failed to convince Frere that Portugal would not take the step of enacting 

such a provision.29

                                                 
27 Grenville to Frere, 20 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35.  This quotation comes from the third dispatch of this 
date. 

28 Grenville to Frere, 20 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35.  This comes from Grenville’s’ fourth dispatch of 
this date. 

29 Frere to Grenville, 24 January 1801, PRO FO 63/35. 
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Frere believed that some of Pinto’s colleagues did not share the same affection 

with Spain that Pinto obviously did, so Frere sought out some of these men to gather their 

opinions on the issue.  After meeting with Dom Rodrigo de Sousa, the Finance Minister, 

Frere expressed his great surprise upon learning that Sousa did share Pinto’s view toward 

Spain.  Like Pinto, Sousa also espoused the utility of Portugal sending a negotiator to 

Madrid to work on resolving the issue.  Unlike Pinto though, Sousa did not make any 

grandiose statements about the Portuguese desire to maintain their strong ties with Great 

Britain at the same time.30

Frere continued his dispatch by speculating that if he lodged a formal protest with 

the Portuguese, he might undermine the Anglo-Portuguese relationship.  While on the 

surface, this seems like a logical statement, one must wonder how Frere figured the 

Anglo-Portuguese relationship would have weathered the effects of a Portuguese-Spanish 

agreement.  Frere followed this line of reasoning with a report on his latest meeting with 

Pinto, held the morning of 24 January.  Pinto had conveyed to Frere the essence of a 

recent meeting between the Portuguese minister in Madrid, a Senhor Carvalho, and 

Godoy.  The Prince of Peace wanted a firm answer from Lisbon regarding the Portuguese 

status relative to Spain, and also informed Carvalho that the continuing delay in action 

from Lisbon made it virtually impossible for Spain to wait much longer before declaring 

war.31

When Frere asked about the likely response from the Portuguese Government, 

Pinto resolutely evaded giving any “official opinion upon a point which would [be] the 

subject of a deliberation in council.”  He did state his own personal opinion though, “that 

a negotiator must be dispatched, and that no other answer but that of a promise to this 

effect, could possibly be returned to Madrid.”  Pinto implied that the Portuguese would 

try to delay as long as possible; he also repeated the familiar sentiment that Portugal 

would not sign any treaty “which should in any way impair or alter their connection with 

Great Britain.”32  These answers, although off the record, again reflected the idea that 

                                                 
30 Ibid.  This was a different “Sousa” than the one Frere mentioned earlier as the negotiator to Madrid. 

31 Ibid.  Frere never provided further information (such as a full name) for Carvalho. 

32 Ibid. 
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Portugal had few options in this struggle, but that Lisbon still had to make a choice 

between England and Spain. 

Within a week, the situation had changed significantly.  The Portuguese court 

pursued a course of action somewhat different from Pinto’s earlier statements and 

predictions.  Pinto told Frere that Sousa would depart for Madrid three days later to begin 

negotiations with the Spanish.  Frere wondered in a meeting with Pinto why the 

Portuguese would have adopted such a course of action, despite his earlier statements.  

Pinto replied that  

The success of the French had enabled them to hold higher language 
[pressure] at Madrid, and had contributed to intimidate that court.  That 
experience had shown that whatever menaces they had thrown out, they 
had usually ended by making them good, and that there was nothing which 
could prevent them from doing so in the present instance.33

 
Essentially Portugal found themselves forced to respond to the threat of overwhelming 

force primarily because Spain had already done the same thing.  At this point in 1801, the 

successes Pinto referred to could have only been Marengo or Hohenlenden.  At Marengo, 

in June 1800, Napoleon decisively defeated Austrians in his first major battle after 

becoming the First Consul.  At Hohenlenden, in December 1800, French General Jean 

Victor Moreau defeated the Austrians again, which brought the War of the Second 

Coalition to an end.34  These examples of French success far outshined the recent French 

experiences in other theaters, such as Egypt, in terms of providing examples to the rest of 

Europe. 

Pinto used another phrase at his latest meeting with Frere that he used frequently 

during his period of time.  He told Frere, “Le Prince ne veut pas absolument avoir la 

guerre,” or “The Prince absolutely does not want to have the war.”  He also stated that 

the Prince Regent remained determined to submit to anything necessary in order to avoid 

jeopardizing the Portuguese connection with Great Britain.  The Prince also felt “at 

liberty to take such measures as prudence and the circumstances before him might 

dictate, for the preservation of his dominions.”  Frere, obviously disappointed upon 
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receiving this news, reflected that only one of three possible outcomes to this situation 

could result in any benefit to Portugal for signing a separate peace, “namely that of Great 

Britain being left to continue the contest upon her own resources.”  Pinto tried to ease 

Frere’s concerns by assuring him that it would take some time for Sousa to travel to 

Madrid, perhaps until 4 February.  Pinto provided Frere with a copy of Sousa’s 

instructions, a copy of which Frere enclosed in this dispatch to Grenville, along with the 

copy of Carvalho’s account of his meetings with the ministers of the Spanish 

Government.35

While Portugal deliberated over their dilemma, the French and the Spanish were 

busy negotiating.  In December 1800 Napoleon’s brother Lucien arrived in Madrid, to 

negotiate on behalf of the French Government.36   In only a short time, Lucien managed 

to secure Godoy’s return in Spain, and at the same time negotiated an agreement whereby 

the French and Spanish presented Portugal with an ultimatum.  If Portugal did not 

dissolve its alliance with England, expel English ships from its ports, and open those to 

French and Spanish ships then France and Spain would invade.37  France and Spain 

signed the treaty on 29 January 1801, meaning that this action was complete during the 

time that the Spanish-Portuguese “negotiations” were taking place. 

In Carvalho’s letter of 17 January (referenced above), he explained that in 

accordance with his instructions from Lisbon, he first visited the Spanish Minister of 

State on the evening of 15 January 1801.  After briefly explaining the purpose of his visit, 

Carvalho laid out the points according to his instructions for more than an hour.  The 

response from the Spaniard though, took far less time.  In justifying the current Spanish 

course of action, the minister replied  

Our connections with the French Republic oblige us to undertake it, unless 
Portugal concludes a peace with [France], according to the conditions 
which have been last offered it by that government; and it is useless to 

                                                 
35 Ibid. 

36 Lucien Bonaparte helped advance his brother’s career in the early years, but after 1804 was essentially 
excluded from the development of the growing Napoleonic Empire.  For more information on Lucien, see 
François Piétri, Lucien Bonaparte, (Paris, 1939), 130.  Lucien was sent to Madrid primarily because of his 
disagreement with Napoleon while serving as Minister of the Interior.  The position in Madrid essentially 
came about as a concession and to save face for his brother. 
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dispute any longer upon the subject, since the whole is reduced to one 
point or difficulty, which the cabinet of Lisbon only can do away, by 
taking the prudent resolution. 
 

Sensing the obvious end to the conversation, Carvalho took his leave, and proceeded to 

call upon Godoy, who had recently returned to power, in an attempt to seek resolution 

from a higher authority.38

In his subsequent meeting with Godoy, Carvalho did not find a more favorable a 

response than that he had already received from the Minister of State.  Godoy’s reply 

centered on the fact that “Spain finding herself obliged by the French Government, either 

to permit the passage of a French Army for the attack of Portugal, or to declare war 

against [Portugal] and carry it on with [Spanish] forces, chose the former alternative as 

the lesser evil of the two.”39  Again, this clearly illustrates the dual choices faced by both 

Spain and Portugal.  Spain had to choose between two options presented by the French 

Government, both of which came at some cost, while Portugal had to choose between 

alienating either the Spanish or the British in the struggle against the French.  Obviously, 

both Spain and Portugal had few choices. 

On 8 February, Frere addressed his next dispatch on this important topic to Lord 

Grenville.  This time he enclosed several other dispatches that had recently passed back 

and forth between the Spanish diplomat in Lisbon and the Portuguese Government.  The 

first enclosure, sent by the Duke de Frias, the Spanish envoy, to Pinto spelled out the 

Spanish King’s intentions regarding the Portugal situation.  In short, the Spanish King 

declared, “he will suffer no further delays in the affair of the peace, which the Portuguese 

Government has been treating of since so many months with the French Republic.”  Frias 

went on to relay his king’s sentiments regarding the prospects of Charles IV obtaining, 

“if necessary by force, what he could not obtain by gentle and conciliatory means.”  After 

recounting the general situation in Europe for several pages, the letter continued by 

reminding the Prince Regent of his ties to Spain, and also strongly suggesting that 

Portugal could not afford to stand alone with England.  The message concluded with the 

underlined statement that Charles IV would “receive no negotiator who does not [come] 
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authorized to conclude peace with France…and with the absolute condition…that 

Portugal will shut her harbors against the English, and open them to France and Spain.”  

The Spanish offered the Portuguese two days to answer and comply or the Spanish 

minister had instructions to depart Lisbon, with the understanding that war would 

commence immediately.40

Pinto de Sousa returned an answer to Frias the following day in which he relayed 

the Prince Regent’s surprise at the contents and tone of the message from Charles IV.  

Rather than simply accepting or rejecting the newest terms from the Spanish 

Government, the Portuguese protested the fact that the “question suddenly changed” at 

the very moment that they had dispatched a negotiator.  Therefore, the Prince Regent 

again threw the hopes of Portugal upon the mercy and goodness by hoping that “His 

Catholic Majesty will no longer insist on similar proposals, when he reflects upon the 

justice of this answer.”  It seemed perfectly clear that the Portuguese really did hope that 

the Spanish would suddenly change their mind again.  This communication essentially 

ignored all of the major points put forth by the Spanish envoy in his letter of the previous 

day.41

While these actions transpired, Frere played little real role in the affairs of either 

side.  Many of the passages in his 8 February dispatch to London highlighted the 

problems he faced in Lisbon.  For example, Frere wrote that he was unsuccessful in 

delaying Sousa’s departure for Madrid while he awaited instructions from London.  

Waiting for specific guidance from the Foreign Office, even though it remained perfectly 

obvious that he did not have the time to wait for such direction, made Frere appear 

unwilling to make important decisions on his own.  In such instances, he probably should 

have made the best decision he could, guided by the instructions he had received.  Based 

on the critical nature of the Anglo-Portuguese relationship, the British ambassador in 

Lisbon had to take some initiative at times to preserve that long standing alliance. 

Frere reported that he changed his mind regarding his attempts to delay Sousa’s 

departure once he received intelligence reports from Madrid on 27 January.  The 
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information about the advancing French Army convinced Frere of the necessity for Sousa 

to depart for Madrid.  After briefly summarizing the documents that passed between Frias 

and Pinto, Frere recounted to Grenville his own conversation with Pinto on the 27th.  In 

Frere’s words Pinto “appeared to feel a strong sense of the indignity and insolence, which 

marked this communication from the Spanish Minister.”  Noting Pinto’s fatigue as a 

result of the ongoing situation, Frere did not further engage in any lengthy conversation, 

but simply left Pinto with a few words of encouragement. 42

The morning after his conversation with Pinto, Frere sought and received an 

audience with Dom Rodrigo, who was leaving for the royal palace at Queluz for a council 

meeting.  The topic of the meeting, of course, concerned the latest message from the 

Spanish, and the appropriate Portuguese response.  While Frere knew this information 

from his meetings with Pinto over the previous few days, Rodrigo did not know the 

reasons for his summons to the palace.  After Frere briefed him on the latest news, 

Rodrigo expressed very little surprise regarding the Spanish course of action.  In fact, he 

seemed somewhat relieved by it. 

Essentially, Rodrigo saw this as a chance for Portugal to preserve its resources for 

the coming fight instead of squandering them unnecessarily.  Frere recounted Rodrigo’s 

response as “I thought we should have been led on with the hopes of peace, and then we 

should have made pecuniary sacrifices [until] we reduced ourselves to a situation in 

which we should be incapable of defense.” 43  Essentially, Rodrigo feared Portugal 

spending too much, in the way of resources, to avoid a conflict with Spain only to end up 

fighting Spain anyway.  By Rodrigo’s thinking, at least in this new scenario, Portugal 

could allocate their resources more wisely against the real threat.   

Frere concluded the 8 February dispatch by bringing all of the issues discussed in 

it to a close.  It appeared that the Spanish minister would depart Lisbon in the very near 

future, and that the commencement of hostilities would soon follow.  With regard to 

assistance, he passed along Sousa’s estimate that Great Britain would have to send “one 

million sterling, and 25,000 men.”  The number of troops requested equaled that of the 
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French Army expected to march against Portugal.  As on previous occasions, Frere 

refrained from making any guarantees about manpower or funds that Great Britain would 

provide.  He did assure Sousa though that “the utmost exertions would certainly be made, 

and that no time would be lost in forwarding to [Portugal] whatever force might remain 

disposable for that purpose.”44  While this statement should have comforted the 

Portuguese Government, they really did not have the luxury of time on their side in 

February 1801, and to this point, Frere had not proven that these types of assurances 

would have any real effect. 

Frere wrote another dispatch the very next day, 9 February 1801, to inform 

Grenville of the two meetings he had with Sousa on 8 February.  The subject of both 

meetings focused on monetary assistance for Portugal.  At their first conference of the 

day, Frere claimed that Portugal enjoyed a relatively better financial situation than Great 

Britain.  Therefore, Frere advised Sousa that the request of a £1 million subsidy “would 

appear so extravagant and ridiculous, that it would be thought to have been brought 

forward only for the purpose of being refused.”  Sousa had no choice then but to admit to 

the truth of Frere’s assertion.  Sousa then put forth a somewhat more reasonable request 

for a £400,000 subsidy accompanied by another £400,000 loan, secured with diamonds as 

collateral.  The two men had to suspend their conversation at that point because of other 

appointments on Sousa’s part.45

Before recounting their later discussion, Frere admitted to Grenville that he 

realized that he had started a discussion with the Portuguese upon a subject prematurely.  

He defended his conduct; without the conversation he would have been unable “to 

transmit home such information, as would be necessary for forming an opinion upon the 

situation of affairs here.”46  Frere’s decision made good sense, and demonstrated a 

perceptive and insightful approach to the problem, rather than a naïve, or semi-competent 

manner of which he often stood accused.47  Had he not listened to the Portuguese 
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requests, and had frank discussions about the details of those requests, it would have 

become too easy for the Portuguese Government to interpret Frere’s actions as a lack of 

British commitment.  Such an idea would have only naturally played into the hands of the 

French and Spanish. 

When Frere and Sousa resumed their meeting later in the evening, they continued 

their previous discussion.  Frere opened by saying that he wanted to send a more 

reasonable request to London, one that would likely meet with the approval of his 

government.  Sousa agreed, and stated that beyond just the financial arrangements, he 

wanted to “raise the country to a proper tone in point of spirit and confidence.” In 

achieving this goal, Sousa was convinced that his country would have taken a great step 

in containing their belligerent neighbors.48

After more conversation, Sousa had reduced the subsidy request to £300,000, 

complemented by a £500,000 loan.  To counter that proposal, Frere offered to alter the 

ratio of the total £800,000 package to a £200,000 subsidy and a £600,000 loan.  Frere 

cited historical context for this subsidy from a similar arrangement between Great Britain 

and Portugal in the year 1762 during the Spanish invasion of Portugal during the Seven 

Years’ War.  This conversation ended because a messenger from the Prince Regent 

arrived with a summons for Sousa to come to the palace.  As a result, Frere politely 

excused himself after stating that he would send the proposal to London requesting either 

£200,000 or £300,000 in subsidy, depending on England’s financial circumstances.  The 

remaining amount necessary to bring the total aid to £800,000 would come in the form of 

a loan as they had discussed.  Finally, Frere indicated to Grenville that Sousa would grant 

the Portuguese minister in London, D’Almeida, full powers to conclude this deal once the 

Parliament granted approval.49

Of the five different dispatches that Frere wrote on 9 February 1801, perhaps the 

shortest of them best illustrates some of the problems faced by Frere in Lisbon.  Frere’s 

fourth dispatch of that day, only two pages, dealt with the important topic of 

communication.50  In it, he reported that the ship that brought all of his letters of 9 
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February back to London was the only British packet remaining in the Lisbon harbor.  He 

suggested “the expediency of establishing some additional means of communication with 

[Portugal] during the very critical situation in which it is placed at present.”  While this 

request was certainly beyond Frere’s purview or control, it demonstrated that he 

remained mindful of the circumstances under which he worked, and the effects of those 

factors on the overall situation.51

The last of Frere’s 9 February dispatches proposed seeking mediation in the 

ongoing dispute from an outside party.  Frere enclosed the letter he had sent to Sousa the 

previous day explaining the idea.  Frere suggested using the Emperor of Russia as the 

mediator.52  The motives for such a decision were not clearly explained in Frere’s letter to 

Sousa, but it would have “bought some time” for the Portuguese to prepare their 

defenses.  It might also have caused the Spanish to reconsider their newfound alliance 

with the French, if they had to weigh the prospects of Russian involvement in the 

conflict. 

The crisis continued to evolve throughout February, and Frere stayed continually 

engaged on a near daily basis according to his own reports.  After several more meetings 

with Portuguese ministers, Frere finally gained an audience with the Prince Regent on 17 

February 1801.  Frere had two motives for meeting with the Portuguese sovereign; first to 

pass along the accustomed assurances of British goodwill and friendship, and second to 

explain a secret condition of the British sending any troops to Portugal.  The first of these 

motives, both expected and normal, met with no surprise or resistance from the Prince.  

However, the second one, while it probably caught Prince John slightly off-guard, 

pleased him greatly.  Frere explained that the British would not send troops as long as the 

Duke de Lafões remained in command of the Portuguese Army.53  Since the Prince 

Regent clearly had little regard for him anyway, this condition would provide the Prince 

with the excuse to remove Lafões from command. 
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The Prince Regent asked Frere if Great Britain would approve of Marshal Goltz 

as a replacement for Lafões.  Frere responded that he did not have the qualification or 

experience to discuss Goltz from a military perspective.  Frere, however, observed that 

Goltz “somehow or other, continued to attract to himself a portion of ridicule and 

contempt.”  As an alternative, Frere proposed naming Sir Charles Stuart to command the 

army, and placing him in a position so that he answered only to the Prince Regent.  The 

Prince Regent approved, at least in Frere’s opinion, of the suggestion to place Stuart in 

command of the Portuguese Army.54  This meeting between Frere and the Prince Regent 

illustrated that Frere did far more than just while away his time in Lisbon without 

accomplishing any important achievements.   

Frere’s outlook for Portugal had certainly dimmed by February 1801.  In a letter 

dated 18 February he spoke of the “hope I entertain, however faint and unsatisfactory, of 

seeing this country rescued from the fate, which at first sight appears inevitably to await 

it.”  He went on to list several reasons for his pessimistic views.  One of the primary 

factors was the poor condition of the Portuguese Army.  He reiterated the need for both a 

British commander and army to relieve some of the pressure upon Portugal.  Regarding 

the effect on the country at large, Frere claimed, “The arrival of a general possessed of 

the confidence of the army, and accompanied by a considerable auxiliary force, might 

give a spur to the national spirit.”55  Until the arrival of such a general and commander, 

Frere speculated that Lafões should remain in command, because his removal would 

serve no practical purpose until a suitable replacement arrived to take over.  At this point, 

Frere had little reason to expect the immediate arrival of British forces, dooming the 

Portuguese cause even more. 

Over the course of the following month, Frere sent a limited number of dispatches 

back to London.  He seems to have participated in the activities of the Portuguese court, 
                                                 
54 Ibid.  The Sir Charles Stuart referred to should not be confused with Sir Charles Stuart, better known as 
the Baron de Rothesay.  The military officer nominated in this instance to command the Portuguese Army 
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enjoyed a very favorable reputation in Portugal.  DNB, XIX, 74. 
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in Lisbon outlining the possible terms of peace to the Portuguese Government.  These terms mirror those 
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but he did have time to write seven brief dispatches between18 February and 22 March; 

they consisted of very little new information and repeated few substantive discussions 

between Frere and the Portuguese Government.  Frere wrote his next lengthy dispatch on 

22 March; it was in response to a letter from Grenville dated 27 February, which 

apparently arrived before 22 March.  Grenville’s dispatch had announced the British 

decision not to send any troops, nor a general officer, to Portugal because of “the present 

state of war in Europe,” and with “a due regard to the safety of the [British] dominions.”  

As a result, the British minister instructed Frere to recommend to the Portuguese Prince 

Regent that he “conclude his peace with the enemy on such terms as he may be able to 

obtain, and without any reference to the engagements subsisting between Portugal and 

Great Britain.”56  In this decision, Great Britain once again took the position of wanting 

to “have it both ways.”  They did not send troops or a general, but still expected Portugal 

to negotiate with France on terms favorable to, and preferred by, Great Britain.  This 

inconsistently clearly demonstrated that the flaws in British foreign policy had nothing to 

do with John Hookham Frere; in fact they started at the highest level, and simply 

resonated throughout the British Government. 

When Frere approached Pinto with the news from London, Pinto had already 

received an appraisal of the situation from his own representative in London.  Pinto, most 

understandably, expressed considerable surprise and disappointment.  Pinto also 

expressed his sense of frustration in the timing of the decision.  He claimed that Portugal 

could have gained better terms by the “conclusion of a treaty at an earlier period” had 

they only known that Britain would not send forces.  Frere reported, “He added with 

great warmth, that in holding out her formal acquiescence to such terms, Great Britain 

was in fact adding only contempt to injustice, and the breach of her engagements.”  Pinto 

displayed a strong sense of disgust when he spoke against Britain in such strong 

language.  When considered in light of Frere’s assessments of a few weeks prior, Pinto 

probably believed he really did not have anything else to lose, and it was unlikely that he 

would gain anything from the British at that point.  Even though it seems unlikely that 
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Frere could have changed Pinto’s mind by making any statements of continued British 

friendship toward Portugal, Frere offered one anyway. 57  Again, this demonstrated 

Frere’s resolve and professionalism in this situation. 

During the remaining days of March and the month of April Frere did not notice 

much change in the situation.  He wrote a few more dispatches on 22 March, all 

pertaining to minor issues.  His four dispatches of 28 March also had very little new 

information.  Throughout the month of April, Frere continued to represent the British 

Government in Lisbon, but he only sent a total of eight dispatches to London.  They 

simply recounted old news, and passed along rumors that Frere had heard from various 

sources about alleged movements of French troops in Spain.  In several cases, it seemed 

that Frere wrote simply to fulfill his obligation to apprise his government of events in 

Portugal.  It is also interesting to note that during this same time period, the Foreign 

Office did not send any new dispatches to him.  The situation seemed to have run its 

course for the moment, and both sides simply waited to see what would happen next. 

The local London newspaper reinforced the idea of a waiting period.  In an article 

that appeared in the 14 April edition of The Times, Englishmen read that “Yesterday 

advices were received from Lisbon, which mention that the country is in a state of perfect 

tranquility, and that great hopes are entertained that the Courts of the Tuilleries and 

Madrid will not push matters to an extremity.”58

This once promising period of relative calm ended in early May.  Frere’s first two 

dispatches of that month also contained little new information of relevance to the 

diplomatic conflict.  On 12 May, Hawkesbury wrote an important dispatch and sent it to 

Frere.  Although Frere probably did not receive it for a week or two, this was the first 

dispatch with significant news in over a month.  Hawkesbury informed Frere that Great 

Britain had decided to grant Portugal a subsidy of £300,000.  For a topic of such 

importance, the dispatch was surprisingly brief.  In only three pages, writing on only one 

half of each page, Hawkesbury laid out the reasons and terms for the arrangement.  After 
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acknowledging the receipt of Frere’s dispatches written through 17 April 1801, 

Hawkesbury stated 

As it appears … that notwithstanding the disposition of the Prince Regent 
to open a negotiation for peace with France and Spain, those powers still 
continue their hostile preparations against Portugal, I think it is right to 
acquaint you, …that His Majesty has been pleased to direct … to advance 
to the Queen of Portugal, by way of subsidy, the sum of £300,000, in order 
to assist … in taking such measures for the defense of her dominions 
against her enemies as the exigencies of affairs may appear to require.59

 

The dispatch also indicated that the exact arrangements for paying the subsidy would 

remain for representatives of both countries to determine at a later date.  This dispatch 

marked the first major accomplishment, and tangible proof of assistance rendered by 

Frere since his arrival in Lisbon. 

Frere’s dispatches throughout the month of May read much like military 

intelligence report that a field unit might send to their higher headquarters.  In Frere’s 

case, most of the information came from people outside of Lisbon, who had passed their 

observations to Frere, for the government in London.60  These reports related to enemy 

movements, both French and Spanish, by naval and ground forces.  By submitting all of 

these reports to his superiors in London, Frere ensured that the decision makers had the 

best possible and most complete information. 

In May there was limited diplomatic and military activity.  As a result, Frere 

wrote only one dispatch, relating to the political and diplomatic situation, on 15 May.  

After referencing his other intelligence reports, he declared, “that in case of the 

continuance of hostilities between Great Britain and France, …the situation of this 

country will have become most truly critical and alarming, not from any deficiency in the 

means of defense, which are existing in abundance, but from the rather supineness [sic] 

of the government and the Commander in Chief.”  Frere went on to cite “their inability to 

apply those means when deprived of a British force and the example of a British 

commander in chief, whose appointment to that situation would naturally be made the 
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indispensable condition under which such a force would be allotted to this service.”61  In 

this letter, Frere continued to advocate the deployment of a British force to Portugal, even 

though the King had already ruled out that possibility almost three months earlier.  Frere 

did not, however, know of the King’s most recent decision to grant the subsidy to 

Portugal, as Hawkesbury’s 12 May letter could not possibly have reached Frere by 15 

May.  As a result, Frere’s dispatch should be interpreted in the light in which he most 

likely intended it.  He had informed his superiors of the current conditions in Lisbon, and 

proposed a solution he thought would be the best possible solution for both countries. 

The remainder of May and the first week of June also passed in relative quiet, 

from both London and Lisbon.  That situation soon changed though, as relations between 

France and Portugal, and their allies, came to a head.  On 9 June, Hawkesbury wrote two 

letters to Frere; both of them discussed military matters.  In the first letter, Hawkesbury 

enclosed a copy of his letter to Lima, which had come in response to a request for the 

assistance of British troops.  Hawkesbury indicated that “His Majesty cannot consistently 

with what he owes to the security and interests of his own subjects, divert to any other 

services such a portion of the military force now employed in the defense of his 

dominions as would be required to afford real and substantial assistance to Portugal, in 

the contest in which it appears likely to be engaged.”62  This answer should not have 

surprised Frere, Lima, or anyone else in the Portuguese Government, as it essentially 

repeated, nearly verbatim, the answer given by Hawkesbury in February. 

Hawkesbury’s second dispatch to Frere concerned the assistance that His Majesty 

was willing to commit to the Portuguese situation.  After acknowledging the receipt of 

Frere’s dispatches through 23 May, Hawkesbury outlined the naval forces dispatched to 

Portugal, and the role they were intended to play.   The commander of that fleet, Sir 

James Saumarez, had received instructions to proceed to the mouth of the Tagus while en 

route to the Bay of Cadiz.  Frere’s mission was to ensure that the British fleet united with 

the Portuguese fleet.63  While the Portuguese did not refuse assistance from the British, it 
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is also obvious that the Portuguese Government would have preferred the landing of 

British troops to assist them.  From the tone of his correspondence, Frere’s own thoughts 

conformed more to the Portuguese than with his own government.  

 

Frere, British Diplomacy, and the War of Oranges 

By the time that Hawkesbury wrote these last two dispatches on 9 June, the war 

that pitted France and Spain against Portugal had already ended.  In fact, it was over 

before it began.  On 20 May, the Spanish Army, commanded by Godoy, entered Portugal 

near Elvas.  Due to the deficiencies of the Portuguese Army, as enumerated by Frere in 

several dispatches, the war lasted no more than four days.64  In what became known as 

“The War of the Oranges” because Godoy sent his queen a gift of Oranges from Portugal, 

the Spanish encountered no opposition.  This paved the way for Godoy to invite Lucien 

Bonaparte to Badajoz to conclude the treaty that, by prior arrangement, should have 

resulted in occupation of Portugal.65  In considering the timing of this attack, it becomes 

clear that for any British troops to have rendered practicable assistance, they would have 

to have been deployed well before May 1801.   

None of the news about the Spanish expedition into Portugal reached London by 

way of Frere until much later in June.  Frere addressed a dispatch to Hawkesbury on 13 

June to provide a detailed account of the events of the short-lived war.  He started by 

saying, “It will naturally be expected that I should attempt to give some account of what 

can hardly be dignified with the title of a campaign.”  He attributed his delay to a 

difficulty in gathering facts and establishing exactly what had taken place.  Frere spent 

the seven pages accounting for the failures of the Portuguese Army, many attributed to 

the Duke of Lafões.66  The scope of these problems demonstrated clearly that British 

troops could not have prevented the defeat of Portugal.  Only an entirely new command 

structure and the time to rid the Portuguese Army of its old maladies could have 

prevented the same result.  While the British could have provided a general, they could 

not have dictated the terms necessary to stall for time on behalf of Portugal. 
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66 Frere to Hawkesbury, 13 June 1801, PRO FO 63/37. 
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On 22 June 1801, Frere sent an important dispatch to London detailing the 

extraordinary turn of events surrounding the conclusion of a treaty following “The War 

of the Oranges.”  Frere reported a request from Sousa to meet at an unusually late hour 

for “an opportunity of communicating some information.”  The startling news was that 

the Spaniards had apparently decided not to ratify the treaty, but only after hearing the 

French reaction to the agreement.  Frere claimed that it was a well-known fact that 

Lucien received a letter from Napoleon soon after he had agreed to the lenient terms for 

Portugal.  Lucien decided to ignore the letter.  It had arrived too late, so he sent the terms 

he had negotiated back to Paris.  This defiance by Lucien angered Napoleon, so he 

instead sent new terms from Paris for the purpose of dictating the establishment of a 

peace with Portugal.  Frere went on for several pages in describing some of the 

consequences, from the Portuguese perspective.67  Frere did not report the conclusion of 

the French treaty until 29 July 1801.68  When the final treaty was completed, the 

treatment of Portugal had changed little from the terms negotiated by Lucien.   

An article in The Times, dated 11 July 1801, demonstrated that the British 

population had little understanding of the actual terms of peace concerning Portugal, 

Spain, and France.  The article read, in part, “The intelligence from Portugal is so 

extremely defective, and the secrecy observed respecting the terms of the convention so 

mysterious, that we can only indulge conjectures, however probable, upon all that relates 

to that unfortunate kingdom.”  The article went on to characterize the Spanish actions 

throughout the entire episode as taken “only under the influence of terror,” referring to 

Napoleon and France.69  Frere’s dispatches from the last week of July finally shed some 

light on this truly bizarre situation.  Despite Frere’s late news, it was obvious the British 

public and press expected more accurate news about the events taking place on the 

Iberian Peninsula. 
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On the same day that he wrote the dispatch concerning the conclusion of the 

peace, Frere also wrote another dispatch to London announcing that the Prince Regent 

had finally seen fit to remove the Duke of Lafões from his posts as Commander in Chief 

of the Portuguese Army, and Minister of War.  Frere indicated that Marshal Goltz had 

agreed to accept command of the army, but had not yet formally done so.  The post of 

Minister of War remained vacant.  Frere also noted that “In the present state of things, 

this post is by no means an enviable one.”70  While certainly an understatement, Frere’s 

opinion in this regard only began to explain the magnitude of the problems in the 

Portuguese military establishment. 

Frere’s correspondence through the rest of the summer of 1801 reveals very little 

substantive information about the performance of his duties.  With the “war” finished, 

only the final terms of the peace remained of significant interest.  Once that issue 

resolved itself in late July, little else occurred in Portugal germane to the relationship 

between the British and Portuguese Governments.  Most of Frere’s dispatches focused on 

reporting on routine events, and other fairly mundane developments.  For example, Frere 

made mention on many occasions of spending time engaged in the various activities of 

the royal court.  Many of these functions had few specific duties, but as the minister of a 

major power, Frere’s attendance was all but mandatory.  Many of the court functions 

centered on attending mass because Catholicism was the state religion of Portugal.  As 

mentioned in one of the letters written by his brother Bartle to another family member in 

England, Frere found six-hour sessions in church quite tedious.71  Frere also spent some 

of his time traveling to some of the other cities and towns in Portugal, but generally only 

upon occasions when the Prince Regent had gone there, and thus the court followed. 

During the early fall of 1801, much of the message traffic between Frere and 

London turned to the ongoing negotiations between the British and the French 

Governments.  On 2 October 1801, Hawkesbury wrote Frere with the details of the 

preliminary agreement at Amiens.  Hawkesbury instructed Frere to share these details 

with the Portuguese Government, but only with the Foreign Minister Almeida, and in the 
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71 Festing, John Hookham Frere and His Friends, 18. 
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strictest confidence.72  This peace between two of the major European powers seemed to 

have created a sense of tranquility, although perhaps not to the degree that many would 

have expected. 

Frere reported that Lisbon had marked the signing of preliminaries between Great 

Britain and France, along with the conclusion of peace between Portugal and France, 

with a display of fireworks.  Yet, he also reported though that the event “passed over with 

a degree of indifference” among most citizens; Frere found this far outside the normal 

celebratory nature of the Portuguese.73  Perhaps Frere’s image of the “normal nature” of 

the Portuguese citizenry missed the mark.  Or, perhaps the Portuguese simply failed to 

harbor high hopes for a last peace.  Obviously, that view proved correct over the next few 

years. 

Over the last few months of 1801 and into the early months of 1802, many of 

Frere’s dispatches concerned events taking place in Spain.  In some cases, he simply 

passed along somewhat routine information he had received from various contacts in 

Spain.  In other cases, the messages concerned trade and business arrangements between 

the Spanish and the Portuguese.  A few of the dispatches from this period also contained 

reports on the movements of French troops.  The French began moving back toward 

France in December 1801, “having actually removed from Valladolid and Salamanca.” 

Estimates stated that “the last division will pass the frontiers and reenter upon the 

territory of their republic on the [11th] of next month.74  While this likely came as good 

news to the Spanish populace in those areas, it did not significantly alter the situation in 

Portugal. 

Frere also reported on one significant new development in Lisbon in the spring of 

1802.  Napoleon had appointed General Jean Lannes as the new French minister to 

Portugal.  Lannes’ arrival in March had been spectacular, designed in large part to 

intimidate the Prince Regent.75  Lannes maintained a similar demeanor himself 
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41 



throughout his service in Lisbon.  His trip to Portugal started off poorly when the ship 

carrying many of his possessions had been impounded.  Lannes spent considerable time 

protesting what he perceived as egregious behavior to a wide variety of Portuguese 

Government officials.76  Meanwhile Frere simply reported all of these intrigues. 

For example, in late April 1802, Frere described the essence of several complaints 

lodged by Lannes with the Portuguese Government.  These protests centered on the 

presence in Lisbon of several regiments composed of French émigrés.  Lannes found 

their presence “incompatible with the presence of a French minister.”77  In May Frere 

wrote again about the dispute over Lannes’ property.78  In June the feelings of ill-will 

between Lannes and the Portuguese grew even stronger after the police in Lisbon 

apprehended Lannes’ personal secretary.  They detained him because he tried to flee from 

several officers after inadvertently getting in the way of a trap they had set for an alleged 

band of robbers.  The police handled the situation poorly, especially after they learned the 

identity of Lannes’ secretary.  This issue culminated with Lannes receiving an audience 

with the Prince Regent, whereupon Lannes stated that he had “no confidence in the 

[Portuguese] ministers,” so he would have to deal only with the Prince Regent on all 

important issues.  At this same meeting Lannes presented the Prince Regent with a series 

of demands dealing with several separate issues connected to a Franco-Portuguese 

partnership.  Frere detailed these demands in his dispatch to London.79

 Sometime in the middle of 1802 Frere began to look for another diplomatic post; 

he believed the events in Lisbon had grown static and no longer challenged him.  He 

believed that due to the change in status between Portugal and England his position was 

somehow inferior in nature.  With the entry of French troops, and the capitulation of the 
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Portuguese without resistance, he believed his abilities were no longer challenged.  In his 

eyes, Madrid held far more appeal and prestige for a member of the Foreign Service.80

Although Frere’s correspondence with the Foreign Office in London did not 

contain a definitive request from Frere for a transfer, he received a letter from 

Hawkesbury announcing his appointment to a new post.  In a dispatch dated 13 July 

1802, Hawkesbury told Frere to prepare to move to Madrid as soon as the Spanish 

appointed a minister of equal diplomatic rank to London.81  Requests for such 

appointments usually took place through private correspondence, or through an 

intermediary, so it would not always appear in the official volumes.  In Frere’s case, the 

role of Canning as intermediary seems quite likely, based on their long-standing 

relationship and Canning’s influence in the government. 

Despite whatever positive effects Canning’s influence may have had on this new 

appointment, Canning again expressed his reservation in a private letter to Frere.  

Canning believed that an appointment to Madrid was not necessarily superior to the one 

in Lisbon.  Canning wrote 

First, you think that in point of ease and comfort your present service is 
inferior to any other and especially to Madrid.  I do not consider this (as 
you suppose I might) as a “bare thought” in the present state of things, and 
the present and probable temper of this government. 
 

Canning seemed to agree with him on some points, but with reservations.  He also looked 

to the future, and made a veiled warning of impending changes in the government at 

home.  He wrote 

The reasons which you address are unanswerable, unless (which you are 
better able to judge than I can be) the necessary changes in the relation of 
this country and Portugal, produced or to be produced by the operation of 
the both theaters, diminishes the distinction, or rather perhaps transfers it 
to the French, which the English Ministry has enjoyed at Lisbon.  In which 
case you must either descend from your height, …or what would be 
perhaps still worse, must have a long combat to maintain against the 
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growing preponderance of the new French minister, with the certainty of 
being less faintly (if at all) supported from home.82

 
Again Canning made a curious remark about the government at home.  Because England 

did practically nothing to help the Portuguese withstand the French invaders, maybe 

Canning was simply frustrated by the entire situation.  In that case, his warning to Frere 

about going to Madrid, the court of an enemy king, was more understandable. 

Canning also suggested that he and Frere should only correspond on official 

business to eliminate any perception of favoritism between the two.  He further warned 

Frere that upon any upcoming promotion or reassignment, he should proceed directly to 

that new post without returning to England, so as not to provide the government with a 

convenient opportunity to reconsider Frere’s new appointment.83  The fact that he wrote 

this letter to Frere in December 1801 indicated that Frere clearly had intention of seeking 

a new appointment for sometime before the official announcement of the change.  Yet, 

even after notification from London, Frere remained in Lisbon for several more months. 

A delighted Frere acknowledged his receipt of Hawkesbury’s dispatch appointing 

him to Madrid in a dispatch to London dated 4 August 1802.84  At the time of this notice, 

the situation in Lisbon truly had become significantly less important.  Most of the 

messages that Frere sent back to London in the three months before his new appointment 

concerned either the relationship between Spain and Portugal, or the highly personal feud 

ongoing between Almeida and Lannes.  Most of his dispatches had an informative tone 

that implied Frere passed along the news mainly because of a lack of any other news to 

convey. 

By 20 October John Hookham Frere was enroute to Madrid and Frere’s brother, 

Bartle Frere, assumed the role of British envoy in Lisbon.85  In retrospect, John Hookham 

Frere’s service in Lisbon spanned a volatile and crucial period in the long and storied 
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relationship between Great Britain and Portugal.  Many of the traditional assumptions of 

goodwill between those two countries were put to the test during 1800 and 1801.  

Although the situation seemed to improve somewhat in 1802, it remains difficult to say 

that the rift had healed from either country’s perspective.  When evaluating Frere’s 

performance as a diplomat, many have described him as “bumbling” or “ineffective.”  

Nevertheless, in a careful analysis of crises faced by Frere, it is noteworthy that he did 

succeed in many important tasks in Portugal, despite the low prospects of success upon 

his arrival to Portugal at the end of 1800.  The situation faced by Portugal in relation to 

its continental neighbors had already forced them too far down the road of alienating their 

traditional British allies.  Frere managed to stay on favorable terms with all of the 

important people in the Portuguese Government, which proved important in later mission 

to Portugal by Villiers.  Frere also provided extremely accurate and insightful analysis to 

London concerning both the Portuguese Government and Army, and all of their 

problems.  Frere also negotiated the terms for subsidies that were quite favorable to the 

Portuguese, and also one the British Government could accept.  Despite these important 

successes, Frere could not prevent the unfavorable outcome for England.  Not even Great 

Britain’s best diplomats, many of whom served in these same countries in the years soon 

after Frere, could have fixed a mess the magnitude of which Frere faced. 

In reviewing many of the words and phrases that Frere used to describe several of 

the leading figures in the Portuguese Government, the picture of a country plagued by 

problems in every department of government becomes plain to see, and Frere’s insightful 

analysis proved correct during the coming years in many cases.  This situation contrasted 

sharply with the kind words that Frere would come to lavish upon many of the leading 

figures in the Spanish Government.  Maybe this hope figured in his decision to lobby for 

a change.  Perhaps it simply worked out that way in the end.  Regardless, the dismal 

picture conveyed by Frere during his final months in Portugal never completely changed 

over the next few years.  Portugal did fare pretty well in the short term, which in part can 

be attributed to the foundation laid by Frere.  The next permanent British envoy, Lord 

Robert Stephen Fitzgerald, did not have many successes during his time in Portugal.  By 

1807, whatever chances Portugal had for maintaining their independence, without 
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significant outside help, had disappeared along with the Prince Regent when he fled to 

Brazil in the face of the next French invasion. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 

JOHN HOOKHAM FRERE IN SPAIN, 1802-1804 

 

 In 1802, after his steady lobbying campaign, Frere received notice of his transfer 

from Lisbon to the Spanish Court at Madrid as the British Envoy Extraordinaire and 

Minister Plenipotentiary.  Once again his personal relationship with Canning helped him 

secure this position, despite Canning’s reservations.  Frere had completed a very difficult 

assignment in Lisbon without any complaint.  Despite the fact that he resided in Portugal 

during a very important period in the relations between England and Portugal, little 

analytical material, critical or complementary, exists on the quality of his service there.  

Nevertheless, based on his correspondence and activities, it is quite obvious that he 

performed much better in Lisbon than is generally acknowledged.  Frere moved from one 

post in a country that essentially snubbed their long-standing relationship with the 

British, to another country that eventually entered into a declared war with England.  

Spain proved no easier a mission for Frere than that in Portugal. 

 Frere’s initial instructions from the King for his mission to Madrid conformed 

very closely to those he had received two years earlier for his post in Lisbon.  Of the few 

articles that had any significant difference, most pertained to trade and commerce issues.  

Frere also received an admonition to “keep the most watchful eye on the security of the 

important fortress of Gibraltar, and … on no account ever relax attention to that object.”  

Frere was also told “observe what may pass between the courts of Madrid and Lisbon,” 

and advise London “of any new engagements which may be contracted between them 

with or without the interposition of France or any other country.”1  These instructions 

should not have caused any alarm, as all of the provisions seemed perfectly logical and in 

no way specific to any particular issues. 
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 Hawkesbury did provide Frere with a little more guidance on some specific issues 

in a dispatch of the same date as the King’s instructions to Frere.  Hawkesbury told Frere 

in very plain and direct language that his primary mission was to bring Spain over to the 

British side in the struggle against France.  He said 

The constant and persevering object of all your attention should be to 
separate Spain as far as possible from her connection with France, and to 
attach her to this country.  You will represent for this purpose the great 
losses which Spain sustained in the course of the last war, in consequence 
of her alliance with France, and you will dwell particularly on the conduct 
of France towards his Catholic Majesty in the negotiations for peace, and 
especially of his being compelled by his ally to purchase the restitution of 
some of the French possessions by the cession of the Island of Trinidad to 
his Majesty.  The conduct of France on this occasion ought to be sufficient 
to convince the Spanish Government that no real advantage can ever 
accrue to them from an alliance with that Power, and that it is highly 
probable, that in every war in which they may be engaged cojointly with 
France against His Majesty, it will be their lot to pay in part at least the 
price of the peace.2

 
Such a strong statement should have left little doubt in Frere’s mind about the course of 

action that the ministers intended for him to pursue.  In fact, this issue almost singularly 

defined the nature of Frere’s time in Spain.  Very similar to his performance in Lisbon, 

Frere performed much better in Spain than the recognition that he received. 

Soon after his arrival in Spain in 1802, Frere, in one of his earliest dispatches to 

Hawkesbury, gave credence to the importance patronage played in his own appointment.  

Frere wrote that the confidence entrusted to him by the King “was the effect of 

circumstances and personal acquaintances and I could not pretend to claim it as the result 

of any services of my own.”3  While this may seem like false modesty, it at least proves 

that the thought crossed Frere’s mind at the time.  Frere had a reputation for sharing close 

relationships with only a few friends and family.  Perhaps what appeared to be humility 

was simply Frere’s true self-deprecating nature.  Frere did prove effective in some 

respects, such as his dealings with the French minister, General Pierre Riel, the Marquis 
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de Beurnonville. 4   He arrived in Madrid at the same time as Frere and with a charge 

from Bonaparte very similar to the one Hawkesbury gave Frere, to improve Franco-

Spanish relations, at the expense of Anglo-Spanish ties.  Despite Frere’s successes, many 

people viewed his tenure in Madrid as a failure.  Therefore, the thought that Frere 

benefited purely from “circumstances and personal acquaintances” probably became even 

more believable. 

 Frere spent two years in Spain, spanning a contentious period of the rapport 

between the continental powers and Great Britain.  Spain proved no exception to this 

tenuous relationship.  Frere arrived in Madrid on 14 November 1802, after spending 

much of the month of October and early November in transit from Lisbon to Cadiz, about 

250 miles by ship, and then traveling the almost 400 miles by coach to Madrid.5  Frere 

only stayed in Madrid for a brief time, as the Spanish court had temporarily relocated to 

Valencia.  Frere arrived there on 4 December 1802, and presented his credentials to King 

Charles IV on 8 December at Valencia.6

 Frere’s nephews, William and Bartle, later reported that upon his arrival in Spain, 

he found “little prejudice against England on the part of those who represented the 

worthier elements of Spanish character at the court of Charles IV.”  Unfortunately 

though, these men “were in a woeful minority.”7  Frere quickly realized that all real 

power truly rested in the hands of Godoy.  Based on his dispatches from Lisbon, this fact 

should not have surprised Frere.  During the previous year, on 25 August 1801, he had 

seen a translated copy of the Spanish King’s proclamation entrusting Godoy with even 
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more state powers than he previously held.  In the document, the Spanish King stated that 

Godoy’s “intelligence, energy, and prudence have exceeded the expectations of everyone, 

and even those who are jealous of you, are silent.”8  Since Frere had described Godoy’s 

powers in a dispatch well prior to his departure from Lisbon, he obviously had some idea 

of the situation in Spain before his arrival there. 

The false tranquility that had followed the Peace of Amiens came to an end with 

the British declaration of war against France on 18 May 1803.  Originally, Spain declared 

neutrality in the renewed conflict between Great Britain and France.  Very soon though, 

the Spanish government reconsidered their diplomatic position based on obligations 

stemming from the Treaty of San Ildefonso signed between Spain and France in 1796.  

One of the provisions required Spain to pay an annual subsidy to France upon any 

recurrence of a war with Great Britain.  Although it was not clear whether Spain had paid 

this fee during the last period of conflict between 1796 and 1801, France called upon 

Spain to pay in 1803.  Another provision called for Spain to provide troops to support 

French military objectives upon recurrence of the war.  Consequently, Frere engaged in 

frequent talks with Godoy during May and June of 1803 to determine Spain’s actual 

position in supporting the French against England.9  Of course, the French ambassador, 

Beurnonville, also spoke with Godoy quite often over the same period in order to 

convince the Spanish to increase their overt support for the French.  This caused Frere to 

work to undermine Beurnonville’s efforts. 

In a dispatch dated 2 June 1803 to Frere, Lord Hawkesbury laid out the course of 

behavior for Frere to follow.  After professing the customary formal expressions of His 

Majesty’s compliments and regard for Frere’s conduct, Hawkesbury stated the king’s 

“sincere and earnest desire that the Spanish Government may be enabled to maintain the 

strictest neutrality in the war which has commenced between Great Britain and France.”  
                                                 
8 Frere to Hawkesbury, 25 August 1801, PRO FO 63/36. 

9Frere to Hawkesbury, 1 June 1803, and Frere to Hawkesbury, 3 June 1803, PRO FO 72/48.  The first letter 
outlines Spain’s initial claims of neutrality, while the second details the essence of several subsequent 
meeting between Frere and Godoy where they discussed Spain’s true stance on the matter.  Frere did not 
provide exact dates or times of these meetings, but based on the implications in the 3 June dispatch, they 
must have taken place between 1 June and 3 June.  For further details on the treaty, see Charles Esdaile, 
Spain in the Liberal Age: From Constitution to Civil War, (Oxford, 2000), 11.  See also W.N. Hargreaves-
Mawdsley, ed., Spain Under the Bourbons, 1700-1833: A Collection of Documents, (Columbia, 1973), 178 
for all the articles of the treaty. 
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Recognizing the inherent difficulties in determining the Spanish King’s true feelings on 

his obligations in the San Ildefonso agreement, Hawkesbury made this a top priority for 

Frere.  The question essentially revolved upon the issue of whether the Spanish intended 

to fulfill their responsibilities, and if so, just how willingly and enthusiastically they 

intended to do so.10

The paragraphs that followed in the 2 June dispatch described a number of 

different scenarios that the Spanish Government might follow, and a corresponding set of 

instructions for Frere to pursue in each case.  For instance, if the Spanish decided to 

comply with the exact letter of the Treaty of San Ildefonso and nothing more, then Frere 

had to report that fact back to London and focus on the realities of the situation.  If, on 

the other hand, France tried to force Spain to provide more forces than required in the 

treaty, Frere’s response would have been quite different.  In that case, Frere was to advise 

the Spanish government “His [British] Majesty will consider a compliance with this 

requisition as equivalent to a declaration of war, and as justifying His Majesty in 

proceeding to immediate hostilities against Spain.”11  This type of declaration from the 

British Government left Spain with very few viable alternatives; Spain had to choose 

between the French and the British, or seek a neutral path. 

The last topic in this dispatch pertained to Portugal.  Hawkesbury simply wanted 

Frere to remind the Spanish Government that Great Britain fully intended to respect the 

neutrality of Portugal.  Furthermore, Great Britain would not allow that neutrality “to be 

molested by any other power whatsoever.”  While this statement very concisely captured 

Great Britain’s official position, it seemed rather disingenuous.  The long history of an 

allied partnership between the British and the Portuguese made it very unlikely that Great 

Britain really intended to treat Portugal as a strictly neutral nation during the struggle 

with France.  In the event he received unfavorable responses from the Spanish on these 

important topics, the dispatch authorized Frere to depart Madrid and retire to Lisbon.  

                                                 
10Hawkesbury to Frere, 2 June 1803, Papers Relative to the Discussion With Spain, in 1802, 1803, and 
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Before taking that drastic step though, Frere had to inform the officers commanding His 

Majesty’s ships in the areas around Spain, so they could initiate hostilities against Spain 

immediately.12  The fact that Lord Hawkesbury wrote these instructions as early as June 

of 1803 clearly showed that Frere’s later departure in July of 1804 did not come about 

hastily, or without sufficient forethought. 

On the same day that Hawkesbury wrote the dispatch, 2 June, Frere also wrote a 

letter destined for London.  In it, he reported the essence of a conversation with the 

Prince of the Peace on some unspecified date prior to 3 June.  Frere recounted pressing 

Godoy on several occasions regarding Spain’s alleged neutrality in the war.  In one 

instance, Godoy answered Frere by stating that the conversations between the two men 

really meant nothing, because it was only “mere conversation, and [could] lead to no 

end.”  Godoy demanded to know more about the British intentions before he would 

reveal Spain’s goals.  Instead of trying to orally describe all of the issues from the British 

perspective, Frere submitted these to Godoy in writing, hoping that the two could 

continue their discussion at a later meeting.13

In that written communication, Frere emphasized the differences between the 

literal construction and other possible interpretations of the Treaty of San Ildefonso.  

Frere informed Godoy that adherence to the terms of the treaty would automatically 

constitute a state of war between Spain and Great Britain.  In this instance, Frere used 

more stringent language than he had before in establishing consequences of Spanish 

actions.  Frere also repeated his statements of goodwill on the part of the British monarch 

towards the Spanish King and his people.  In hopes of swaying Godoy, Frere implied that 

a similar sentiment did not exist on the part of the French toward the Spanish.  Frere also 

expressed his displeasure that he still had to deal with this issue.  In essence Frere said 

that he was limited by circumstance, and that only the Spanish government could change 

the course of the relations between Great Britain and Spain at this point.14  Although 

Frere painted a dire picture in this letter, the matter continued to persist for over a year. 
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On 10 June Frere sent a dispatch to London on this subject, with a copy of a letter 

from Godoy to him indicating that Spain did not intend to favor one side over the other.  

Frere told Hawkesbury, “My first impression was to return an answer, pointing out the 

manner in which my question had been eluded, and repeating it in a clear and formal 

manner.”  In the next sentence, however, Frere concluded that idea might not have 

worked, and in any case the definitive answer from Spain might turn out less favorable 

for Great Britain than the vague answer presented by Godoy.15  Therefore, Frere simply 

continued to follow the course of action he had adopted. 

Godoy’s letter to Frere contained nothing but generalities, and truly did not 

answer any of his questions.  Godoy even went as far as to profess ignorance on the part 

of the Spanish monarchy concerning the state of affairs between France and Great 

Britain.   While the Spanish may not have received a formal announcement of the 

resumption of hostilities, for the Principal Minister of State to claim ignorance in stating 

Spain’s position assumes Frere and the British ministers were quite naïve.  In fact, Godoy 

claimed the 1802 Treaty of Amiens was a binding document, under which Spain 

continued to operate.16

Frere also composed a private letter to Hawkesbury on 10 June in which he 

ventured to write in stronger terms about the same issues.  Among the points made and 

then omitted from his public version, Frere first stated, “it is certain that the disposition of 

the country is entirely in favor of England.”  By that he meant the Spanish populace, not 

the government.  Frere’s only qualification reflected upon the commitment of the Spanish 

people.  This sentiment seemed consistent with the response of the populace a few years 

later when the French marched through Spain in 1807 en route to Portugal.  In Frere’s 

mind, the problem centered on several issues, more personal in nature, involving both the 

Spanish King and the Prince of the Peace.17

In the first case, Frere speculated on the impression left by the sale of Louisiana 

from Bonaparte to the United States of America.  He reported that Charles IV seemed 
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“particularly irritated,” and that the French ambassador to Madrid conveyed sullenness 

that seemed “very unusual.”  The second issue focused on the advance of Lucien 

Bonaparte upon Madrid.  Frere reported, “The announced approach of Lucien Bonaparte 

has created a general impression that his personal ascendancy over the Prince of [the] 

Peace will enable him to secure any point which he may wish to carry.”  Recognizing the 

fact that all facets of Spanish politics centered on contact with Godoy, Frere claimed that 

he himself had worked diligently to cultivate a good relationship with the Prince of the 

Peace.  Frere then took the opportunity, one that he could only take in a private letter, to 

boast to Hawkesbury that “if I may believe what is reported to me of the manner in which 

I am always mentioned, I have advanced in as great a degree as I could have any person 

to expect.”18  While all of Frere’s speculation may have proven correct, it did not do 

anything for improving the standing of the British Government, hopefully at the expense 

of the French, in the eyes of the Spanish monarchy or ministry. 

In his private letter to Hawkesbury, Frere mentioned the advance of a French 

Army upon Spain.  Frere received this information on 10 June in an intelligence report 

from Bayonne, dated 30 May.  The French force was alleged to include as many as 

50,000 men with another 12,000 in reserve.19  Obviously destined for Spain, this 

presented a problem for Frere.  When Frere questioned both Godoy and Cevallos about 

the reported French force, neither Spanish official had much information to offer him.  

Godoy stalled by stating that the Spanish themselves were still trying to ascertain the 

reason that France had assembled such a large contingent in Bayonne.  Cevallos 

questioned the accuracy of the reported strengths in the report, and insisted that it did not 

mean anything.  These non-answers did little to assuage Frere, and caused him to send 

both the public and private dispatches to Hawkesbury on 10 June.20

Nearly a month later, Frere still had little definite news to share with his superiors 

in London.  In fact, Hawkesbury may have felt an even greater sense of confusion, or 

perhaps frustration, after reading Frere’s dispatch dated 6 July from Madrid.  In that 
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letter, Frere reported a variety of contradictory statements and actions taken by the 

Spanish government.  On one hand, he said that Godoy had not “thought proper to 

commit himself by any distinct proposals upon the subject of obtaining a guarantee for 

that neutrality which [Spain] professes it self to adopt.”  On the other hand, he reported 

“an evident increase in the humor of the French Ambassador,” and the fact that “several 

altercations have passed between him [the French Ambassador] and the Prince of [the] 

Peace.”21  Unknown to Frere at the time, Beurnonville described a different conversation 

in his dispatch to Paris than the one Godoy related to Frere.  Godoy’s version contained a 

demand for an explanation of the French force at Bayonne.  In the absence of a suitable 

answer, Godoy claimed Spain would constitute a larger force to oppose the French.  

Beurnonville did not include any such threat by Godoy in his dispatch.22  The disparities 

in the Spanish court, mainly between Godoy’s words and Spain’s actions, made it very 

difficult for Frere to determine Spanish intentions.  This made it even more difficult, or 

perhaps nearly impossible, for Hawkesbury and the other cabinet ministers in London to 

draw any safe or accurate conclusions. 

In July Frere mentioned a popular belief regarding some type of secret alliance 

between Spain and Britain.  He wrote “the common people are persuaded that there is a 

secret understanding with England, and that … the two powers are to fall jointly upon 

France.”  He continued that the people seemed “universally delighted with the prospect.”  

Nevertheless, no such secret arrangement existed.  Frere also described the successes of 

the Portuguese minister to Madrid, Cypriano Freire, a name which was all too easily 

confused with “Frere” at times, in advancing the cause of his rulers during this period of 

strife between Spain and France.23  This seems an odd remark, and one that should have 

caused great concern among the British cabinet.  If the Portuguese minister in Madrid had 

received such a warm reception in comparison to Frere, could the British and Portuguese 

really have had such a strong relationship at this point?  This seems to provide another 

example of how the triangular relationship between Great Britain, Spain, and Portugal 

                                                 
21 Frere to Hawkesbury, 6 July 1803, PRO FO 72/49. 

22 Jones, “Fear and Domination,” 71. 
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may not have been as clearly defined at the time as many observers since then have 

believed or claimed.24

The following day, 7 July, Frere wrote another dispatch dealing with this same 

topic.  As he had nearly daily interaction with Godoy, as well as other important figures 

in the Spanish government, Frere often wrote several dispatches on any given day in 

order to keep his superiors in London continually updated on changing situations.  Of 

course, given the methods of communication in the early nineteenth century, the cabinet 

ministers in London often read many of these dispatches at the same time.  By writing so 

many dispatches in one day Frere also ensured that he recorded all of the pertinent details 

of his conversations with Godoy and others in a timely manner, so as not to omit any 

crucial details.  Thus, his dispatches served as a diary as well as a conveyance for the 

critical information to London. 

In the 7 July dispatch, Frere first recounted the substance of his “usual audience” 

with Cevallos, who briefed all foreign ministers residing in Madrid every Wednesday 

night.  Cevallos and Frere discussed the general issues then swirling about between all of 

the European powers, as well as the specific fact that Great Britain had apparently agreed 

to allow the Russian Emperor to serve as a mediator between Great Britain and France.  

This fact, while not completely unexpected, came as a surprise to Frere.  In his 

conversation with Cevallos, Frere again expressed normal British sentiments on the 

matter, in accordance with his instructions.  Frere also made specific mentioned again 

that Cevallos “opened himself much more to the Portuguese minister.”25  Frere certainly 

enjoyed a warmer relationship with Cevallos than he ever did with Godoy, so it became 

even more noteworthy that he made such a pointed reference to Cevallos’ relations with 

the Portuguese minister. 

On the morning of 7 July, Frere had an audience with Godoy again to continue 

their discussion of the situation, especially in light of the intelligence that Frere had 

received the previous evening concerning the prospect of Russian mediation.  Frere 
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questioned Godoy about Spain’s position and his personal position, as he personally had 

much to lose if the French decided to exact revenge on Spain.  Frere later recorded in a 

dispatch that after noting Godoy pleasure upon hearing the news, he told Godoy,  

I should not be surprised if you were not …in an embarrassing situation.  
In the prospect which we had before us, you would at least have had the 
advantage of taking your time, and acting as circumstances might direct, 
but I think in the present state of things, there is a great danger behind, 
both personally for you, and for the country [Spain] itself.  You have 
already done and said enough to irritate and alarm the French, and I am 
afraid that if a complete pacification takes place, in which you have no 
part, the more perfect and complete the arrangement may be, the worse it 
will be for you; as France will certainly take that opportunity of wreaking 
her vengeance against Spain, and against you personally; and when once 
the present discussion is over, it will be much more difficult to engage the 
other powers of Europe in your behalf, than if (as in the present case you 
might do) you were to bring forward your own situation, to be discussed in 
a congress, or under the arbitration of an honorable mediator, while other 
arrangements are going forward. 
 

While he did not fully agree with Frere’s assessment of the situation, Godoy did 

at least concede that the relations between Spain and France “must undergo an 

alteration.”  He went on to add, “When the present question [is] settled between 

France and England, it would be proper [for Spain] to form a more intimate 

connection with Portugal, England, and Russia.”26  While Godoy’s sentiment 

seems sincere and congenial enough, it did nothing to improve the situation, as it 

existed in early July 1803.  Frere ended this dispatch to Hawkesbury by 

expressing some degree of hope that all of the powers involved would resolve this 

situation peacefully in the very near future; he based this hope largely on the 

attitude of Godoy and previous crises that were averted. 

At the same time, while Frere continually tried to persuade Godoy to unite with 

Great Britain, the French minister, Beurnonville, worked to convince Godoy of the 

advantages of allying with France.  Between these two ministers from great powers, 

Godoy had to figure out how to steer Spain clear of trouble from either or both sides.  As 

Frere dealt with this confusion, the French ambassadors in Spain faced the same problem.  

By late July, Beurnonville thought he could assure Paris that Godoy would bring Spain to 
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the French side.  At the same time, the French Ambassador in Lisbon, Lannes, reported 

the Spanish intention to remain neutral.27

Despite the reputation that he later acquired for a lack of diplomatic skill, Frere 

had indeed correctly assessed the situation for Spain, especially as it pertained to the 

personal power and glory of Godoy.28  No matter which direction Godoy decided to lead 

Spain, he faced the unpleasant prospect of angering one of the major European powers.  

Spain certainly did not have sufficient power to hold out against either France or Great 

Britain alone.  Due to the lack of progress or news, Frere did not send his next dispatch to 

London until 21 July 1803.  In fact, all three of the dispatches of that date contained very 

little news of any consequence.  However, Frere did mention that the Portuguese Minister 

in Madrid had again stated his nation would remain neutral at all costs.29  This neutrality 

meant little though in military terms, because the Portuguese had almost no military 

strength after the War of the Oranges. 

In mid-July, Lord Hawkesbury sent a new dispatch to Frere.  It contained very 

little substantive news or instructions, and revealed one of the problems that plagued 

Frere throughout his tenure overseas; that is the slow nature of message traffic during this 

time period.30  After almost three weeks of silence, Frere sent a dispatch on 5 August 

reporting on a substantive conversation held with Godoy.  Frere reported that in the 

words of Godoy, “the demands and menaces of France had become so urgent as to leave 
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[Spain] no alternative between immediate compliance and a declaration of war.”  Godoy 

tried to convince Frere that Spain had exhausted all reasonable options to avoid conflict, 

but in the end France had held to their demands.  As a last alternative France offered 

Spain a chance to pay a subsidy of twenty four million francs per month, a rate that 

caused Godoy to answer that “it would be more practicable and less ruinous to abide by 

the terms of the [original] treaty.”31  Godoy went on to speculate about the effect of this 

news upon the Anglo-Spanish relationship. 

In polite terms, Godoy proceeded to explain to Frere why a “nominal declaration 

of war against Great Britain” really would not carry much weight from the Spanish 

perspective.  In essence, Godoy tried to convince Frere that even if Spain declared war 

against Great Britain, which seemed increasingly imminent, it would not affect the 

relations between the two countries.  Godoy indicated that any such declaration would be 

the result of French extortion rather than any Spanish desire to fight the British.  Godoy 

also indicated that Portugal would join with Spain to defeat the French.  Godoy described 

the Portuguese as “natural soldiers, patient and capable, highly animated by a leader they 

respect.”  This characterization of the Portuguese contrasted with the picture presented in 

the War of the Oranges, but in this case Godoy envisioned himself as the leader “they 

respect.”32   

After their many conversations on the subject, it seemed to Frere that Godoy 

would have preferred to fight the French rather than the British, but he had very little 

option by August 1803.  In response to this offer, Frere replied that he did not have 

authorization from London to make any formal response on this matter.  He did say 

though, “it was natural to expect that [the offer] would be renounced, and that Great 

Britain, seeing the continental balance entirely broken down, would endeavor to carve out 

an independent existence for herself.”  Frere ended this dispatch by stating that he had not 
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forgotten his earlier instructions on this matter, and that he would press Godoy to 

continue to avoid declaring war on Great Britain.33

Throughout his service in Madrid, Frere painted a picture of himself as the skillful 

diplomat.  Relying on his dispatches to guide the pursuit of their foreign policy with 

Spain, the ministers in London naturally relied on his judgments and analysis.  However, 

not everyone held the same high opinion of Frere’s abilities as a diplomat.  For example, 

Lady Elizabeth Holland, who traveled in Spain in 1802, continually attacked Frere in her 

journals, describing him as nearly incompetent.  In June 1803 she wrote, “Dined at the 

English Minister’s, Mr. Frere, a singular personage to represent a powerful nation!  He 

was better employed for his credit and ours as editor and poetaster of the Anti-Jacobin.”34  

She also made similar references to both his intellect and social skills. 

 

Frere, British Diplomacy, and the Prince of the Peace 

The situation between Great Britain and Spain changed markedly after 7 August 

1803.  In a dispatch dated 15 August, Frere reported the details of a conversation with the 

Prince of the Peace on the morning of 7 August.  After another meeting between the 

Prince of the Peace and Beurnonville, word had reached Frere concerning the policies 

pursued by the French government.  Godoy’s actions and tone led Frere to conclude, 

“either the intentions of the French government have altered with respect to this country, 

or the ambassador had exceeded, or at least gone to the utmost limit of his instructions 

with respect to the language he was to hold here.”  Frere concluded by passing along a 

report, that he had not yet substantiated, of the reduction of the Spanish subsidy to one 

million pounds sterling.  The French soon reduced the payment again to £720,000; the 
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34 Elizabeth Vassall, Lady Holland, The Spanish Journal of Elizabeth, Lady Holland, ed. by the Earl of 
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Spanish countered with £600,000.  Frere hastily sent this information with the departing 

courier.  Frere also included a report from his agent concerning French troop movements 

and armaments at Bordeaux.  In addition, the agent also informed him that, by way of 

rumor, he believed that the French had similar activities underway in Brittany and 

Normandy.35  The reports from Bordeaux provided ample evidence of French intentions 

to threaten Spain if they did not meet French demands. 

While Frere and Beurnonville represented two countries engaged in direct conflict 

with each other, their accounts of each other from Madrid do not bear that out.  In fact, 

Frere recounted very few direct confrontations with Beurnonville.  Most of the time Frere 

mentioned the French ambassador as being present at the same court function, or 

Beurnonville’s name came up in a conversation with Godoy.  In almost all cases, Godoy 

played the role of middle man in conflicts between Beurnonville and Frere.  Very little 

personal animosity seemed to exist between the two men, despite the various descriptions 

of Beurnonville as a personally disagreeable man.36  This lends further credence to 

reports of Frere’s generally calm and genteel disposition. 

Frere’s messages written during the remainder of August reveal very little about 

the escalating tensions between Great Britain and Spain.  In fact, most of the dispatches 

concerned more mundane topics such as trade and commerce.  By September 1803, Frere 

reported to London that the possibility of a Franco-Spanish agreement was quite remote.  

In a dispatch dated 11 September Frere recounted a conversation held on 6 September 

with the Prince of the Peace.  Godoy stated that he “saw no means of avoiding a war, that 

the pecuniary demands of the French were such as [Spain] had no means of satisfying, 

and accompanied with the alternative of declaring war against England, or having an 

immediate declaration against [Spain] on the part of France.”37   

In his dispatch to Hawkesbury on 12 September 1803, Frere enclosed the note he 

sent to Cevallos on 9 September to protest the Spanish decision to allow 1,500 French 
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sailors and artillerymen to come to Ferrol, to man the French ships there.  Frere realized 

his protest would likely fall on deaf ears, but felt compelled to comply with his 

instructions on this matter.  He said, “I can hardly flatter myself that my remonstrance 

will be attended to; but I thought it useful and necessary to enter a protest against a 

proceeding contrary to the principles of neutrality hitherto professed by this government.”  

Frere’s letter to Cevallos also contained another strong statement of British intentions in 

the event of continued violations of supposed Spanish neutrality.  He warned,  

His Majesty has already proved to the whole world, by a moderation 
unexampled, the high price which he attaches to this system, and which he 
will continue to attach to it, as long as he shall see any hope of a reciprocal 
disposition on the part of Spain; but I dare not believe that he will see with 
indifference a conduct so little conformable to his own, or that he can 
acknowledge the neutrality of that power, whose ports will become, not 
the asylum, but the dock yards and the arsenals of his enemy.38

 
While Spain’s long-term actions proved Frere correct in his assumption that his protest 

would be ignored, Spain did take some positive steps in the short term. 

Fortunately for Great Britain, the situation improved over the course of a month; 

by October Frere reported that the two nations had reached an apparent, although 

somewhat unrealistic, preliminary settlement.  Spain would pay France approximately six 

million livres per month.  This exorbitant sum, approximately 1.8 million pounds sterling 

annually, was much more than the offer made by Spain just a few months earlier; it far 

exceeded any amount that Spain could realistically pay to France.  Therefore, the 

prospects of Spain providing such a subsidy seemed very remote.  Godoy said that 

Bonaparte knew Spain could not pay the subsidy, and he speculated that Napoleon 

merely wanted some reason to continue the dispute at a later date.  This dispatch also 

provided some insight into Frere’s belief in Godoy’s increasing level of “personal 

resentment” toward him.39  Over time, this resentment by Godoy intensified. 

In his second dispatch of 9 October 1803 Frere told Hawkesbury of his own 

evaluation of Spain’s position.  In light of his earlier conversation with Godoy, Frere had 
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become convinced that Bonaparte’s pressure on the Spanish Government was about to 

achieve the desired effect.  Even after Frere’s statement that England could not ignore 

Spain’s payments to France, Godoy responded that Spain had no alternative but to 

comply with French demands.  Godoy justified the decision by saying that the Spanish 

decision would be “the effect of our weakness, and not of any real hostility to England.”  

This led Frere to present his own conclusion to Hawkesbury that from the Spanish 

perspective, France presented a far greater threat than did England.40

After he sent the two dispatches on 9 October, Frere again met with Godoy to 

obtain the latest information concerning Spanish intentions on meeting the French 

demands.  Godoy tried to evade answering directly by saying “that he had not yet signed 

anything, and that most probably he should not; but that all depended upon the 

disposition of Portugal, and upon the answer which he might get from Mr. Freire when he 

should see him the next day [10 October].” Frere asked about the alleged additional terms 

demanded by Beurnonville, which Godoy answered “l’eloignement des troupes, et le 

passages,” which he deemed impossible.  Frere reminded Godoy of Portugal’s previous 

stance regarding the Pyrenees as a “common border” for the purpose of the defense of 

both Spain and Portugal against the French, as well as the benefits that a British force 

could provide both countries against France.  Godoy delayed again, and simply stated 

that everything “depended upon the disposition of Portugal.”  He asked Frere to refrain 

from sending a dispatch to London until after Godoy had met with the Portuguese 

ambassador.41  Frere waited to send the dispatch, which explains the date of 11 October. 

Frere managed to meet with the Portuguese ambassador before the meeting with 

Godoy.  After making many of the same points that he had made with Godoy earlier, 

Frere had little recourse but to wait and see what transpired between Freire and Godoy.  

Upon his return, Freire stated that Godoy had received him cordially, and seemed 

satisfied with the Portuguese statements of solidarity in the event that the French crossed 

the Pyrenees.  Frere also mentioned, in the last paragraph of this dispatch, a growing 

sense of animosity between Godoy and Beurnonville, related mainly to the subject of 
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indemnities usually paid to French ambassadors and general officers upon the conclusion 

of treaties.42  In this respect, Frere and Beurnonville apparently had more in common than 

their mission to persuade Spain to join their respective sides in the war. 

There was very little message traffic between Frere and London for the rest of 

October or November of 1803.  Late in November, Frere received a message from Lord 

Hawkesbury conveying the King’s satisfaction with Frere’s conduct to date.  Hawkesbury 

also related that it was difficult “to give [Frere] any instructions which must not be 

dependant on the circumstances, the particulars of which His Majesty is not yet correctly 

informed.”  Even though this statement sounds plainly obvious, it showed that 

Hawkesbury had no intention of committing to instructing Frere to pursue any general 

course of action.  This uncertainty notwithstanding, he did give Frere five specific 

instructions to follow in the event the French and Spanish reached an agreement.  At the 

end of this dispatch Hawkesbury instructed Frere to depart Madrid and consider his 

mission as ended in the event that any French Army crossed the border into Spain.43   

In his dispatch of 24 November Hawkesbury acknowledged receipt of Frere’s 

dispatches through those written by Frere in late October.  It seems very peculiar that 

Hawkesbury did not send any dispatches, at least none that made it into the official 

record, between July and November of 1803.  At such an important time, and on an issue 

so vital to British interests, it seems the British Foreign Secretary would have remained in 

more frequent contact with his envoy in Madrid.  To further complicate the accounting of 

messages, Frere did not make any direct references of the receipt of Hawkesbury’s 

dispatches, by date or number, during this period.44  This likely indicated that the minister 

was at least satisfied, and maybe even pleased with Frere’s activities in Madrid. 

In December, the discussions between Frere and the Spanish Government 

changed markedly from mere disagreement, to resentment and hostility.  In a dispatch of 

13 December sent to London, Frere recounted the essence of a conversation he had with 

                                                 
42 Frere to Hawkesbury, 11 October 1803, PRO FO 72/50. 

43 Hawkesbury to Frere, 24 November 1803, Papers Relative to the Discussion with Spain, in 1802, 1803 

and 1804 (London, 1805), 68.  Also found in PRO FO 72/50.  

44 It is necessary to carefully consider the exact timing of messages sent and received by Frere during this 
time period, as well as the exchange between Frere and the ministers in London.  Hawkesbury’s Dispatch 
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Cevallos.  Cevallos proclaimed that the Spanish King “had done everything in his power 

to preserve a neutrality, and that if his endeavors failed it would not be his fault, but that 

of His [British] Majesty’s Government.”  Frere told Cevallos that based on their 

payments to France, the condition that the Spanish Government wished to qualify as a 

“neutrality, was in fact a subsidy, which the French would, whenever they pleased, 

convert into active cooperation, by making a passage through [Spain] to Portugal.”45  

Frere’s letter to Cevallos on this topic demonstrated the significance of this issue to the 

British. 

Frere wrote several formal letters to Cevallos, in addition to their conversations, 

throughout his time in Spain.  These letters afforded a method of recording conversations, 

and also of registering formal protests between nations.  Several such letters changed 

hands during November and December 1803.  All of these letters concerned the subsidy, 

and the way in which England viewed the Spanish payments.  Many featured similar 

phrases, but on 26 December, Frere used his strongest language, writing 

These subsidies, by their amount, or by the effect of other circumstances, 
have become more than an equivalent for the stipulated contingent; … the 
court of England has lately declared, in a formal manner, that it considers 
such a substitution as more prejudicial than would be supplying the 
contingent itself.46

 
Frere clearly stated the British displeasure with the Spanish paying the French a subsidy.  

The French had obviously decided by this point that monetary aid from the Spanish held 

more value than military aid. 

Without any apparent response from Cevallos, Frere sent another letter on 2 

January 1804.  This time the discussion went beyond just the subsidies to include the 

issue of naval armaments again.  Frere stated the British protest again 

It is sometimes possible to overlook an injustice; but [you] too well know 
that an injustice supported by a demonstration of force becomes an insult, 
and consequently imposes on [Great Britain] the necessity of demanding 
satisfaction. 
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Frere concluded by stating his hope that he could soon make a favorable report to 

London, sparing him the “unpleasant task” of announcing the measures he had orders to 

adopt if the situation did not come to a conclusion favorable to England.47  Frere clearly 

waited for the Spaniards to determine the next step. 

 Cevallos did not reply for almost two weeks.  When he did, he had nothing new to 

add on the matter.  He told Frere, “the ideas of this court are as pacific as I have declared 

them to be in all the official communications in which I have mentioned them.”48  

Nothing had changed from the Spanish perspective; they still did not see the harm to 

England in paying subsidies to the French.  This main conflict remained the same for the 

rest of Frere’s tenure in Madrid. 

At the beginning of 1804, Frere’s relationship with the Prince of the Peace eroded 

significantly.  Godoy no longer communicated with Frere in a manner appropriate for a 

minister from a great power, and Frere deeply resented this treatment.  He continually 

tried to impress upon Godoy the importance of Spain taking a neutral position in their 

relations with France.  Frere further tried to convince Godoy that for Spain to publicly 

profess neutrality while secretly paying subsidies to the French made them an enemy of 

Great Britain.  This continuing confrontation between Frere and Godoy would result in 

Frere’s recall in the summer of 1804.49

Hawkesbury opened the new year with two dispatches to Frere on 21 January 

1804.  The first dispatch came as a plea for information so that George III and his 

ministers could make a more informed decision about the course of British action in 

response to the apparent arrangement between Spain and France.  Hawkesbury explained, 

“His Majesty is unwilling to proceed to extremities under the present circumstances, on 

this measure alone, provided he can obtain a satisfactory explanation on other points.”  

He also wanted further details of the Franco-Spanish agreement, and the extent of 

Spanish naval preparations.  Hawkesbury concluded by warning Frere,  

I cannot too strongly recommend to you to avoid bringing these 
discussions to a sudden and unfavorable issue, except in the two cases 
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49 The Works of John Hookham Frere, 59. 
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stated in your former instructions, viz. the entrance of a French Army into 
Spain, or authentic information of a naval armament being in such forward 
preparation, for the purpose of supporting the views of France, or for any 
other purposes hostile to this country, as may speedily require the 
exertions of His Majesty’s forces.50

 
With the warning restated, Frere had another reminder of the magnitude of the issue he 

faced. 

 Hawkesbury’s second dispatch of 21 January related to the first in terms of 

Spain’s actions as a neutral country.  This dispatch concerned reports of “the unfriendly 

treatment” experienced by British ship commanders in Spanish ports.  Frere received 

instruction to “make the most forcible representations” and explain to the Spanish 

Government “that commanders of His [Majesty’s] ships of war … be treated precisely in 

the same manner as commanders of the ships of war of the French Republic, or any other 

country which may be at peace with His Catholic Majesty.”  This demand forced Spain to 

either abandon their claim of neutrality, or bring their actions back in line with the 

expectations of a neutral nation. 

 Frere did not send any correspondence to London in 1804 until 3 March.  In this 

dispatch, he failed to acknowledge the receipt of Hawkesbury’s two dispatches of 21 

January.  He did mention that he could not “report any visible alteration in the tone or 

disposition of this court.”  Therefore, Frere said his “conduct has been constantly guided 

by the principle of gaining time.”  He considered that the best course of action since he 

could see “that no positive military action would be lost by delay.”51  As Frere continued 

his ten page letter, it became very obvious that even though he may not have received 

Hawkesbury’s last instructions, his behavior fell well within that guidance.   

In his dispatch, Frere also enclosed a set of notes between him and Cevallos 

written in January 1804.  Frere offered no explanation for why they had not been 

transmitted these notes earlier, but they verified that Frere had already acted in 

accordance with Hawkesbury’s wishes as outlined in his 21 January dispatch.  Frere’s 
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letter to Cevallos simply asked for more explanation on the issue of Spanish naval 

armaments and preparations.52  Cevallos responded by extolling the pacifist feelings of 

the Spanish Government toward London, and that the “most convincing proof of [Spain] 

not wishing to alter them is the treaty of subsidy concluded with France for the sake of 

avoiding any hostile attitude toward Great Britain.”  He further claimed that the ships in 

question had been armed before the conclusion of the treaty; therefore, the British had 

nothing to protest, as nothing had changed.53  As Frere correctly pointed out, this 

convoluted thinking on the part of the Spanish Government did nothing to convince the 

British that Spain truly deserved the distinction of a neutral state. 

After another round of letters passed between Frere and Cevallos, Frere finally 

presented an ultimatum.  He told Cevallos “His [British] Majesty … cannot be blind to 

the influence which his enemies have obtained in this country, and the species of 

authority which they exercise in it.”  Frere then stated that such behavior left the British 

Government with a “just distrust of the future conduct of Spain.  Your Excellency’s 

assurances would certainly be a sufficient guarantee of the intentions and wishes” of 

Charles IV.  If Cevallos could not provide such assurances on behalf of Spain, Frere 

announced that he had instructions to retire from his post in Madrid.54  This situation did 

not progress in any significant manner over the next several weeks. 

Frere held a similar discussion with the Prince of the Peace a few days later.  In 

the dispatch to Hawkesbury, he reported the conversation; Frere stated that he went in 

search of details about the Franco-Spanish agreement.  Godoy “complained of the 

uncertainty in which [Spain was] kept with respect to the intentions of England.”  In 

response, Frere “remarked upon the unreasonableness of expecting that Great Britain 

should give her assent to an unknown agreement.”  Godoy then deflected any blame for 

that dilemma upon Cevallos, insisting that he had nothing to do with it.  Frere replied that 

he would continue his conversations with Cevallos to resolve the issue.55
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Throughout this same period of time, Frere also sent several short dispatches to 

London with copies of letters to and from Frere and other British officials in Spain.  For 

example, he sent several letters to Admiral Sir Edward Pellew concerning naval 

matters.56  He also transmitted letters he received from the various Spanish provinces 

containing information about naval armaments.57  All of these letters demonstrated 

Frere’s adherence to his instructions and his determination to keep his government as 

informed as possible. 

The chasm between Spain and England continued to grow throughout the spring 

of 1804.  In late March, Cevallos told Frere that the Spanish would halt the sale of any 

contraband ships.  The Spanish failed, however, to provide any new assurances to 

England that they would not rearm.  Cevallos said “I have nothing to add to what I have 

signified to you on several occasions.”  Cevallos concluded by stating, “I am 

consequently persuaded upon this point that the wishes and demands of His Britannic 

Majesty are perfectly satisfied.”58  This last comment caused Frere a great deal of 

consternation in the months following his eventual return from Spain as many people in 

England came to believe that Frere had implied some type of arrangement beyond that 

which had the authority to guarantee. 

In his dispatch enclosing Cevallos’ letter, Frere commented on Cevallos’ 

conclusion, pointing out the inherent discrepancy in the statement.  Frere said, “As there 

is nothing in any note of mine which could be brought forward as a foundation for such a 

conclusion, and on the contrary it is particularly and expressly guarded against, I have not 

thought it worthwhile to enter any protest in answer to Mr. Cevallos’ insinuation.”59  So 

Frere did not protest Cevallos’ claim and he remained in Spain where he continued to 

work on the issue in accordance with his previously received instructions. 

The French, of course, regarded Frere’s letters to Cevallos as further proof of 

British attempts to disrupt the existing Franco-Spanish alliance.  Beurnonville correctly 
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voiced his own opinion that Frere was a conspirator in a plot to undermine the Franco-

Spanish alliance, but Beurnonville’s portrayal of Frere as a “conspirator” carried with it a 

much stronger connotation.60  By Beurnonville’s conception of a “conspirator,” 

practically all diplomats would have fallen into that category.  Frere simply advocated the 

causes of his country, in accordance with the instructions from his government. 

The sequence of events leading to Frere’s departure from Madrid in July 1804 

followed an unusual course.  Throughout early 1804, Frere’s main effort had focused on 

ensuring Spanish neutrality in the war between England and France.  After several 

months, the irreconcilable differences and great contempt for each other that existed 

between Godoy and Frere made Frere’s continued service in Spain nearly impossible.  In 

accordance with his most recent instructions, Frere approached Godoy one last time to 

discuss the situation.  If Godoy’s responses remained defiant and unchanged, Frere had 

instructions to depart Spain, citing permission from London to take a leave of absence.  

In those instructions, Lord Harrowby, having recently succeeded Hawkesbury as Foreign 

Secretary, wrote to Frere, 

As it is the wish of His Majesty to persevere as long as possible in the 
system of forbearance, which has hitherto been pursued towards Spain, 
and for that purpose, to attempt once more to press upon the Spanish 
Government the necessity of making an unreserved communication of its 
engagements with France, and of its views with respect to Portugal; it is 
evident that no such attempt can be made with any prospect of success, 
while circumstances of personal irritation prevent any intercourse between 
the British minister and the most leading person in the Spanish councils.61

 
Despite the receipt of these instructions, Frere remained committed to his mission, and 

again set out to meet with the Prince of the Peace about the ongoing issues with Spain. 

As expected, Godoy did not waver during his last meetings with Frere on 21 or 22 

July 1804.  Frere sent his final three dispatches from Spain on 22 July 1804.  In them, he 

discussed a wide range of issues, such as Spanish territories in North America, more 

about Spanish violations of neutrality, and partiality toward France, and rumors of a plan 

for union among continental powers.62
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Frere had obviously lost his ability to maintain a rapport that allowed him to 

communicate freely with Godoy at such a critical juncture in the crisis with Spain.  Even 

though their relationship had never appeared friendly, at least earlier in his tenure, Frere 

and Godoy remained cordial enough to conduct necessary business.  Therefore, Frere 

acted upon his instructions and left Madrid.63  After leaving Madrid, Frere traveled 

through the Catabrian Mountains to La Coruña where he boarded a British Navy ship and 

sailed for England on 11 September 1804.64

While Frere officially left on a leave of absence, it became perfectly obvious to all 

concerned that the British government no longer required Frere’s service in Spain, nor 

did the Spanish government welcome his service in Madrid.  Immediately after Frere’s 

departure his position remained unfilled so Frere’s brother, Bartholomew, stayed at the 

mission in Madrid, serving as the charge d’affaires.  The government intended to send 

Richard Wellesley to succeed him.65  Unknown to either of the Frere brothers, the cabinet 

ministers in London had already decided to confront Spain on the high seas.  Rear 

Admiral Alexander Cochrane’s squadron stationed off Ferrol had received intelligence of 

Spanish ships loaded with large amounts of treasure, bound for Cadiz.  In response, the 

Admiralty had already dispatched a squadron from Cadiz to meet and detain those ships.   

The British squadron attacked the Spanish treasure fleet sailing from the Americas and 

captured four of its ships on the morning of 5 October 1804.  The Spanish Government 

was willing to discuss the escalating crisis, even though they did order the seizure of 

British property on 27 November 1804.  England no longer wished to discuss the issue, 
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as they had done quite extensively prior to Frere’s departure.  Spain formally declared 

war on England on 12 December 1804.66

At the time of Frere’s departure from Madrid, relations had deteriorated but war 

had been averted.  However, the attack on the Spanish treasure fleet took place little more 

than a month later, and within four months of his departure the two nations were again 

engaged in a declared war.  It was not a result of John Hookham Frere’s efforts in 

Madrid; he could hardly have expected to prevent this turn of events on his own.  In fact, 

the roots of this controversy extended back to the 1796 Treaty of San Ildefonso, if not 

farther.   

In 1803 and 1804 the British Government tried to prevent Spain from allying with 

France, but the defense they mounted proved woefully inadequate.  As the centerpiece of 

that defense, John Hookham Frere did succeed in stabilizing Franco-Spanish relations for 

almost two years.  He successfully reflected British policy at Madrid and countered the 

efforts of the French representative, Beurnonville.  He obviously could not threaten Spain 

with the force wielded by the French, so his influence with Godoy declined.  However, 

during the last months of his service at Madrid, it seems that the British Government had 

already made a decision to strike at Spain, while Frere continued his negotiations with 

Cevallos and Godoy.  In order for necessary preparations to be made, this decision must 

have predated Frere’s departure.  Therefore, Frere became the victim of that decision 

making process after the fact.  In the minds of the British Government, Spain stood as a 

shining example of a country that had turned their backs on the British.  For that reason, 

combined with almost four centuries of animosity, the British held a much lower opinion 

of Spain as a nation than they did of Portugal.  Frere soon came to understand this after 

his return to London.  He had championed the cause of the Spanish people throughout his 

two years in Spain, and he began to pay the price for that support soon after his return. 
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CHAPTER THREE:   

THE INQUIRY FOLLOWING 

FRERE’S FIRST MISSION IN SPAIN, 1804-1805 

 

After John Hookham Frere’s departure from his post in Spain, a firestorm of sorts 

ensued regarding the manner in which Frere performed his duties.  Much of the problem 

stemmed from a lack of communication between Frere, his superiors, Parliament, and the 

media.  Several reasons can explain the various misunderstandings, but the most 

important centered on Frere himself.  His alleged failure to return promptly to London 

and provide a full account of the events in Madrid resulted in rumors, speculation, and 

false assertions by many of the prominent people in England.  This problem became 

exacerbated by the fact that much of the information made public about his return to 

England contained contradictory facts, especially regarding dates that events took place.  

The other major explanation for the controversy boils down to simple partisan politics. 

The controversy in London surrounding Frere’s conduct started before he ever left 

Spain.  As early as July 1804, stories in The Times (of London) portrayed Frere in a 

negative light as a result of his ongoing feud with the Prince of Peace.  While The Times 

freely acknowledged Godoy’s well-known faults throughout the entire exchange, a 10 

July article indicted Frere for stooping to levels of behavior similar to that of Godoy, 

rather than the demeanor expected of a British minister to a foreign court.1  On that count, 

Frere did bear some guilt.  An extensive amount of correspondence between Frere and 

Godoy followed the brief article in the 10 July edition of the paper.  All of these letters 

were exact copies, or at least extracts, of those Frere submitted as enclosures to his 18 

April 1804 dispatch to Hawkesbury.2  These letters bear very plain testimony to the 

deteriorating relationship between Frere and Godoy; many of the passages demonstrate a 
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personal hostility that began to exceed whatever hostility may have existed as a result of 

the diplomatic situation in Europe at that time. 

An article that appeared in the Paris newspaper, Le Moniteur, on 10 March 1804 

apparently instigated this particular controversy between Frere and Godoy.  While the 

two men had never viewed each other as “friends,” they had at least maintained a cordial 

relationship, in a professional manner.  According to the article Frere and Godoy had a 

conversation during which Frere asserted “that assassination and murder are lawful in the 

present state of things to save England from the extraordinary situation in which it is 

placed.”  In response to that shocking statement, Godoy replied  

But sir, should France adopt the same principle, nations would carry on 
war by the medium of assassins instead of fighting with fleets and armies.  
I cannot help declaring that this morality would excite horror in the mind 
of His Catholic Majesty.  For my part I can only tell you, that the example 
of all ages proves, that crimes in the end always fall on the heads of those 
who order, or are the instruments of them.3

This newspaper report set off the flurry of letters between the two in April of 1804, with 

each trying to defend their position as well as their perceived honor in this war of words. 

 In addition to the evident hostility, the tone of the letters that passed between 

Frere and Godoy in April indicated that neither author intended for their contents to 

become public.  Frere began in his 7 April letter to Godoy; he essentially asked Godoy to 

either confirm the accuracy of the article, or refute it publicly.4  The response from the 

Prince of Peace, dated the following day, stated, “I was waiting sir, for your application 

to remove, by my answer, the unfavorable opinions you might have formed.”5  So, in 

Godoy’s opinion, the obligation to set the record straight fell squarely on Frere’s 

shoulders, not his own.   

Three more sets of letters changed hands over the course of two weeks.  

Unfortunately, the tone did not change for the better.  The exchange devolved into little 

more than name calling at times.  Frere tried to bring the situation to a conclusion in his 
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note of 20 April by admitting, “Moreover, nobody being present when the conversation 

in question took place, the discussion would prove endless, and be of no other use than 

that of presenting to the public the indecent spectacle of two persons, each of whom has 

some claim to their respect, mutually contradicting themselves in the face of the whole 

world.”6  The conflict appears to have stopped there for the time being, at least judging 

from the newspaper accounts.  After this point though, little hope existed for Frere and 

Godoy to repair their fractured relationship.  That fact destined Frere to fail in any future 

missions in Spain, as long as that court remained so heavily influenced by Godoy. 

After the announcement of Frere’s departure, but prior to his actually leaving, 

Lady Holland recorded some details of a few encounters she had with Frere.  While Lady 

Holland never came across as an admirer of Frere, she sympathized with him in this 

situation.  On 14 August 1804 she wrote in her journal about a conversation she had with 

Frere.  She described him Frere as “hurt at his recall; [Frere] compares England in 

consequence of this humiliation to the insolence of the Prince of Peace, to Prussia in her 

servility to Bonaparte.  [Frere] resolved not to accept another mission, after having been 

sacrificed here by the person who brought him forward in politics, and who ought to 

uphold him.”7  Despite his statement about never accepting another mission, obviously 

Frere did return to the diplomatic world later in his life.   

The allusion to “the person who brought him forward in politics” could only refer 

to Canning, but those words or sentiments never appeared in any known source directly 

attributable to Frere.  At about the same time that Frere’s issues with Godoy reached a 

head, Canning had just come back into an office, this time as treasurer of the navy under 

Pitt’s newly formed administration, in May 1804.  Therefore, it seems unlikely that 

Canning would have had much ability to help Frere in any significant way.  Pitt certainly 

could have afforded more help, but it was doubtful so early into his latest term of office. 

The exact nature of the relationship, if even one existed in any significant way, 

between Frere and Pitt remains difficult to ascertain.  The relationship between Pitt and 

Canning though, is far easier to explain.  Their link dated to 26 July 1792, when Canning 
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wrote a letter to Pitt, then the Prime Minister, offering his allegiance in the Parliament.  

Throughout the first fourteen years of Canning’s career, the period 1792-1806 when Pitt 

dominated British politics immediately prior to his death, Canning’s guiding principle 

remained his total devotion to Pitt.8  The two men worked closely with each other 

throughout this time in both politics and other endeavors.  Pitt allegedly contributed 

several articles to the Anti-Jacobin newspaper during the years Canning and Frere 

published that journal.9  Through these few examples, clearly Pitt had a great degree of 

familiarity with Frere, most likely through Canning.  Pitt apparently answered the 

question of whether he would use his political capital to support Frere by his lack of 

action to do so in late 1804 or early 1805. 

In another example from her journal, Lady Holland recalled a dinner with Frere 

on 22 August, and his comments upon that occasion.  She wrote, “The last supper with 

Frere.  He sets off solitarily and of spirits to [La] Coruña; his feelings are a mixture of 

indignation at the recall, and humiliation to be sacrificed to one whom he despises.”10  In 

this case, the reference to Godoy becomes plainly obvious to anyone with knowledge of 

the situation.  This aspersion also made far more sense than Frere’s alleged attack on 

Canning mentioned in her previous journal entry of 14 August. 

While traveling from Madrid to La Coruña, Frere recognized many overt signs of 

the Spaniards preparing for war.  He sent a letter to his brother in Madrid detailing his 

observations.  From the ship he wrote  

The appearance of things here is very suspicious and alarming, to say the 
least of it.  An armament is going on, and troops embarking, which is 
directly contrary to the principle of the status quo which was admitted by 
Cevallos, and which was understood to be settled as the condition to be 
complied with by Spain as long as England forbore to attack her.  We are 
apprehensive of ships coming round from Cadiz.  You must remonstrate 
against these preparations, and if you will look back to Cevallos’ notes, 
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you will find one in which he expressly agrees to remain in unarmed status 
quo.11   
 

According to the narrative accompanying this letter in the memoir written by Frere’s 

nephews, Frere left Madrid sometime during the last week of August, but did not arrive 

in La Coruña until 10 September.  This timeline conflicts with several other sets of facts 

eventually known to the public.  These contradictions helped fuel the speculation about 

Frere and his allegedly poor conduct in Spain.  On the positive side though, this letter 

shows that a hopeful Frere remained committed to averting war with the Spanish, and he 

continued to take active steps to do so.  Yet, despite his dedication and diplomatic skills, 

he could not possibly prevent the war between Spain and Great Britain.   

Upon his return to England, Frere initially found a cordial welcome by the 

government.  In a letter written by Frere on 30 September to his brother in Madrid he 

reported that he had “been perfectly well received by the King, with an appearance of real 

kindness and interest about me.  I have seen Pitt for a moment only, and not alone, and 

was very kindly received by him also.”  He also indicated a brief encounter with 

Harrowby, and that as a token of appreciation for his service, he soon expected an 

appointment from the King as a Privy Councilor.12  The Privy Council was a body that 

advised the sovereign on a wide variety of topics.  Their most important, and most 

common function involved the issuance of “Orders In Council” for actions the king did 

not wish to enact through Parliament.  This king customarily extended the gesture of a 

seat on the Privy Council to ministers who had completed their service in a satisfactory 

manner.  Therefore, Frere’s selection for the Council indicated at least a moderate level 

of approval, by the king, of Frere’s conduct in both Portugal and Spain. 

Based on this letter to his brother, Frere must have arrived in London sometime 

prior to the end of September.  It would have been highly unusual for Frere to have both 

                                                 
11J. H. Frere to B. Frere, 11 September 1804. The Works of John Hookham Frere, 62.   Frere frequently 
interacted with Cevallos in his official capacity, and also held him in high regard and considered him a 
friend in an unofficial manner.  It is clear, however, that Cevallos had nowhere near the power or influence 
in the Spanish government as that held by Godoy. 

12J.H. Frere to B. Frere, 30 September 1804, Ibid., 64.  The date and circumstances of Frere’s audience with 
the King do not appear in this work, but the reader is in fact left to believe that Frere had an actual audience 
with the King.  The proclamation which appointed Frere to the Privy Council was not issued until 14 
January 1805, as cited in PRO 30/8/104 and also in Aspinall, Later Correspondence of George III, IV, 279. 
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had an audience with the King and also met briefly with Pitt and Harrowby somewhere 

other than London.  The far more likely explanation for the intense speculation about 

Frere’s whereabouts during this time centers on the fact that Frere probably did not make 

his presence known publicly.  This period of self-imposed isolation almost certainly fed 

the sense among the public and the media that Frere had something to hide about his 

conduct in Spain as well as his departure from that post. 

Additional evidence also existed to substantiate Frere’s presence in England 

during the fall of 1804.  In October, Frere corresponded several times with his longtime 

friend Canning, as well as with other friends close to their group, such as the Reverend 

John Sneyd.  Sneyd shared a close friendship with Canning, more than any of the others, 

so that often put him in close contact with Frere.  In a letter written on 14 October from 

Canning to Sneyd, Canning stated that “Frere arrived a fortnight sooner than he was 

expected.”13  By this statement, Frere would have arrived back in England, although not 

necessarily in London, around the first of October.  This date fits perfectly into the 

timeline described above based on the letter to his brother dated 30 September 1804. 

On the same day that Canning addressed his letter to Sneyd, Frere also sent a 

letter to the reverend.  In it, he made reference to his silence upon his return from Madrid, 

and his feelings about the entire ordeal.  Frere’s words in this letter best illuminate his 

thoughts upon this situation.  Oddly, Frere never explained himself nearly as well in any 

other venues or letters known to the public.  He wrote 

Our friend Canning has communicated to me a letter from you … in which 
you have the goodness to express an anxiety to hear some account of me.  
I take this in part as an indirect reproach upon me for my silence, which I 
will endeavor to atone for by answering your inquiries respecting my 
identity which you seem to apprehend may have suffered some diminution 
in consequence of my residence abroad.  I must premise, then, that my 
friends in England think me very little altered, which, considering their 
original partiality to me, I must regard in the light of a compliment.  … 
My return to Madrid … is now very improbable, and as there is no 
immediate prospect of any mission being soon vacant, at least of a rank 
which it would become me to accept, I am likely to be for some time a 
sojourner in this country.14

                                                 
13 Canning to Sneyd, 14 October 1804, as reprinted in Josceline Bagot, George Canning and His Friends, 
(London, 1909), I, 211. 

14 Frere to Sneyd, 14 October 1804, Ibid., I, 213. 
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Frere concluded the letter by expressing his hopes to meet with Sneyd sometime in the 

future, either in London or at Canning’s house in South Hill.  Most important, this letter 

demonstrated Frere’s desire to remain out of the spotlight, primarily as a result of his 

recent experience in Spain. 

During October, Frere wrote at least two more letters to Sneyd.  While neither 

mentioned Spain in any way, both of them exemplify Frere’s close friendship with 

Canning, and thus by association, his attempt at a similar relationship also with Sneyd.  

None of Sneyd’s letters in this exchange appear in print, but apparently Sneyd made 

some type of remark, most likely to Canning’s wife, about portraying Frere as a monster.  

Frere sent one of the letters, on 21 October, from South Hill, and addressed this topic 

directly.15  Canning wrote a letter to Sneyd on 23 October in which he also took up the 

monster discussion.  Canning requested Sneyd to “draw the sort of Beast you imagine 

Frere to have become,” and then come to South Hill to “compare the picture with the 

original, which I will endeavor to prevent from going to his parents in Norfolk” prior to 

Sneyd’s arrival.16  Although this incident probably meant very little in the grand scheme 

of Frere’s life in 1804, it did show the power of public opinion, and also the 

persuasiveness of the media in creating this image of Frere as a “monster” in the public 

mind.  The fact that Frere visited South Hill in October reinforces the strong connection 

between Canning and Frere, and also substantiated the fact that Frere had definitely 

returned to England, and no longer resided in Madrid, or lingered for very long in Lisbon 

on his way home. 

An odd article appeared in The Times on 3 December 1804 calling into question 

whether Frere had even left Madrid.  According to the article, Frere allegedly met with 

the Spanish Foreign Minister on 12 November, which the article claimed fell two days 

after Frere supposedly left Madrid.17  These dates do not correspond with Frere’s own 

dispatches or letters such as those to his brother Bartle, or to his friend Sneyd.  Of course, 

The Times did not reveal the sources of their information for this article.  On 1 January 

                                                 
15 Frere to Sneyd, 21 October 1804, Ibid., I, 214. 

16 Canning to Sneyd, 23 October 1804, Ibid., I, 215. 

17 The Times (of London), 3 December 1804. 
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1805, The Times carried another very small item stating, “At a very late hour last night, 

no advices had been received of the arrival of Mr. Frere, nor had any dispatches been 

received from that Minister.”18  Like its predecessor, this article probably created as 

many questions as it provided answers.  Given the timelines reported in his own 

dispatches, and the evidence from the other sources, Frere had certainly already left 

Spain.  Obviously Frere had not made his presence publicly known.  When reading the 

coverage of his anticipated return in The Times, the reasons for this course of action seem 

appear all too clear. 

The speculation and anticipation continued in the press on the following day.  

This piece made a slightly better attempt to temper the situation.  The item stated 

The non-arrival of Mr. Frere still continues to be the topic of conversation, 
and to give occasion to new doubts and speculations, although it ought to 
be held in remembrance, that until fresh dispatches shall be received, or 
some ship arrive from the ports of Spain or Portugal, it is impossible that 
there should be any fresh ground for reasoning upon the subject.19

 
Despite the acknowledgement of the absence of “any fresh ground for reasoning,” the 

press kept this story in the news, and therefore the public mind as well, simply by 

mentioning the lack of news on the topic.  This type of sensationalism on the part of the 

media only further harmed Frere’s likelihood of ever getting a fair chance to present his 

case and his reasons for making the decisions he did. 

 After two more articles that same week, on 4 and 5 January 1805, containing very 

little news, The Times finally published an article with some substantive information 

concerning Frere’s travels.  In a piece published on 7 January 1805, readers learned that 

“Frere actually left Madrid on 14 November, and that he did not arrive in Lisbon until 10 

December.  His mode of traveling will scarcely account for the extraordinary 

procrastination of his journey.”  Speculation about the reason for his delay focused on the 

political relations between Spain and England.  The article mentioned, “Some persons 

still entertain an opinion, that although the sword be drawn between Spain and England, 

the scabbard is not thrown away.”  The rumors indicated that Frere remained in Lisbon to 

                                                 
18 The Times (of London), 1 January 1805. 

19 The Times (of London), 2 January 1805. 
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wait and see what might have transpired between the two countries.20  Despite the entire 

furor that the paper had created over this issue, they still had not presented any solid 

evidence to prove any wrongdoing by Frere, other than his lackadaisical trip back to 

London.  Given his previous history, this certainly came as no surprise to those who 

knew him well.  In reality, the information in the newspaper must have been false; Frere 

had arrived in London in a reasonable amount of time, he just had not made that fact 

widely known yet. 

The warmth that Frere reported receiving from the King apparently did not extend 

to the Parliament.  As they opened their session in January 1805, Parliament, obviously 

unhappy with the turn of events in 1804 between Great Britain and Spain, needed to 

assign blame for the failure of the Spanish to side with the British.  Amazingly enough, 

throughout the Parliamentary Inquiry focusing on Frere, the British Government acted as 

if the attack on the Spanish treasure fleet in October 1804 had nothing to do with the 

Spanish declaration of war in December 1804.  They chose instead to examine only the 

events and actions preceding Frere’s departure from Madrid.   

The ensuing investigation into the events in Spain revealed several problems, 

almost all of which sprang from a lack of communication within the various branches of 

the British Government.  As evidenced by the reports in The Times, the first problem 

resulted from a misunderstanding regarding the exact date Frere left Madrid.  Early 

reports back to London led some in the government, most notably Lord Harrowby, to 

believe that Frere had essentially quit his post in May.21  By the beginning of 1805, 

Harrowby obviously realized in the falseness of these original reports, as he saw Frere 

sometime in late September or early October of the previous year. 

                                                 
20 The Times (of London), 7 January 1805. 

21 Lord Harrowby (Dudley Rider, First Earl of Harrowby) served briefly as Secretary of State for Foreign 
Affairs, from May to December 1804 when he resigned the post due to complications resulting from a fall 
down the stairs at the Foreign Office; DNB, XVII: 531.  An 1899 publication by Gabrielle Festing, entitled 
John Hookham Frere and His Friends  (London, 1899), also substantiates Frere’s return from Spain in 
September 1804.  Though the book focuses more on Frere the poet than Frere the diplomat, the early 
chapters do provide a brief overview of his years in the Foreign Office in London and abroad.  Like most 
other aspects concerning Frere, the details regarding his departure from Madrid differ in this account as 
well, but the date remains fixed as September.  This author stated that Frere only stayed in Madrid at 
Canning’s urging, which also explained his original transfer to Madrid.  The author provided no 
documentation for this assertion, following the standard custom of the day, and none of the known 
correspondence between Frere and Canning supports this assertion. 
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Other prominent people also wrote about the magnitude of this misunderstanding.  

For instance Lord Malmesbury recorded in his diary on 12 May 1804, “Frere has actually 

left Madrid, and appointed his brother Charge d’Affaires of his own head, without any 

orders from home.  His dispatches state a conversation in which he differed violently 

with the Prince of Peace; but nothing can justify such an unauthorized step.”22  In reality, 

Frere had of course not yet departed from Madrid.  The dispatches referenced by 

Malmesbury are the same ones that appeared in The Times on 10 July 1804.  The false 

belief regarding Frere’s departure, based mainly on rumor and initial impressions, created 

quite a stir among some people in London.   

These mistaken impressions remained prevalent until after Frere’s return to 

England, when he accounted for his actions.  After Malmesbury and Frere had several 

lengthy conversations in person, Malmesbury wrote in the diary  

About the end of September Frere returned from Spain, and I had a great 
deal of very long and interesting conversation with him during the first 
week in October.  He states Spain [is] on the eve of a revolution – not a 
French, but a Spanish revolution, so very unpopular are the court and the 
government, that is to say, the Queen and the Prince of Peace.”23

 
Their conversations also examined the possible steps that England could take to alleviate 

the situation in Spain, which Frere of course believed could still occur successfully.  The 

seizure of the Spanish treasure fleet on 5 October, very close to the date of the 

conversation between Malmesbury and Frere, probably negated whatever hopes Frere 

still had at that point. 

Malmesbury questioned whether 20,000 men could turn the tide in Spain.  Frere 

believed they could, stating “The people were more anti-French than ever, and, if they 

had Ministers in whom they confided, and the King left to himself, … Spain might be 

saved, and become a close, steady, and most useful friend and ally to England.”  He 

further characterized Frere as, “much hurt at his being recalled; said he could have 

                                                 
22 Diaries and Correspondence of James Harris, First Earl of Malmesbury, edited by his grandson, the 
third earl, (Bentley, 1844), IV, 305.  Lord Malmesbury (James Harris, First Earl of Malmesbury) served in 
a variety of diplomatic positions between 1769 and 1797, and remained a close friend of William Pitt and 
George Canning afterwards.  He remained involved in the debates concerning foreign policy throughout his 
lifetime; DNB, IX: 8-9. 

23 Diaries and Correspondence of James Harris, First Earl of Malmesbury, IV, 330. 
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effected anything in Spain, and that the ordering him away was as unwise towards the 

public as unfair to him.  (Allowances must always be made when a man, even an honest 

and good one, like Frere, argues his own cause.)” 24  Malmesbury’s diary entries indicate 

that he had a deep respect for Frere, but he stopped short of agreeing with Frere’s 

assessment that he should have remained in Spain as minister. 

Similar to the misunderstanding of Malmesbury and Harrowby, Parliament also 

suffered from a lack of precise information on the events in Spain.  The details 

Parliament did receive often arrived late, incomplete, or lacking critical reports and 

attachments to accompany the dispatches.  As a result, the vast majority of the recorded 

speeches by the members who rose to speak during the motions of January 1805 first and 

foremost called for nothing more than a complete report of Frere’s activities during 1803 

and 1804.  They also wanted to view the entire set of documents from all of the 

participants in the Spanish saga, particularly those of Frere, the Foreign Office, and 

Godoy.  Apparently, Parliament had only received partial copies of the dispatches to and 

from Frere in Madrid.25  Therefore, key reports on the discussions between Frere and 

Godoy remained unseen by Parliament.  Had Parliament seen these documents as the 

situation progressed, it remains doubtful that the outcry over Frere’s behavior would have 

reached the levels it did.  On another level, this inquiry also pointed out the fact that the 

British Government missed the more important point in 1805; they should have 

conducted an inquiry into the reasons for the war itself, not just the semantics of 

conversations between Frere and Godoy.  If this were intentional though, it did at least 

draw public attention away from the attack on the Spanish fleet. 

One member of the House of Commons, Charles Grey, probably best summarized 

the feelings of many other members when he rose on 28 January 1805 to make several 

motions.  In his remarks, he stated, “In the official correspondence which had been laid 

before [Parliament], there were numerous chasms which [Grey] wish[ed] to see 

supplied.”  He then made his first motion for “copies or extracts of all letters from His 

Majesty’s Minister at the court of Madrid, relating to the demands made for succors by 

                                                 
24 Ibid. 

25 28 January 1805.  Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates. 
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France to Spain in July 1803, with the instructions sent to the said minister thereupon, 

and an account of all the discussions which took place on that subject with the Spanish 

Government.”  Grey followed this motion with several others of similar nature, and each 

motion made specific reference to correspondence of a certain date, or pertaining to a 

certain situation.26  These requests made perfect sense for a Member of Parliament to 

make, and in the near future the members did begin to receive some of the documents 

that they requested. 

In response to Grey’s motions, William Pitt made a few remarks.  While he did 

not object to the requests put forth in Grey’s motions, he did warn that he could not 

produce that which did not exist.  According to the record from the floor that day,  

The Chancellor of the Exchequer [Pitt] assured the house that he had not 
the slightest objection to the production of such a paper if such a paper 
could be found; but he could not omit the present opportunity of stating, 
that whatever might have been asserted by the Spanish minister 
[Cevallos], or however inadvertently the term may have been used by Mr. 
Frere, it was certain that no such compact, or convention, respecting the 
Spanish neutrality, had been in any shape entered into.  There was not a 
single note, letter, or word of explanation which at all even alluded to any 
such compact.27

 
It seemed then that one of the primary points of contention in this entire issue revolved 

around the use of the word “convention,” and the subsequent question of who first used 

that word, and what they intended it to mean.  

 Only one other member of the Commons spoke that day according to the record.  

Charles Fox rose to reinforce the importance of discovering more about the usage of the 

term “convention,” and also questioned whether Frere had attempted to hide any of the 

pertinent facts from Parliament.  He said  

The Spanish minister had given to something that had passed between the 
two courts, the name of convention, and this name Mr. Frere, in his 
subsequent discussions with that minister, is said to have used 
inadvertently.  Though he could not conceive the probability of Mr. 
Frere’s inadvertently using this term in the first instance, when, perhaps, 
he did not attach to it much importance, yet he confessed he was totally at 
a loss to conceive the possibility of his making use of it, in serious and 

                                                 
26 Charles Grey, 28 January 1805.  Ibid. 

27 William Pitt, 28 January 1805.  Ibid. 
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repeated discussions, without his having some solid grounds for so doing.  
It was obvious that Frere had repeatedly spoken to Mr. Cevallos of this 
convention; now, unless it could be supposed that he would talk of that 
which had positively no existence, it must be allowed that he had some 
reasons to induce him to use the term which were kept from the 
knowledge of the Parliament.”28   

 
This logic also made good sense to many members, and further cast considerable doubt 

upon Frere and his motives in either reporting or not reporting certain facts to his 

superiors in London, or to the Parliament. 

 Frere had indeed reported his frequent conversations with Godoy, and other 

Spanish officials, to London in numerous dispatches throughout his tenure in Madrid.  

While impossible to determine if he omitted the details of, or all of, any single 

conversation, it does not seem in character based on his voluminous correspondence.  He 

had in fact corresponded with Hawkesbury on the issue in his 18 April 1804 dispatch.  In 

that letter he reported all of the background information pertinent to the Paris newspaper 

article of 10 March, later cited in the London paper on 10 July.29  In that dispatch, Frere 

clearly stated that he was not at all surprised to read the statements attributed to him, but 

he assumed they must have originated from the Prince of Peace, or someone close to him.  

Frere wrote, “It was true that I had spoken to him upon the subject, but in a manner the 

direct opposite to that which is attributed to me.”30  In spite of the allegations made by 

Fox, Parliament soon learned that Frere had not withheld any information.  He dealt with 

the issue in a straightforward and honest manner, despite the apparent duplicity of the 

Spanish minister. 

When the actual debate began in February 1805, it became clear quickly that 

partisan politics played just as important a role in this issue as any other single factor.  

This debate continued in both houses of Parliament at approximately the same times.  

Because of the Parliamentary system of government, several cabinet ministers had to 

defend themselves and their actions, while members of the opposition had almost free 

reign to attack those decisions.  For example, on 4 February 1805 Grey renewed his 

                                                 
28 Charles Fox, 28 January 1805.  Ibid. 

29 See page 95 of this chapter for further details on this correspondence. 

30 Frere to Hawkesbury, 18 April 1804, PRO FO 72/51. 
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request to see all of the pertinent documents, as there “still appeared [to him] to be a very 

great deficiency in those papers, and he wished to know whether this deficiency was 

likely to be supplied by the production of additional papers.”  In response to that query, 

Pitt replied that “there were some more papers to be delivered, and that he expected them 

[any] minute.  [Grey] then would be able o judge whether there still remained any 

deficiency or not.”31  While this exchange did not reveal any new insights about the 

specifics of Frere’s conduct, it does help illustrate the partisan nature of what was quickly 

moving towards more of a bureaucratic fight than an inquiry directed solely at Frere. 

After examining the most recent set of papers delivered to the House of Commons 

(which received the title “Second Additional Papers Relative to the Discussion in Spain 

in 1803 and 1804,”) Grey still had questions.  He asked about the British efforts to find 

out more information about the terms of the Treaty of San Ildefonso, and the implications 

of such.  He also cited a large gap in correspondence from London to Spain between 21 

January and 29 November, and wondered if anything remained missing from that period, 

or if no correspondence took place over that period of ten months.32  These questions 

certainly did not require much imagination to generate; the government had essentially 

left itself open to attack in this situation.   

Pitt’s only response to these questions focused on the Treaty of San Ildefonso, not 

the matter of how much correspondence took place throughout the year 1804.  With 

regard to the treaty, Pitt acknowledged that the British Government “knew it existed, and 

had some conjectures as to its provisions; but they had no official or authentic 

information upon it, such as could be made the subject of a communication.”33  Again, 

this type of statement, while understandable from the perspective of the government in 

power, did not help the ruling party in the effort to explain their actions, and those of 

their ministers abroad.  Certain functions of any government must by nature take place in 

                                                 
31 Charles Grey and William Pitt, 4 February 1805.  Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates. 

32 Charles Grey, 4 February 1805.  Ibid.  While message traffic from London to Madrid remained very low 
throughout 1804, there were some dispatches between January and November.  Hawkesbury did not send 
any more after his letters of 21 January, but Harrowby sent dispatches to Frere dated 22 May and 11 July.  
All letters from London after July were addressed to Bartle Frere in Spain.  PRO FO 72/51 and 72//52.  
These letters were provided to Parliament eventually. 

33 William Pitt, 4 February 1805.  Ibid. 
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some degree of secrecy.  Most times these functions remain that way.  In this case, 

however, the perceived failure of the government to act in the best interests of the people 

caused many of these details to come to light. 

A similar debate took place in the House of Lords on 5 February 1805, one day 

after that detailed above took place in the House of Commons.  In the upper chamber, 

Earl Spencer opened the discussion by inquiring about the illusive papers referenced by 

Frere in a dispatch.34  No specific papers had yet been produced which fit Frere’s 

description.  Earl Carlisle concluded that Frere “had thus, of his own accord, and without 

any instructions to that effect, involved Spain and [Great Britain] in war.”35  This extreme 

statement represented the view of several members of both houses with regard to Frere’s 

complicity in the collapse of relations with Spain.  Obviously, this statement attributed a 

much greater degree of influence to Frere than he actually enjoyed; it also completely 

overlooked the naval issue that was not discussed in these debates.  Therefore, the 

unsubstantiated charge was soon rejected. 

On 11 February Pitt again explained in the House of Commons the need for 

examining the activities in Spain, given the fact that the war had started two months 

earlier.  He stated,  

I hope that I shall be able, not only to establish that which, I believe, few 
can be now disposed to question, the ultimate justice and necessity of the 
war, but also, the exemplary moderation, liberality, and forbearance of the 
ministers of this country in every period of our relations with Spain.36

Pitt admitted that the government had plans to recall Frere at some point.  He based this 

decision on a desire of “affording every facility and removing every obstacle to an 

amicable arrangement.”  Therefore, the government felt it necessary to remove Frere due 

to “circumstances having occurred that made it impossible for him any longer to 

communicate personally with the Prince of Peace.”  Pitt acknowledged that while the 

ministry had planned to send a replacement of adequate rank to Spain, Frere had returned 

to England with letters “which proved in the clearest manner the violation of that 

                                                 
34 Earl Spencer, 5 February 1805.  Ibid. 

35 Earl Carlisle, 5 February 1805.  Ibid. 

36 William Pitt, 11 February 1805.  Ibid. 
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condition [Spanish neutrality], on which the forbearance of His Majesty’s government 

had particularly been founded.”37  This fact did not excuse Frere for conducting himself 

in any less than the behavior generally expected of a British envoy.  Because he did so, 

he lost the ability to conduct business with Godoy. Pitt, however, made it clear that Spain 

had radically changed the terms of its relationship with Great Britain.  By doing so, they 

announced their intention to declare war on England.  It remains doubtful that any other 

diplomat could have significantly altered the course charted by the Spanish government, 

led by Godoy. 

 In a lengthy speech by Pitt to the Commons on 11 February, he concluded, 

“Surely Mr. Frere must have exceeded the bounds to which his instructions authorized 

him to proceed.”  Pitt then followed that attack on Frere with an even more blistering 

attack on the ministers in power at that time; in essence, he blamed them for just about 

everything but the fact that Frere exceeded the limits of his guidance.  As proof for this 

assertion, Pitt cited the incredible periods of time during which Frere received no word 

from London.  In Pitt’s words,  

That in the first of these intervals, being little less than six months, the 
negotiation for a treaty of neutrality between France and Spain was begun, 
continued, and concluded; yet not the smallest intimation was, in that long 
time, given to Mr. Frere, of the light in which that negotiation was 
considered here; of the language it was thought proper for him to hold; or 
of the measures it might be necessary for him to talk; although frequent 
communications were made to him on the subject by the Spanish 
Government who appear to have been disposed to pay great attention in 
this instance to any representation from Great Britain.38

 
Pitt’s lengthy speech ended the debate for the day in the House of Commons; they 

resumed their inquiry and discussion of the matter again the following day. 

 The House of Lords renewed their debate on 11 February as well.  After further 

examination of all of the papers laid before both houses of Parliament, Earl Spencer rose 

in Frere’s defense.  He essentially argued that the government had issued such confusing 

instructions that it was no surprise that Frere had botched the handling of the situation.  

Spencer concluded, “Mr. Frere’s own conduct showed that he did not know what his 
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instructions meant.  Indeed they were so various and contradictory in themselves, that he 

could hardly be supposed to be able to reconcile them.”39  While this support for Frere, 

which was also an indictment of the government, seemed very logical, it did not persuade 

all of the members.   

Once Parliament began to receive the more complete copies of the 

correspondence, many members then began to change their initial opinions.  Many of 

Frere’s instructions from home lacked specificity and often contradicted each other.  

Unfortunately for Frere, this inquiry had already resulted in unfairly tarnishing his 

reputation, largely because of the incorrect assumptions or shortcomings of others.  On 

the other hand, several members, such as Lord King and the Earl of Westmoreland, 

continued to support the government and cite Frere as the culpable party in this case.  

When Earl Fitzwilliam rose to suggest adjourning for the evening, due to the late hour, 

Lord Hawkesbury immediately opposed such an idea on the grounds that this issue 

carried far too much importance not to see it completed.40  The fact that Hawkesbury, 

who had been Foreign Secretary during much of the time central to the debate, did not 

follow his objection with any substantive facts drew the ire of one of his colleagues. 

 Lord Grenville, Hawkesbury’s predecessor in the Foreign Office, expressed his 

“utter astonishment” that Hawkesbury had risen to oppose adjournment, but “had not 

thought it his duty to say one word in explanation of the huge mess of papers on the table, 

so as to throw some light on a transaction, which in [Grenville’s] mind reflected no credit 

on the administration of which [Hawkesbury] formed a part.”  Grenville attacked all of 

the ministers during the period in question for their “remissness.”  He then exonerated 

Frere by stating, “the whole of [Frere’s] mission was marked by the same style of 

remissness, and that at successive periods he had been suffered to remain for two months, 

for six months, and even for eight months together, without any specific instructions from 

his own court on how to act, but left entirely to himself.”41  The persuasiveness of 

Grenville’s line of argument made it easier to see the merits for excusing Frere’s alleged 

poor conduct in Spain. 

                                                 
39 Earl Spencer, 11 February 1805.  Ibid. 

40 Lord Hawkesbury, 11 February 1805.  Ibid. 

41 Lord Grenville, 11 February 1805.  Ibid. 
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 Hawkesbury responded to the charges leveled at him by Grenville by saying that 

he had intentionally remained silent because of his close involvement in the issue itself; 

he stated that he wanted to hear all of the arguments before expressing his own, and 

obviously biased, view.  Not surprisingly, he proceeded to restate the “party line” 

concerning the Treaty of San Ildefonso, and all of the other accompanying issues then up 

for debate.  He placed all blame for creating this mess at the feet of the Spanish 

Government, as they opened the negotiations with France, and then concluded the treaty 

that became the genesis for later problems.  In his speech he avoided any mention of 

Frere by name, and alluded to him only briefly.42  This attempt to talk around one of the 

main issues did not fool any of his fellow members of the House of Lords.  It did serve to 

bring the debate to a close for the evening. 

 The situation only became more bizarre in its conclusion.  The record of 

Parliamentary Debates does not contain any references to “The War in Spain” after the 

session on 11 February 1805 in the House of Lords.  The record showed that the House of 

Commons resumed their discussion of the matter one last time on the following day, 12 

February.  James Johnstone dominated much of the discussion of that day with his attacks 

on Frere and his conduct.  Similar to the House of Lords, the Commons never really 

reached any significant resolution on this issue.  Ultimately, the members concluded that 

Frere had probably overstepped his bounds, but also that the conduct of His Majesty’s 

ministers, especially the Foreign Secretary, left much to be desired in this case.  Pitt 

ended the discussion by proclaiming that he had become “satisfied with the answers to 

the questions.”43  Despite Pitt’s satisfaction, many people retained a poor impression of 

Frere as a result of his actions in Spain, and these proceedings in Parliament seemed to 

have done very little to change that image of Frere. 

 After devoting nearly the entire front page to documents pertaining to the “War In 

Spain” debates on both 12 and 13 February 1805, in The Times a brief notice appeared on 

the second page of the 14 February edition.  The item stated only that “Yesterday, in the 

House of Commons, the Report of the Address to His Majesty, upon the war with Spain, 

                                                 
42 Lord Hawkesbury, 11 February 1805.  Ibid. 

43 James Johnstone and William Pitt, 12 February 1805.  Ibid. 
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was brought up, and ordered to be presented to His Majesty without any further 

discussion.”44  Nevertheless, the record from the House of Commons for 13 February 

shows no discussion of the Spanish issue on that day.  So this portion of Frere’s problems 

ended with far less intensity and drama than when it began.  The firestorm that had 

ensued in the summer of 1804 certainly died down almost completely by the middle of 

February 1805. 

 Another of Frere’s problems, created to some degree by Frere himself, centered 

on Frere’s unwavering support of the Spanish people.  This belief contrasted sharply with 

British public opinion regarding the Spaniards.  Therefore as Frere tried to defend the 

Spanish, he only created bigger challenges for himself in the halls of government in 

London.  His affection for the Spanish people should not be confused with Frere’s 

feelings toward Godoy.  These feelings did become a little better clarified during the 

Parliamentary Inquiry, but perhaps Frere himself should have distinguished the difference 

between Godoy and the Spanish people much earlier in the process.   

 In addition to the insights Frere provided in the letters to his brother as he left 

Spain in the fall of 1804, Frere also left other clues as to his affection for the Spanish 

people.  One of the men whom Frere regarded as a close personal friend was the Marquis 

de la Romana.  This relationship, first developed in 1802 when Frere arrived in Madrid, 

paid significant dividends for both Spain and Great Britain several years later.  Frere later 

spoke of his friend, saying “Romana and I were friends from the very first day we met; 

…it was he who enabled me, within a very short time after my arrival at Madrid, to find 

out exactly how all parties stood, and to send home a correct account of them.”45  Many 

of Frere’s writings from later in his life also reflected very favorably upon the Spanish, as 

a national group.  Obviously these sentiments did very little to endear Frere to the British 

public in 1804 or 1805. 

After the resolution of the Parliamentary debates, Frere withdrew from the public 

life, preferring to remain in self-imposed seclusion.  Even his close friends did not see 

him much, which in turn caused some of them, including Canning, to wonder about his 

                                                 
44 The Times (of London), 14 February 1805. 

45 The Works of John Hookham Frere, 56. 
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health and his mental state after the Spanish episode.  Canning sent Frere no less than 

thirteen letters between November 1804 and August 1805 to inquire about various topics, 

such as whether Frere would entertain the possibility of returning to a government post.  

Many of these letters contained pleading phrases such as, “where are you?”46  In some of 

the letters, Canning specifically asked Frere to come to London.  In one of them, he told 

Frere, “I heartily wish you were here, or within reach.  I never more wanted a half an 

hour’s talk with you.  The main point is this – shall I come into the Cabinet with my 

present office?  Pitt proposes it.  Tell me what you think.”47  About one week later, 

Canning sent another request to Frere, along with an offer to send a carriage, saying, “I 

very much wish you would come to me here.  I want to show you the statement which is 

prepared by Pitt, and to consult with you about what is best to be done about it.  I will 

send my carriage to bring you.”48  With very little of Frere’s personal correspondence 

surviving, it remains unknown exactly how, or even if, Frere responded to any of these 

letters. 49  His behavior makes it very difficult to judge Frere’s disposition and attitude in 

1804 after his return from Madrid, or in 1805 after the Parliamentary Inquiry.  What was 

clear from Canning’s letters to Frere was Canning’s belief in Frere’s abilities and 

Canning’s confidence in Frere’s opinion and counsel.  While Canning’s view may not 

have coincided with many other contemporary opinions on Frere, his certainly carried 

significant weight in British politics of this era. 

Frere remained out of the public view for several years.  Apparently, he spent 

much of his time with his brother Edward at Clydach, a small town in Wales.  During this 

time Frere intentionally remained aloof.  As late as January 1806, Canning sent another 

letter asking 

                                                 
46 Canning to Frere, 10 May 1805, 13 August 1805, 22 September 1805, 2 November 1805, Canning 
Correspondence. 

47 Canning to Frere, 2 November 1805, Ibid. 

48Canning to Frere, 10 November 1805, Ibid. 

49 The Works of John Hookham Frere, 61.  Frere’s nephews make specific mention in the memoir of the 
fact that Frere’s correspondence was not preserved, but they did not specify the reason for their loss. 
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What has become of you? …I am here till next week.  Pitt I hope is 
coming here on his way from Bath.  He is very ill, and the Continent 
worse.  But he, I hope, will get better.50

 
Pitt did not get better, and died a few days later.  Pitt’s death marked the end of an era in 

British politics, and also a significant change for George Canning upon the loss of his 

political mentor.  The state of affairs on the European Continent did not significantly 

improve either over the next few years.   

John Hookham Frere remained in his self-imposed seclusion for several more 

years.  Apparently the main issue with the Parliament was the fact that Spain and France 

formed an alliance, leaving Great Britain out.  Despite the fact that the government had 

already made plans and issued orders to attack the Spanish treasure fleet, Frere received 

most of the blame for the outbreak of war in 1804.  Even though the Parliamentary 

inquiry begun in 1805 had collapsed within a matter of months, the damage to Frere’s 

reputation certainly seemed permanent.  Frere no longer merited any mention in the 

London or Paris newspapers.  He next came to light in 1807 upon his nomination for a 

diplomatic post in Berlin at the Prussian Court. 

                                                 
50 Canning to Frere, 9 January 1806, John Hookham Frere and His Friends, 106.   
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CHAPTER FOUR:  

JOHN HOOKHAM FRERE’S RETURN TO SPAIN, 1808-1809 

 

Frere remained out of the spotlight until 1807 when a chance for him to resume 

his diplomatic service arose.  In May 1807 George Canning, by this time serving as 

foreign secretary, again helped his good friend Frere by nominating him for a diplomatic 

post.  Canning submitted Frere’s name to the King for the open position as Minister to 

the Prussian Court in Berlin.  Prussia, along with Russia and England, had joined the 

Fourth Coalition against France and thus merited full diplomatic relations with England.  

Canning’s request went before the King on 9 May 1807, and the King approved Frere’s 

selection on 10 May.1  By making this recommendation, Canning must have maintained 

some degree of confidence in Frere’s abilities.  Based on Prussia’s allied nation status, as 

well as the current war, a posting in Prussia in 1807 carried far more importance than 

either of his positions in Lisbon or Madrid.  

After his confirmation, Frere did not take immediate steps to depart for Berlin, 

instead spending a period of several weeks getting his affairs in order and making the 

arrangements for travel to Berlin.  As much as a month after the King’s assent to the 

mission, Canning again urged Frere to set out for Berlin quickly.  Canning wrote, “I pray, 

please get ready quickly to go.  Set out for [Berlin] without delay; let what preparations 

you have to make (which cannot be made) be made in your absence.  Go haste, and 

search for a ship today!”2  This warning sounds eerily similar to the one Canning sent to 

Frere in December 1801 encouraging him to proceed from Lisbon to Madrid as quickly 

as possible after receiving official notification of his transfer.3

                                                 
1 Aspinall, Later Correspondence of George III, IV, 3456. 

2 Canning to Frere, 6 June 1807, Canning Correspondence. 

3 Canning to Frere, 20 December 1801, Ibid.  Even though Canning wrote this letter in December 1801, 
Frere did not receive his transfer and leave Lisbon until October 1802. 
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Unfortunately, Frere did not act quickly enough, and during this delay, Napoleon 

concluded the Treaty of Tilsit with Russia and Prussia in July 1807.  In addition to 

breaking up the Fourth Coalition, the treaty also closed all of the northern ports of Europe 

to any British ships in an attempt to enforce the Continental System.  Therefore, Frere 

never departed for Berlin and the British government cancelled the mission entirely.4   

 In 1808 Frere again put aside his literary pursuits when the British Government 

reestablished diplomatic relations with Spain.  Initially the government sent Sir Charles 

Stuart, under title of a “special mission.”  He arrived in Spain in July 1808 and remained 

in the country for seven months.5  The government selected Stuart for this special mission 

for two important reasons.  First, he had just taken a three-month trip to Spain as a private 

citizen.  Upon his return to England, he reported his observations on the state of the 

Spanish people and the efforts underway in Spain to resist French rule.  Second, Stuart 

had the ability to sail for Spain immediately.  After his nomination on 6 July, he took 

only a few days to board a ship, and arrived in La Coruña on 20 July.  Because the 

government saw his mission as an urgent one, coupled with Stuart’s availability to leave 

right away and his timely knowledge of the situation, made him the ideal candidate for 

the position.  Stuart had also served for several years in Secretary of Legation and 

Secretary of Embassy positions in Vienna and St. Petersburg, which gave him the 

necessary experience in diplomatic affairs that he would certainly need on his mission to 

Spain.6

In the meantime, Canning nominated Frere to return to Spain on a permanent 

mission, with the title of Envoy Extraordinaire and Minister Plenipotentiary in September 

1808.  Canning probably made his recommendation based on several factors, not the least 

of which were Frere’s understanding of Spanish language and culture, the fact that 

Frere’s previous service in Spain made him a knowledgeable and experienced candidate, 

                                                 
4 The Works of John Hookham Frere, 74.  For the full text of the Treaty of Tilsit, see Napoleon’s 
Correspondence. 

5 Bindoff, British Diplomatic Representatives, 141.  For a more complete biographical sketch of Charles 
Stuart, see DNB, XIX, 74 and Supplemental Binder, 143. 

6 Mildred Fryman, “Charles Stuart and the ‘Common Cause’: The Anglo-Portuguese Alliance, 1810-1814.”  
Dissertation submitted to Florida State University, 1974.  23. 
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and his friendship with Frere.7  Frere received his credentials on 4 October 1808 and this 

time he wisely departed almost immediately on a Royal Navy vessel bound for Spain.8   

 When Frere arrived in Spain in October of 1808, the country was already in a 

great upheaval.  Incited by the fall of Godoy’s corrupt regime and the abdication of 

Charles in favor of Ferdinand in March, and then Ferdinand’s renunciation of the throne 

in favor of Napoleon in May, the situation became chaotic as the Spanish rose up against 

the French.  When Frere landed at La Coruña, King Joseph Bonaparte, already on the 

Spanish throne for several months, had fled north of the Ebro.  Frere’s instructions from 

the foreign ministry directed him to “repair to Ocana, or to such other place, as you shall 

learn, upon your arrival in Spain, to have been fixed upon for the residence of the Central 

Junta or such other Supreme Provisional Authority.”9  The Central Junta was established 

with the consent of the provincial juntas after Joseph Bonaparte evacuated the capital.  

Even though the provincial juntas created the Central Junta, it did not eliminate the 

problems between the various bodies.  The vague nature of Frere’s instructions indicated 

the uncertainty surrounding the environment into which Frere was sent.  In fact, the 

vague structure of national governance in Spain in 1808 proved one of the biggest 

obstacles to Frere’s success, and also to the success of the British effort in the peninsula 

as a whole. 

 While the remainder of the instructions issued to Frere conformed to the normal 

cautions and admonitions issued to most diplomats, they contained many clauses more 

specifically tailored to the unusual situation in Spain.  For instance, Frere’s 1808 

instructions describe in detail the protocols involved in presenting only a copy of his 

credentials to the Central Junta, keeping the original for King Ferdinand VII upon his 

return.  The 1808 instructions had far more detail than those of 1802, with several 

paragraphs devoted to the ongoing war.  This certainly reflected the change in relations 

between Britain and Spain between 1802 and 1808.  It may also have resulted, to some 

degree, from the memory of Frere’s departure from Spain in 1804. 

                                                 
7 The Works of John Hookham Frere, 81. 

8 His Majesty George III to His Catholic Majesty Ferdinand VII, 4 October 1808, PRO FO 90/64; Bindoff, 
British Diplomatic Representatives, 142. 

9 King George III to Frere, 4 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 
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The government directed Frere to address several issues right away, such as early 

warnings about possible commercial relations, the security of Gibraltar, and the sending 

of a British expeditionary force that might operate in Spain.  His instructions further 

directed Frere not to enter immediately into discussions about commercial arrangements 

between the two countries, but instead to wait until he had a better opportunity to 

encourage Spain to increase trade with England.  Regarding Gibraltar, Frere was to “keep 

the most watchful eye on the security of the important [British] fortress,” and ensure 

peaceful relations between the British garrison and the Spanish in the surrounding area.  

In his discussion about British forces operating in Spain, Frere had orders to warn the 

Spanish that the commander would not have the authority to make any convention or 

agreement with the enemy beyond purely military issues.  This strongly worded 

paragraph certainly reflected a reaction to the resentment following the Convention of 

Cintra in Portugal.  Furthermore, the government reminded Frere to review all 

communications from the British commander before passing them along to the Spanish 

government.10  In essence, the military commander did not have the authority to 

communicate directly with the Spaniards.  While not necessarily unusual, and only 

intended to avoid duplication or contradiction between the diplomats and the military 

commanders, it often caused controversy, as Frere’s mission in Spain proved over the 

next nine months. 

 Frere disembarked the ship in La Coruña on 20 October 1808 after arriving in the 

harbor.  He noted that the ship had landed there after great difficulty in making any port 

in the Bay of Biscay due to rough weather.  The ship also carried Don Pedro Caro y 

Sureda, known as the Marquis of Romana, and some of his Spanish troops who had 

previously been in Denmark.  Soon after placing Joseph on the Spanish throne, Napoleon, 

in a shrewd move meant to protect French troops in Spain, sent the best Spanish troops to 

the Hanseatic Cities on the Baltic Sea, simply to keep them out of Spain.  This shows that 

Napoleon, contrary to popular belief, did recognize the quality and capability of at least 

some portions of the Spanish Army.  In 1808 the Emperor moved them to Denmark 

where they fell under the command of Marshal Jean-Baptiste Bernadotte.  In July 1808 

                                                 
10 Ibid. 
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the British sent a Catholic priest, Father James Robertson, as a spy to talk to La Romana 

and coordinate his cooperation with the British.  As a result of the friendship he 

established with La Romana during his first tour in Spain, Frere indirectly assisted in the 

return of these troops to Spain to join the war against the French.  Throughout the years, 

Frere had continued his correspondence with La Romana.11  The existence and strength 

of this type of relationship showed exactly why Frere had received the government’s 

nomination to return to Spain. 

 Robertson had very little problem in getting an audience with the Spaniard once 

he reached Denmark, carrying a German passport.  Robertson went to the meeting armed 

with a box of cigars and a packet of chocolate, but nothing from the British Government 

confirming the purpose of his mission.  Because Robertson needed to convince La 

Romana of his good intentions, as well as gaining his confidence, Frere had proposed that 

Robertson assure La Romana of his sincerity.  As a sort of password for Robertson to use, 

Frere suggested a passage of poetry from “The Cid” which he and La Romana had 

discussed together several years earlier in Madrid.12  In the poem, one particular line in 

the original Latin reads Aun vea el hora que vos merezca dos tanto.  Frere had always 

thought, and had told La Romana, that instead the line should have read Aun vea el hora 

que vos merezcades tanto.  Therefore, he instructed Robertson to speak the amended line 

to La Romana, in the original Latin, which was the only common language between the 

two men.  The line of poetry gave La Romana a sign that Frere had sent Robertson and 

came in good faith.13

La Romana’s Spanish soldiers escaped aboard British ships on 21 August 1808.  

The situation surrounding the return of these troops to Spain accurately foreshadowed 

many of the issues with which Frere dealt during his mission.  During their exile, the 

troops’ pay had gone badly in arrears, but the government had no money available to pay 

them.  In addition, the members of the local junta had decided that they no longer 

exercised the power to make decisions regarding the troops due to the establishment of 

                                                 
11 Cope Goodwin, “The Political and Military Career of Don Pedro Caro Y Sureda, Marques de la 
Romana,” PhD Dissertation submitted to Florida State University, 1973, 37. 

12 Ibid., 56. 

13 Ibid., 36; Festing, Frere and His Friends, 157. 
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the Central Junta.  At the end of his initial dispatch from Spain, Frere informed the 

Foreign Office of the local situation and also speculated that he might pay the troops, 

using 50,000 of the million dollars that he carried to assist the Spanish government.14

The problems between the Central Junta and the local juntas plagued Frere 

throughout this assignment in Spain.  The local councils had arisen as a form of 

government in the days following the original uprisings in most of the provinces.  In 

some cases, revolutionaries composed the majority of these bodies, while in other cases 

people of prominence before the upheavals remained in their powerful positions.15  The 

Central Junta were established in the summer of 1808, but did not carry much influence 

originally.  Many of the local juntas paid only nominal attention to the Central Junta, 

while others ignored the new central council altogether.16  Frere identified this problem 

soon after his return to Spain.  Solving the problem proved much more difficult. 

 Despite these troublesome issues, Frere reported that he received a warm 

welcome among the people in La Coruña, as did the Spanish troops.  He thought that the 

Spanish might have somehow resented the British assistance as a result of the negative 

opinions generated by the Convention of Cintra.  He reported, however, “our reception 

has been as cordial among all ranks of people as our warmest expectation could have 

anticipated.”  Frere remained in La Coruña for three days before departing for Madrid.  

He attributed his delay to a lack of carriage animals, a point that he highlighted in that 

first dispatch to illustrate the extremely poor conditions in Spain.  He also mentioned that 

he expected the trip to Madrid to take at least thirteen days to complete.17  This lengthy 

journey, even by 1808 standards, further illustrated the problems in Spain with respect to 

poor infrastructure conditions and the unavailability of horses. 

 A Times reporter recorded the atmosphere surrounding Frere’s arrival in a similar 

positive manner.  Crabb Robinson regarded La Romana in a somewhat different light 

though.  He wrote of the event: 

                                                 
14 Frere to Canning, 21 October 1808, PRO FO 72/61. 

15 Esdaile, Spain in the Liberal Age, 17. 

16 Ibid., 22. 

17 Frere to Canning, 21 October 1808, PRO FO 72/61. 
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On the 21st there was an arrival which, more than that of the English, 
ought to have gratified the Spaniards.  I witnessed a procession from the 
coast to the Town hall, of which the two leading figures were the Spanish 
General La Romana and the English Minister, Mr. Frere.  Few incidents in 
the great war with Napoleon can be referred to as rivaling in romantic 
interest the escape of the Spanish soldiers under General La Romana from 
the North of Germany; but, on beholding the hero, my enthusiasm 
subsided.  La Romana looked, in my eyes, like a Spanish barber.  I was 
therefore less surprised and vexed than others were when, in the course of 
events, he showed himself to be an ordinary character, having no sense of 
what the times and the situation required from the Spanish nation.  On the 
other hand, I received a favorable impression from the person of Mr. 
Frere.18  

 
Despite Robinson’s negative opinion of La Romana, the more important aspect of his 

report reflected the warm welcome extended by the Spaniards to both men. 

Frere finally arrived in Madrid, a distance of about 250 miles, on 7 November 

1808.  While Frere never implicitly stated it in any of his official correspondence, his 

brother Bartholomew probably accompanied him on this journey; he served as Frere’s 

Secretary throughout his term in Spain.19  Upon reaching the city, one of the waiting 

dispatches instructed him to make arrangements to advance up to 300,000 of the one 

million dollars in his possession to pay two months of expenses for La Romana’s army.20  

At the same time, the British government also sent over sixty thousand muskets and 

assorted accoutrements, flints, cartridges, and pikes to Spain.21  Clearly, the British 

government put forth a determined effort to help the Spanish resist and expel the French.  

Upon his arrival, Frere took the lead in ensuring that the British money and equipment 

got to the right people for the best use.  In addition to the financial issues, the other two 

                                                 
18 Henry Crabb Robinson, Diary, Reminiscences, and Correspondence of Henry Crabb Robinson, selected 
and edited by Thomas Sadler, (London, 1869), 275. 

19 Bartholomew Frere had also served as Secretary of Legation on Frere’s two prior missions to Portugal 
and Spain, and returned to perform the same role in 1808.  Bindoff, British Diplomatic Representatives, 
142. 

20 Canning to Frere, 20 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60.  The currency values are expressed in “Spanish 
dollars,” the prevalent hard currency of the era.  One million Spanish dollars in 1808 is equivalent to 
approximately 12 to 13 million in United States dollars today.  Conversions based on data found in 
Lawrence H. Officer, Between the Dollar-Sterling Gold Points: Exchange Rates, Parity, and Market 

Behavior, (Cambridge, 1996). 

21 Canning to Frere, 16 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 
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issues upon which Frere spent the most time related to the internal problems that plagued 

the Central Junta, and military relations between the two countries. 

 A few days before Frere’s first meeting with the Junta, word reached Spain of the 

meeting between Napoleon and Czar Alexander of Russia at Erfurt.  Between 27 

September and 14 October the two emperors discussed the Franco-Russian alliance.  

Napoleon wanted to reaffirm the strong bond with Russia so that he could turn his 

attention to Spain without fear of attack upon his central European allies.  The emperors 

also issued a joint appeal to King George III to renew peace negotiations.22  The British 

government wanted to solicit the opinions of the Spanish government before responding 

to the peace overtures of France and Russia.  The British considered Spanish policies 

calling for the release of Ferdinand VII and his family, as well as the removal of Joseph 

Bonaparte from the Spanish throne of vital importance.  Once apprised of the terms under 

which the Spanish would enter into peace negotiations, the British government pledged to 

support the Spanish wishes and reply accordingly to Napoleon and Alexander.23  Again 

the British monarch demonstrated his willingness to go to great lengths in order to assist 

the Spaniards. 

 The Central Junta debated the issue quickly, and then issued a statement outlining 

the terms upon which they would negotiate.  In essence, the Junta would, “neither admit 

nor hear of any proposal for peace …[before] the restitution of Ferdinand VII to his 

throne.”24  The British government expected this response, and quickly joined in making 

a similar proclamation to the French and Russian emperors.  In this situation, Frere 

served as a messenger between the British throne and the Spanish Junta.   

 

                                                 
22 Napoleon and Alexander to George III, 12 October 1808, Correspondence de Napoleon Ier, 14373, 
XVII, 638.  This letter to King George is also found in PRO FO 185/15, and was included as an enclosure 
to Canning to Frere, 29 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60.  The Convention signed by Alexander and 
Napoleon, 12 October 1808, is found in Correspondence de Napoleon Ier, 14372, XVII, 635. 

23 Canning to Frere, 29 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 

24 Resolution of the Spanish Central Junta, 20 November 1808.  Included as an enclosure to Frere to 
Canning, 20 November 1808, PRO FO 72/61. 
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Frere and the Financial Crisis 

 Frere considered monetary issues among the most important subjects deserving 

his immediate attention.  British financial assistance seemed absolutely vital to the 

Spanish cause, and their chances of success.  Frere had left London carrying an advance 

of one million dollars with him, with the promise of another two million en route soon 

after he landed in Spain.  The government wanted the Central Junta to spend this money 

for the most immediate needs which arose upon Frere’s arrival.  The British Government 

entrusted Frere to negotiate the specific terms of the advance.  Canning further stipulated 

“that in the event of your not finding … a central government established, you are to 

consider the sum of 500,000 as applicable to the use of the northern provinces and armies 

of Spain.  The remaining 500,000 you will retain un-appropriated until you receive His 

Majesty’s pleasure as to the manner in which they are to be applied.”25  Once he arrived 

in Spain, Frere began to spend the money almost immediately. 

 The British economy of the nineteenth century depended largely on foreign trade.  

With Napoleon’s Continental System in effect, the British access to the continent had 

decreased drastically.  Therefore, Frere had as one of his critical missions to protect the 

interests of British trade with Spain.  Several of the paragraphs of the Foreign Office’s 

instructions pertained to this subject.  The non-European Spanish dominions, referring 

mainly to those in the Americas, received special mention, since they represented another 

opportunity for the English to expand their trade to these areas to compensate for the loss 

of continental markets.  The King’s instructions also directed Frere to “protect any of our 

subjects” involved in trading in Spain, and resolve any conflicts that might arise 

involving British citizens.26

 Prior to Frere’s arrival in Spain, representatives from several of the provincial 

juntas, as this predated the creation of the Central Junta, had traveled to London to seek 

British aid.  Their most important aim was to secure immediate financial assistance.  

They reasoned that without British help, the initial wave of enthusiasm created by the 

events of 2 May 1808 might subside and leave the French in permanent control of 

                                                 
25 Canning to Frere, 5 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 

26 King George III to Frere, 4 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 
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Spain.27  The negotiations that took place between Canning and the Spaniards resulted in 

Frere’s appointment to Madrid, as well as the monies that he brought with him when he 

left England in September 1808.  Canning made British access to Spanish colonies in 

America one of the conditions for this new provision of assistance; he hoped to increase 

English trading revenues as a result.  Canning wrote to Frere on the same matter, 

directing him to press the urgency of this issue upon the Central Junta in Spain.  He told 

Frere, “An intercourse with South America is indispensably necessary for the obtaining, 

by this country, the means of continuing its aid to the Spanish cause.”28  The fact that 

Canning told Frere to push the issue with the Central Junta proved that body’s lack of 

effectiveness prior to this point.   

Canning went on to note a significant gesture by the British government, namely 

that “His Majesty forgoes any claim to repayment for the advances hitherto made to the 

Provinces.”29  This negated the debt that the various juntas had accrued before the 

establishment of the Central Junta.  Given that most of those local bodies had little means 

of generating revenue, the prospects of them ever repaying the loan never seemed very 

high anyway.  But, the forgiveness of these loans did send a strong message to the new 

Central Junta about the British commitment.  

After Frere’s departure for Spain, Canning continued negotiating with Admiral 

Don Ruiz de Apodaca, Spain’s envoy in London, to secure a treaty to open Spanish 

markets in the Americas to British shipping.  Apodaca, however, claimed that he had no 

authority to approve or enter into any commercial agreements with the British 

government.  It seems that Apodaca arrived in London with no specified authority or 

powers, and with the only guiding principle of his mission to keep pressing England for 

continued aid.  Due to Apodaca’s inability to commit to any meaningful agreement, 

Canning finally signed a treaty on 14 January 1809, declaring only that the two countries 

                                                 
27 On 2 May 1808 French troops in Madrid opened fire on a group of Spanish protesters outside the royal 
palace.  This in turn led to large numbers of Spaniards attacking the French soldiers in the city.  The French 
withdrew initially but later returned in larger number and restored order.  While virtually insignificant from 
a military perspective, the events of Dos de Mayo served as a political instigator.  For further information 
see Esdaile, Spain in the Liberal Age, 14. 

28 Canning to Frere, 5 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 

29 Ibid. 
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intended to conclude a commercial convention at some later date.  This became the only 

formal document signed between England and Spain during this period.  In contrast to the 

situation in Portugal, Frere failed to convince the Junta to sign a lasting or consequential 

document.30

 Despite the lack of any permanent trade agreement between England and Spain, 

the Spanish did receive significant sums of monetary aid throughout Frere’s tenure in 

Spain.  Any discussion of the British experience in Spain remains incomplete without 

devoting some attention to the financial arrangements.  A great many of Frere’s 

dispatches reported the expenditure of money, and almost as many requested additional 

cash.  For example, one of Frere’s later dispatches from Spain, written on 29 May 1809, 

discussed the arrival of new monies from England.  He reported to Canning that a ship 

loaded with two million Spanish Dollars, initially docked at Cadiz, but had left port due 

to the appearance of a French squadron nearby.  Frere then went through an accounting of 

the other money currently in his possession, or in the possession of several of the other 

British agents in Spain.  Frere again emphasized the Junta’s need for money.  He also 

related his anxiety in awaiting the arrival of another ship carrying five million Spanish 

Dollars.  These messages accurately represent the tone in many of the dispatches Frere 

sent to London to keep them abreast of the financial situation in Spain.31

 

Frere and the Central Junta 

The organization of the Spanish provisional government posed another of the 

immediate problems initially faced by Frere.  This issue related to the financial crisis in 

that the lack of an effective central government prevented the raising of monies.  The 

rivalries between the provincial juntas, and the Central Junta’s lack of money made 

effective governance almost impossible.  This issue became glaringly obvious to Frere 

even before he appeared before the entire Central Junta on 14 November at the Summer 

                                                 
30 Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 201.  Treaty with Spain, 14 January 1809, PRO FO 93/99, cited in 
Sherwig. 

31 Frere to Canning, 29 May 1809, PRO FO 72/73. 
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Royal Palace in Aranjuez to present a copy of his credentials.  As instructed, he pledged 

to give the original to Ferdinand VII when the French released him from captivity.32

 The evidence of the financial troubles that faced the Central Junta predated 

Frere’s presentation of his credentials by at least a month.  In October, the President of 

the Central Junta, José Moñino y Redondo, known as Count Florida Blanca, had issued 

an order mandating a variety of measures all designed to raise money.  The order called 

upon all of the sources of wealth in the country, including “individuals of the nobility, 

…clergy, and merchants” to loan money for the good of Spain.  The Junta hoped to 

generate a sum of one million dollars from these sources, and indicated that “those who 

demand it” would receive an interest rate of 4% with the repayment of the loan.  The 

order further stated that, “Junta requires a similar loan from all of the principal cities 

throughout the Kingdom.”33  Although the order did not make it clear whether they hoped 

to raise an additional one million from each principal city, or from all of the cities 

combined, the magnitude of the fund raising efforts were plain to see.  Clearly the 

Spanish Government had to confront a serious financial shortcoming. 

 In his dealings with the Spanish Central Junta, Frere enjoyed a particularly 

successful record of achievement.  Frere’s previous tour of duty in Spain, from 1802 to 

1804, weighed heavily in Canning’s decision making when he called upon Frere again in 

1808.  Even though he left that mission as a result of his poor relationship with Godoy, he 

had cultivated excellent bonds of friendship with many of the other leading people in 

Spain, some of whom held seats on the Central Junta.  Moreover, during his first tour, 

Frere had developed a good working knowledge of the Spanish language, which 

reinforced his ties with many of the powerful Spaniards.34  Coupled with Godoy’s 

absence from the government, Frere’s skills and relationships made him an effective 

representative for England when dealing with the Junta. 

                                                 
32 Frere to Canning, 14 November 1808, PRO FO 72/61. 

33 Order by Count Florida Blanca, 5 October 1808, enclosed in Frere to Canning, 8 November 1808, PRO 
FO 72/61.  In his dispatch Frere explained the time lapse between the date of Florida Blanca’s order and his 
transmission of it to London by stating that the order was not published in Spain until 7 November 1808. 

34 The Works of Frere, 81. 
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One of the Junta’s earliest problems involved simply convening all the members 

in one place at one time to have regular meetings.  Most notably, the Archbishop of 

Toledo, also known as Cardinal Luis María de Bourbon, refused to attend the early 

meetings of the Junta at Aranjuez.  In his initial instructions, Canning encouraged Frere 

to seek out the Archbishop’s participation, recognizing him as a leading figure among the 

people.  The British government favored the Archbishop, a cousin of former Spanish 

King Charles IV, because he supported the ideals of monarchy.35  Frere’s dispatches 

during his first few months made occasional mention of the Archbishop.  He referred to 

the Archbishop of Toledo as having a “personal weakness,” but still believed him to be 

trustworthy and respectable.  Frere attributes the Archbishop’s weaknesses to “one or two 

foolish and mischievous advisers whom it would be necessary and perfectly easy to 

remove.”36  Frere sent his most substantial message concerning the Archbishop on 5 

August 1809, at the end of his mission.  In it, he proposed to visit the Archbishop to try 

again to convince him to take his seat on the Junta.37  Frere never reported any results 

from this meeting, and the record of Frere’s dispatches never showed any evidence that 

Frere ever did meet with the Archbishop in person. 

The other leading figures in the Junta besides Florida Blanca, the president, were 

Pedro Cevallos, the foreign minister, and Martin Garay, the secretary of the assembly.  

Frere held all of these men in high regard, in sharp contrast from his view of many in the 

ruling class during his first tour in Spain.38  The presidency of the Central Junta changed 

hands after the death of Florida Blanca on 30 December 1808.  The former vice 

president, Vicente Mosoco Osorio y Guzman, known also as Count Altamira, succeeded 

Florida Blanca as the president.  Frere also regarded him as “a man of very right views, 

                                                 
35 Canning to Frere, 5 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 

36 Frere to Canning, 25 April 1809, PRO FO 72/72. 

37 Frere to Canning, 5 August 1809, PRO FO 72/74. 

38 Frere to Canning, 14 November 1808, PRO FO 72/61. 
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and in all respects, the most unexceptionable choice.”  Frere remained determined to 

support Altamira as he had Florida Blanca to further the British cause in Spain.39

Frere carefully followed several other issues in the Junta that might have affected 

British interests.  Many of these issues resulted from friction that soon developed 

between the various provincial juntas and the Central Junta over the question of when the 

powers of the provincial juntas expired.  The members of the Central Junta viewed the 

problem as a potential precedent that could limit their own terms of office.  For instance, 

Frere wrote to London in March 1809 about the situation facing the Seville Junta.  The 

terms of several of their members expired on 25 March, and the Central Junta had to take 

some sort of action to provide either for the renewal of the old officials’ terms, or new 

people to take their place.  Frere noted that “Count Tilly, a man of very bad character … 

will probably be removed, and Padre Gill chosen in his place, a change most exceedingly 

desirable.”  More important, however, was his warning about the implications of the 

replacement of Tilly.  He noted, “the most awkward circumstance is that some of the 

principal characters [of the Central Junta] … have been chosen with a like restriction with 

respect to the duration of their powers, and [they] are consequently apprehensive of 

setting a precedent which would extend to them.”40  This became the test case to 

determine how the local juntas would respond to the power of the Central Junta. 

Frere next reported on this issue on 30 March when he informed the British 

government that the relations between the provincial juntas and the Central Junta had 

continued to deteriorate.  The local Seville Junta declared that they would hold an 

election to determine a replacement for the seat held by Count Tilly.  The Central Junta, 

on the other hand, wanted to appoint a special commission to study the problem, mainly 

because of the precedent it would set for the future.  Frere had very little hope that the 

                                                 
39 Frere to Canning, 1 January 1809, PRO FO 72/72.  Little other information is known about Count 
Altamira, and Frere never made mention of him again by name.  This then calls into question Frere’s 
perception regarding Altamira’s importance on the Central Junta. 

40 Frere to Canning, 13 March 1809, PRO FO 72/72.  See also John K. Severn, A Wellesley Affair: Richard 

Marquess Wellesley and the Conduct of Anglo-Spanish Diplomacy (Tallahassee, 1981) for more discussion 
on the problems between the local juntas and the Central Junta. 
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Seville Junta would follow the wishes of the Central Junta.41  In fact, Frere never reported 

any resolution of this issue before his departure from Spain.  Nonetheless, this case 

provides a good illustration of the problems the various government bodies experienced 

in working towards a common goal.  

 In April 1809 the Central Junta, aware of the serious problems in government 

organization, proposed to assemble a Cortes, a type of constituent legislative body.  

While this marked an honest attempt by the Junta to reform their ineffective national 

government, numerous problems in the proposal undermined their effort.  Frere claimed 

in his dispatch of 25 April that the plan “appears to be liable to many objections,” but he 

only identified one problem.  He cited the lack of a “personal representation of the Royal 

Person” as the most important flaw in this plan.  Without such a provision, Spain would 

have a government devoid of the monarchial tradition, which would therefore weaken the 

King’s position upon his return.  In this dispatch, Frere also declared “the opinion and 

advice of His Majesty’s government upon so important a point will be listened to with all 

possible deference and respect.”42  This was a clear attempt on Frere’s part to elicit 

specific instructions from Canning on this important subject. 

 Canning never answered or provided instructions on this issue before Frere’s 

recall.  Frere did write other dispatches on the subject in which he continued to detail his 

objections to the plans for governmental authority.  These included not only the lack of a 

personal representation of the King, but also the possible election of commoners rather 

than men of nobility or clergy to the Cortes.  He informed Canning that he had held 

several conversations with Garay on the subject; he continually tried to alert Garay on the 

dangers that lay ahead if Spain followed its initial plans.  Garay explained that he 

envisioned the present Junta becoming an intermediate body between the new Cortes and 

the King.43

                                                 
41 Frere to Canning, 30 March 1809, PRO FO 72/72.  Richard Wellesley fared no better than Frere in 
helping the Central Junta resolve this issue after Frere’s departure.  The Central Junta continued to prove 
ineffective in almost all matters of governance.   

42 Frere to Canning, 25 April 1809, PRO FO 72/72. 

43 Frere to Canning, 8 May 1809, PRO FO 72/73.  Other dispatches on this topic were written on 29 May 
1809 and 8 June 1809. 

108 



While Frere certainly had a large range of issues with which to deal, his mission 

also included the responsibility of conducting the normal business of an overseas British 

embassy.  Even though many of these tasks did not directly involve Frere on a daily 

basis, the obligation fell upon him to ensure the completion of these functions, such as 

issuing passports and protecting the rights of British citizens in Spain.  The problems 

surrounding the Central Junta and the provincial juntas did not end before Frere left 

Spain, but this was not the only serious issue he faced during his tenure.  At the same 

time he dealt with the issues of the Spanish Government, he also tried to determine the 

true military situation in Spain so that he could best advise London on the Spanish needs. 

 

Frere and the British Military Operations in Spain 

 

 In the performance of his duties in Spain, Frere’s success varied, dependent upon 

the nature of his responsibilities.  In some, he accomplished his goals and objectives in a 

professional and credible manner.  In other areas, however, Frere made judgments and 

offered opinions on subjects in which he had little knowledge or experience.  The latter 

proved his downfall as a diplomat.  Like most other British diplomats posted in Spain, he 

failed most noticeably in the area of coordinating the efforts of the British and Spanish 

armies.  Of course, this reflects the fact that he had no control whatsoever over the 

Spanish Army.  Even the Central Junta found themselves deficient in exercising authority 

over the Spanish Army, not to mention the many bands of guerillas and irregulars 

operating in the various provinces.44  To further complicate Frere’s problems, he had no 

military training, although he too often interjected himself into the decision making 

process of the commanders, at times producing most unfortunate results. 

 In time, the military issues involving both the British and Spanish armies became 

far more significant in the course of Frere’s mission.  Frere’s handling of this aspect of 

his mission also contributed the most to the negative reputation he has endured since 

                                                 
44 For more information on guerillas and irregulars, see Charles Esdaile, Fighting Napoleon: Guerrillas, 

Bandits and Adventurers in Spain, 1808-1814, (New Haven, 2004).  See also John Tone, The Fatal Knot: 

The Guerrilla War in Navarre and the Defeat of Napoleon in Spain, (Chapel Hill, 1994) for a study of the 
war in the Navarre province.

109 



1809.  Because of the reaction following the Convention of Cintra, Canning’s instructions 

directed Frere that in the event that a British Army returned to Spain, Frere should  

Be particularly careful to apprise the Spanish government that the 
Commander In Chief of that army is not empowered or authorized by His 
Majesty, to enter into any convention or agreement with the enemy, or to 
stipulate for any objects beyond those of a purely military nature, and 
connecting immediately with the army under his command   
 

The following paragraph advised Frere to ensure that any communications from British 

military officers to the Spanish government go through him first.45  This phrase later 

generated a considerable amount of confusion between Frere and British military officers 

concerning the precise limits of Frere’s powers to dispense advice on military matters.  

While Frere generally complied with these instructions, his problems came about 

because of his strong desire to impose his views and decisions upon the British 

commanders operating in Spain.  Nowhere in the instructions did the King grant Frere the 

authority to assume the powers of a military commander, or empower him to supervise 

the commanders of any British Army units in Spain.  Similarly, military commanders had 

no instructions to make political decisions.  Consequently, the problems Frere faced were 

neither completely political nor military, but a combination of both.46

 In this respect, the best-known and most significant controversy took place 

between Frere and Lieutenant General Sir John Moore.  Moore had assumed command of 

a portion of the British Army in Portugal in the fall of 1808.  In his instructions from 

London, dated 25 September 1808, Moore received the explicit mission of moving his 

force into Spain to help the Spanish expel all French troops.  Moore’s assumption of 

command came about as a result of the departure of Generals Harry Burrard, Hew 

Dalrymple, and Arthur Wellesley to London to attend the Board of Inquiry concerning 

the Convention of Cintra.  Moore marched his army into Spain in November of 1808 

while Lieutenant General John Cradock took command of the remaining British troops in 

Lisbon.47   

                                                 
45 King George III to Frere, 4 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 

46 Ibid. 

47 Castlereagh to Moore, 25 September 1808, Narrative, 237; James C. Moore, The Life Of Lieutenant 

General Sir John Moore, K.B., (London, 1834), 119.  This source, although the text is biased, does contain 
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Castlereagh concluded his dispatch to Moore by indicating, “the command on 

which you are employed should be considered as a distinct and separate one from that of 

Portugal.”  Moore did receive instructions though to “continue to communicate with 

[Cradock], and act in concert with him as may be most for the advantage of His 

Majesty’s service.”48  While these instructions appear clear and uncomplicated, they 

obviously left much to the judgment of both commanders in determining the best course 

of action.  Likewise, the different situations in Spain and Portugal easily decreased the 

possibility of any one alternative working best for both British forces in the Peninsula. 

 From the beginning of his command in the Peninsula, Moore did not believe that 

the British government ever understood the real situation in Spain.49  As early as 13 

September 1808, Moore voiced these concerns in his dispatches.  He wrote to William 

Bentinck,50 a member of Stuart’s mission, in reference to the Spanish ministers of the 

junta, “If they expect the advance of the British Army, they must pay somewhat more 

attention to its wants.”  He went on to proclaim that the “authorities are backward, not 

like those of a country who wish our assistance.”  In this particular instance, perhaps 

Moore spoke the truth.   

Moore also prevailed against a popular sentiment among British leaders that the 

safety of Spain depended mainly upon the British Army.  Instead, Moore thought, “If that 

be so, Spain is lost.”  He felt that “the safety of Spain depends on the union of its 

                                                                                                                                                 
a comprehensive set of the correspondence between Frere and Moore.  When compared to the actual letters 
found in the British Library, only minor differences exist.  The most obvious difference is that Narrative 
omits a letter from Frere to Moore, dated 22 December 1808.  The author explains that because Moore 
apparently never received this particular letter, it would have been “improper” to include it in the volume.  
That letter mainly included intelligence reports on defensive positions and also the status of several bridges.  
While not overly significant in and of itself, it did provide yet another example of Frere’s efforts to 
communicate as much information as possible to Moore. 

48 Castlereagh to Moore, 25 September 1808, Narrative, 237.   

49 This does not imply that Moore was correct or that he understood the campaign or national strategy.  It 
was Moore who insisted, for example, that Portugal could not be defended.  Wellesley brilliantly proved 
Moore wrong in 1810 – 1812. 

50 Major General William Cavendish Bentinck had most recently served as the military governor of 
Madras, in India.  He was recalled after a mutiny among the native troops resulted in the deaths of thirteen 
British officers and a larger number of troops.  In August 1808 he was assigned to the staff of General 
Burrard in Portugal.  Burrard dispatched Bentinck to accompany Stuart on his special mission to Spain, 
where he served as a liaison officer; he was to encourage the Junta to take stronger actions in the defense of 
the Peninsula.  After Frere’s arrival in Spain, Bentinck commanded a brigade under Moore.  DNB, II, 292. 
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inhabitants.”  He closed this dispatch by declaring “I am much more anxious to see 

exertion and energy in the [Spanish] government and enthusiasm in their armies, than to 

have my force augmented.”  At both the beginning and the end of this message, Moore 

acknowledged that he knew of Frere’s impending arrival, and thus he asked Bentinck to 

pass his thoughts along to Frere.51

Moore’s frustration also stemmed from his distaste for politicians, especially 

those who meddled in military matters, and political generals.  He had made a reputation 

for himself as an officer who did not always pay proper deference to politicians, and one 

who certainly did not feel restrained from speaking his mind in their presence.  These 

feelings certainly exhibited themselves in Moore’s writings prior to his march into Spain.  

On 22 October 1808, Moore told Bentinck, “The politicians in London talked of going 

into Spain as if it was Hyde Park.”52  While this statement certainly exaggerated the 

situation, it showed that Moore’s frustration level had already begun to increase. 

Moore further expressed his feelings on this matter in a dispatch written on 24 

November to Castlereagh.  He reported on the terrible conditions encountered by his 

army along the Spanish roads, and also the bad weather that had somewhat delayed their 

march into Spain.  Moore went on to clearly state the differences between his 

expectations before arriving in Spain, and the reality that greeted him there.  He thought 

that no true reports had ever been submitted by the Spanish armies in the field concerning 

their strength or composition.  He speculated that had he known the true situation, he 

would have landed his army in Cadiz instead of La Coruña.  As for the assumed zeal of 

the Spanish population, Moore said, “The enthusiasm, of which we heard so much, 

nowhere appears; whatever goodwill there is (and I believe [among] the lower order there 

is a great deal) is taken no advantage of.”  Moore closed this strongly worded, but 

respectfully phrased letter by informing the War Minister of his plans, but making it clear 

that he no longer entertained high hopes for the immediate success of the Anglo-Spanish 

partnership.  Although his dispatch was couched with polite words and phrases, Moore’s 

                                                 
51 Moore to Bentinck, 13 September 1808, Narrative, 22. 

52 Moore to Bentinck, 22 October 1808, cited in Roger W. Day, The Life of Sir John Moore: Not a Drum 

Was Heard, (London, 2001), 137. 
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disgust for the situation in Spain is obvious.  Moore’s opinion provided the backdrop for 

the beginning of the tense working relationship between Moore and Frere.53

The formal association between Frere and Moore began with an introductory 

dispatch from Frere to Moore dated 13 November 1808.54  In two other messages, dated 

25 and 30 November 1808 Frere discussed his early impressions of the military situation 

in Spain and his wish that Moore would not retreat into Portugal.  Frere wanted Moore’s 

force to remain in Spain to prevent the fall of Madrid.55  While Frere stated only this 

reason in his letter, he likely considered other factors in formulating the dispatch.  He 

certainly wanted to demonstrate British commitment to the Spanish cause, and he must 

have hoped that Moore’s position in Spain would inspire greater Spanish resistance.   

Before receiving Frere’s dispatches, Moore sent a letter to Frere that read, in part, 

“this is a state of things quite different from that conceived by the British government 

when they determined to send troops to the assistance of Spain.”  Moore went on to 

explain that those at home thought that the Spanish people were “enthusiastic, 

determined, and prepared for resistance,” but that he had found quite the opposite.56  

After he received Frere’s letter of 25 November, Moore responded, “I do not know that I 

can in any way express with less offense the entire difference of our opinions on the 

subject.”57  Not surprisingly, these “entire difference[s]” in the two mens’ opinions only 

continued to diverge as 1808 came to a close. 

A few days later in another message to Moore, Frere explained that in his 

opposition of a retreat into Portugal, he “wished to confine [himself] to a simple political 

opinion.”  While he did not elaborate on exactly what he meant by a “simple political 

opinion,” it would make sense that Frere would have preferred Moore to stay in Spain 

simply for the reason of keeping up goodwill with the Spanish.  Frere also tried to 

convince the commander that the areas of Spain which Moore had seen to date did not 

                                                 
53 Moore to Castlereagh, 24 November 1808, Ibid., 257. 

54 Frere to Moore, 13 November 1808, British Library, London, Correspondence of Sir John Moore, Add. 
MSS 57540 (hereafter referred to as Moore Correspondence). 

55 Frere to Moore, 25 November 1808, and 30 November 1808, Ibid. 

56 Moore to Frere, 27 November 1808, Narrative, 63. 

57 Moore to Frere, 30 November 1808, Ibid., 79. 
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accurately represent the entire nation, saying, “the provinces which have you have 

hitherto seen are of all Spain the least distinguished for a military patriotic or provincial 

spirit,” and that Moore would find some other areas much better suited for supporting the 

advancing British Army.  As evidence, Frere noted that in the areas that he championed 

as better suited to French resistance, “no magistrate has been brought over to take an oath 

of allegiance to the pretender [Joseph Bonaparte] nor have the French been able to enlist 

a single soldier.”58  The areas that Frere referred to in this regard included New and Old 

Castille, and Asturias.  These provinces, in Frere’s opinion, would offer a significant 

contrast to places like Leon that Moore had already seen. 

As Frere closed the letter he once again advocated the importance of defending 

Madrid.  In Frere’s mind, “our first object, as it appears to me, ought to be to collect a 

force capable of repulsing the French before they receive their reinforcements.  The 

covering and protecting Madrid is surely a point of great moment for effect in Spain, and 

still more in France.”59  Despite Moore’s caricature of Frere, later perpetuated by 

Moore’s surviving relatives, as uninformed or perhaps exaggerating the conditions in that 

part of the country, Frere passed along information that he believed accurate to best of his 

knowledge.  This though, highlights one of Frere’s faults.   

Frere seems to have place blind trust in the information provided to him by the 

Central Junta when, at some times, he should have questioned the validity of the 

assertions made by the Junta.  Of course the Junta would have presented the facts in a 

most favorable light to keep Moore and his army in Spain, rather than watch them retreat 

into Portugal.  Perhaps Frere should have utilized the network of British agents in the 

various Spanish cities.  While these consuls did not possess specialized military training 

or skills, they certainly could have provided Frere with more accurate assessments of the 

situations in their respective locations.  Frere then could have balanced this information 

with that provided by the Central Junta in order to present a more balanced assessment to 

Moore.  Even though Frere concluded by deferring to Moore’s judgment, he did not 

comprehend the weight that his words carried in the minds of the military leaders.   

                                                 
58 Frere to Moore, 30 November 1808, Moore Correspondence. 

59 Ibid. 
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As a result of some belief that he had an unwritten obligation to comply with 

Frere’s wishes, Moore wrote to Frere on 2 December and said that he would support and 

abide by whatever decision Frere decided best to pursue.  Moore then changed his plans 

to retreat into Portugal and decided to support the Spaniards in Madrid, who still held the 

city at that time.  Prior to making his original decision to retreat into Portugal, Moore and 

his staff had also considered a few other options, such as concentrating all of their forces 

behind the Duero, or even launching some sort of movement to the northeast along with 

the Spanish troops.  In the end, Moore stuck with his second decision to remain in 

Spain.60  At this point, Frere and the Junta had left Madrid and moved to Aranjuez, and 

later to Seville.  Therefore, both Frere and the Central Junta relied on others for accurate 

intelligence concerning the state of the city.  It is likely, therefore, that neither Frere nor 

Moore had access to timely information about the ongoing events in Madrid.  Again, this 

made Frere at least somewhat culpable for the validity of the intelligence he provided to 

Moore. 

Another issue arose at the same time that only further complicated the already 

tentative relationship between Frere and Moore in December 1808.  Frere had employed 

an agent named Colonel Venault de Charmilly to communicate with Moore.61  For 

understandable reasons, Moore resented Frere’s choice of messengers.  Charmilly 

delivered a letter from Frere to Moore, dated 5 December.  He arrived at Moore’s 

headquarters on 6 December, but had to wait to see the general.  When asked to simply 

leave the correspondence, Charmilly insisted on delivering it in person.  Moore did not 

receive him cordially, and after reading the letter, Moore heard Charmilly’s account of 

                                                 
60 Narrative, 90; Fortescue, A History of the British Army, VI, 312.  In his evaluation of this situation, 
Oman supported Frere, writing, “Balancing one danger against the other, it seems evident that Frere was 
right, and that it was Moore’s duty to make a diversion of some sort against the French.”  Oman, History of 

the Peninsular War, I, 519. 

61 Colonel Vernault de Charmilly was a French émigré who had lived in England since the early years of 
the French Revolution.  Since his emigration he had married the sister of an English lord and held several 
different positions.  Bankruptcy forced him to seek less traditional means of employment in order to 
increase his income.  This lifestyle change eventually landed him in Spain, where he met Frere.  Most 
secondary accounts of the Peninsular War that even mention Charmilly do so in an extremely negative 
manner.  Words like “unprepossessing appearance,” “doubtful honesty,” “notorious adventurer and 
swindler” characterize the range of opinions about him.  While many of the same sources also have only 
negative impressions of Frere, given Charmilly’s background, it is easy to see why Frere should not have 
entrusted him with sensitive communications intended for General Moore.  Day, Life of Sir John Moore, 
150; Christopher Hibbert, Corruna, (London, 1961), 74. 
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the situation in Madrid.  Frere had taken the further unusual step of recommending 

Charmilly to Moore for whatever legitimate duty Moore might have found for him to 

perform.  Frere also told Charmilly that if Moore did not consent to this condition, then 

Charmilly should appeal over Moore’s head to other British generals with a higher date 

of rank.  Moore told Charmilly to return the following morning, as he did not have time 

to continue the conversation at that late point in the evening.62  This episode marked the 

continuation of the cold relationship between the general and the diplomat. 

Moore responded to Frere’s letter with a letter of his own on 6 December from his 

headquarters at Salamanca.  After discussing his thoughts on the state of affairs in Spain, 

he concluded by addressing the issue of Charmilly’s role in delivering Frere’s messages: 

I certainly, at first, did feel and express much indignation at a person like 
him being made the channel of a communication of that sort from you to 
me. … If Mr. Charmilly is your friend, it was perhaps natural for you to 
employ him; but I have prejudices against all that class, and it is 
impossible for me to put any trust in him.  I shall, therefore, thank you not 
to employ him any more in any communication with me.63

 
This letter demonstrated the tension that existed between two of the most important 

British officials in Spain at that time. 

The formal relationship and chain of command that existed between the two men 

was never made clear or put into writing from London to either Frere or Moore.  Given 

the decisions he made in this instance, Moore incorrectly assumed himself subordinate to 

Frere in deciding the operational plans for the army.  Had he felt otherwise, Moore most 

likely would have continued on his original plan of action.  If anyone had questioned him 

later, he could have simply responded that he only considered Frere’s comments as 

suggestions rather than orders.  In another possibility, perhaps Moore reconsidered the 

situation and decided that maybe Frere’s plan had more merit that he originally thought.  

Moore also could have seen this as a chance to develop an excuse for any ensuing 

negative outcome.  By subjugating his military command to a diplomat, Moore’s decision 

may have come about as a result of the investigation initiated after Cintra.  After all, 

                                                 
62 Sir John Moore, The Diary of Sir John Moore, John F. Maurice, ed., (London, 1904), II, 352. 

63 Ibid., II, 349. 
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Moore only rose to the command position in the Peninsula after the three more senior 

officers returned to London to stand before the Board of Inquiry.  Thus he had at least a 

few good reasons to act with slight hesitation in the face of a British diplomat making 

political decisions, which directly affected his choice of military courses of action.  On 

the other hand, Frere may have regarded Moore’s responses as an excuse to withdraw to 

the safety of Portugal. 

 Over the next several days Moore discovered for himself that his initial instincts 

about the assistance and cooperation of the Spanish had been correct.  He wrote to La 

Romana, commander of the Spanish Army operating in conjunction with his forces, to 

express his disappointment with the current situation.  He held out hope that all was not 

lost, and that their forces could still work together for the defense of Madrid.  After 

Moore concluded the first part of his letter, he went on to detail his plans for the 

combined British-Spanish operation, asking La Romana to make the necessary 

arrangements within the Spanish Army.64  He also apprised Frere of his complaints about 

the Spanish.  Wasting no time with diplomatic courtesies, Moore immediately expressed 

his displeasure with the Spanish generals he had to work with.  He called them “weak old 

men, or rather women, with whom it was impossible for [him] to concert any military 

operations;” he pleaded with Frere to send no more such generals to work with him, as if 

Frere had any control over the Spanish Army.  Moore also expressed his reservations 

about making all his communications to the Spanish government through Frere, as both 

of them had been instructed, when Moore was in a different location than Frere and the 

Central Junta.   This complaint had little merit though as Frere consistently traveled with 

the Central Junta.65  At this point, the rift between Moore and Frere apparently grew 

wider with every dispatch.  Moore’s complaints and requests must have seemed 

unreasonable to Frere who could do nothing to remedy any of them. 

                                                 
64 Moore to Romana, 6 December 1808, Narrative, 93. 

65 Moore to Frere, 6 December 1808, Ibid., 100.  The two Spanish generals that Moore referred to were 
Captain-General Don Ventura Escalante and Brigadier General Augustin Bueno.  They came to Moore on 
the authority of Garay of the Central Junta to propose a plan for Spanish troops to work directly with 
Moore’s force.  Once Moore informed the Spanish generals that the French had made their way to the gates 
of Madrid already, which they did not know at the time, he rejected their proposal.  His disgust over this 
meeting inspired the harsh language in his note to Frere.  See also Moore, The Diary of Sir John Moore, II, 
354. 
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 In the same dispatch to Frere, Moore announced his intention to remain in Spain.  

He told Frere, “I have ordered Sir David Baird to march back to Astorga, and have 

stopped my preparations for a retreat on Portugal.”  In explaining his reasons for not 

moving against Madrid directly, Moore claimed, “until [I am] joined by Sir David Baird, 

I am much too weak.”66  Moore obviously did not believe the Spanish could provide 

much assistance to his army, and he had little confidence in the information he received 

from Madrid. 

 The following week the situation grew even worse.  The ongoing crisis in Madrid 

remained unclear; neither Frere nor the Central Junta had received any intelligence from 

Madrid, nor did they know that the city had surrendered.  By this time, Frere had moved 

with the Central Junta to Talavera, approximately 60 miles southwest of Madrid.  While 

not extremely far from Moore’s headquarters at Salamanca, only a few difficult 

mountainous roads linked the two towns.  This significantly hampered Frere’s ability to 

maintain an accurate account of the activities there.  Perhaps Moore’s best information 

about the situation in Madrid came in the form of a captured letter from French Marshal 

Louis-Alexandre Berthier to Marshal Nicolas Soult.   Berthier outlined the disposition of 

French units, their future plans, and the state of Madrid.67  Even though the French had 

Madrid surrounded, they never completely cut the city off, nor did they besiege the city.  

Therefore, Moore believed, the Central Junta should have made more effective efforts to 

gain better intelligence on the true state of affairs in Madrid.  The almost 40,000 French 

troops deployed around the city made this task somewhat more difficult than the British 

commander made it seem.68  Had the Junta taken such steps somehow, Frere could have 

kept Moore better appraised, and thus avoided many of the problems between the two 

senior British representatives in Spain. 

 Adding to the unpleasant situation that already existed, Frere wrote a letter to 

Moore on 8 December, that Moore regarded as insulting.  He attacked Moore and his 

army by observing that, “if the British army had been sent abroad for the express purpose 

                                                 
66 Moore to Frere, 6 December 1808, Narrative, 100.  See also Moore, The Diary of Sir John Moore, II, 
351. 

67 Berthier to Soult, 10 December 1808, Narrative, 122. 

68 Ibid., 124. 
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of doing the utmost possible mischief to the Spanish cause, with the single exception of 

not firing a shot against their troops, they would, according to the measures now 

announced as about to be pursued, have completely fulfilled their purpose.”69  Moore and 

his army had stayed at Salamanca for almost two weeks, and based on Moore’s own 

reports, not fired a single shot.  Certainly Frere’s personal animosity towards Moore had 

negatively influenced the execution of his duties as a minister of the crown, but Moore’s 

own actions should not get overlooked in this process.  The comments and behavior of 

neither man met the standard of responsible gentlemen in carrying out their assigned 

duties.  As a result, the hostility between Frere and Moore continued to escalate. 

 On 14 December Frere sent a letter to Moore that discussed the latest meetings of 

the Junta and the situation in Madrid, as known at the time.  Frere stated, “No official 

report has yet been received of the capitulation of Madrid, nor is it by any means certain, 

that any formal stipulation existed.”  Frere did provide estimates of the numbers of 

French troops in the area, but he could not confirm them.  He wrote, “All the reports from 

Madrid represent the force of the French as much reduced.  I have heard no estimate 

above 26,000 men.  All of these estimates are vague; but officers who were witnesses to 

the attack are confirmed in the opinion of the weaknesses of the enemy.”  The uncertainty 

of Frere’s message, and his own use of the word “vague” left Moore still unsure about the 

real state of the city.  Unfortunately, Frere could have provided little more at this point 

given his location and the fact that most of his intelligence came from the network 

employed by the Central Junta itself.  Moore became even more confused when Frere 

announced in the same letter that the Junta intended to move to Seville, a move of which 

Frere certainly approved.70  Perhaps in Moore’s mind Frere’s favor for the move to 

Seville, supposedly for the safety of the Junta, contradicted Frere’s ongoing protests 

about the enthusiasm of the Spanish people and the Junta itself.  While he did not expand 

on his support for the move, the Junta might have simply wished to avoid the dangers of 

the battlefield.  Whatever the reasoning for the move, the Junta itself, and not Frere made 

                                                 
69 Frere to Moore, 8 December 1808, Moore Correspondence. 

70 Frere to Moore, 14 December 1808, Narrative, 149.  This letter was dated from Merida, another stop on 
the Junta’s travels, about 170 miles southwest of Madrid.  Seville is even further south from Madrid, over 
250 miles away.  In fact, the French had about 22,000 troops in the vicinity of Madrid on 14 December.  
Dominique Balagny, Campagne de l’Empereur Napoléon en Espagne (1808-1809), (Paris, 1906), III, 697. 
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the decision.  Thus for Moore to blame Frere seems misdirected, as Moore really 

harbored resentment and hostility at the Central Junta’s decisions, not at Frere or his 

decisions. 

 The friction between Frere and Moore continued into January 1809.  Moore had 

received assurances from Frere and the Spanish Central Junta that a total of 44,000 

Spanish troops would join his army by 8 January 1809.71  When this failed to materialize, 

and only the 14,000 of La Romana’s troops arrived, Moore allegedly expressed further 

disappointment in the minister of his own government as well as in his allies.72  Frere 

wrote his last two letters to Moore on 2 January and 10 January; in both of them he sent 

some limited intelligence and described the reputed strength of the French armies in 

pursuit of Moore.  In his letter of 2 January Frere informed Moore that the Junta had 

directed the 44,000 Spanish forces under General Don Pedro Alcántara de Toledo, the 

Duke of Infantado, to move upon Madrid.  The 10 January message reported that the 

Spaniards actually numbered only 20,000.  This apparent attempt to relieve some of the 

French pressure on Moore’s force came about too late, because the British advance guard 

had already approached La Coruña; the limited size of this relief force could not possibly 

have produced the intended effect at such a late date.73   

 In light of all that had transpired in December 1808 and early January 1809 

Moore had no choice left but to retreat toward La Coruña.  Due to the large numbers of 

French troops that Moore believed to be in pursuit, and Soult’s unwillingness to enter 

into a battle at Lugo on 8 January, Moore continued his retreat to La Coruña.  After a day 

of rest, the march ended on 11 January, when the army arrived at the coast.  Despite the 

pursuing French force of almost 18,000 men including the cavalry and the artillery, 

                                                 
71 Garay to Frere, 8 December1808, Narrative, 134; Frere to Moore, 8 December 1808, Ibid., 138.  The 
letter from Garay to Frere pledged that the 14,000 troops under La Romana almost immediately, with 
another 30,000 to follow in a month.  Frere enclosed a copy of Garay’s letter in his own letter to Moore. 

72 Ibid., 195.  In this section, James Moore wrote “Thus was Sir John Moore again deceived by a mission 
from the Spanish Government and the British Minister; his devoted troops had nothing to trust to but their 
arms, and their General.”  This passage comes across as highly prejudicial, as James Moore never cited any 
letter or evidence to prove this contention.  As Sir John Moore died before writing any memoirs, one is 
only left to assume these are the comments of one brother on behalf of his fallen sibling. 

73 Frere to Moore, 2 January 1809 and 10 January 1809, British Library Add. Mss. 57540.  Moore’s family 
later accused Frere of either finding out this intelligence too late or retaining it for too long to be of use to 
Moore. 
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Moore’s army arrived with relatively few losses in actual fighting, but still having lost a 

large number of stragglers taken prisoner by the French.  Moore lost about 5,000 men 

along the route of march including prisoners and sick.  At about the same time that he 

reached La Coruña, Moore received Frere’s letter written on 2 January.  The transports 

designated to meet them there, however, had not yet arrived.  Due to unfavorable winds 

along the Spanish coast, the ships remained off the coast in the vicinity of Vigo, at least 

an eighty-mile march from La Coruña.74  At this point, Moore determined that he might 

have to fight before he got a chance to embark his army. 

 A letter written by Moore to Castlereagh on 13 January provided a good picture of 

how Moore perceived the situation at the time.  Again he complained of the lack of 

support from the Spanish population.  He claimed that the people, “though armed, made 

no attempt to stop the passage of the French through their mountains.  They abandoned 

their dwellings at our approach; and drove away their carts, oxen, and everything that 

could be of the smallest aid to the [British] army.”  He went on to report that these 

actions forced him to leave the sick behind and that he had no horses to replace those that 

could no longer serve their primary function due to exhaustion.  The lack of horses also 

led to the abandonment of “baggage, ammunition, stores, and even money.”  Regarding 

the transports, Moore declared, “Had I found [the transports] here on my arrival on the 

11th the embarkation would easily had been effected; for I had gained several marches on 

the French.”  As often appeared the case in his correspondence, Moore minimized the 

true extent and impact of his losses during the retreat and blamed the Spanish for his 

failure and the suffering of his army.  He also failed to consider the possibility that other 

extenuating circumstances might have explained the delay of the transports arrival.75

The lack of defensive positions against the advancing French posed a major 

problem for Moore’s army while waiting for the transports at La Coruña.  He deployed 
                                                 
74 Fortescue, History of the British Army, VI, 373.  Balagny, Campagne de l’Empereur Napoléon en 

Espagne, IV, 250, provided similar numbers for Soult’s forces.  By the time of the Battle of La Coruña a 
few days later, Soult’s force numbered only about 12,000 infantry and 16,000 total men.  Moore’s force 
numbered about 15,000 total men, but that included the sick and wounded from the march.  By the time the 
battle began, many of the effective troops had already begun boarding the transports.  Hibbert, Corunna, 
167. 

75 Moore to Castlereagh, 13 January 1809, Correspondence, Dispatches, and Other Papers of Viscount 

Castlereagh, Second Marquess of Londonderry, Edited by his brother, Charles Vane, Marquess of 
Londonderry, (hereafter referred to as Dispatches of Castlereagh, London, 1851), VII, 26. 
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his divisions before La Coruña from the heights down to the valleys leading to the sea, 

with a strong position at Elvina in order to make the best of a potentially bad situation.76  

The Battle of La Coruña began on 14 January when French cannon batteries opened fire 

on the British.  The British responded with their own volleys, silenced the French guns, 

and caused them to withdraw.  The action continued on 15 January as the French infantry 

advanced upon the British positions.  At this time the transports became visible off the 

coast, and the prospects for a British escape increased significantly.  On 16 January 1809, 

the battles continued as some of the British units began to board their ships.  During the 

course of the day’s artillery exchanges, Moore fell after a cannon ball hit his left 

shoulder.  His men removed him from the battlefield and he died of his wounds later that 

night.77   

Britain needed an instant hero in the days after the debacle, which appeared 

disastrous, despite the fact that a majority of the army escaped.  Moore naturally became 

this heroic figure, and the eulogies in the London press cast his death in the pale of a 

romantic tragedy, with Moore as the dying hero.  On 27 January 1809, The Times printed 

an account by an officer present at Moore’s death.  This officer reported that Moore’s last 

thoughts centered on his hopes that the English people would find satisfaction with his 

efforts and results.  Moore also expressed concern for his mother, his faithful staff 

officers, and his gallant troops.  His alleged dying words of “You know I have always 

wished to die this way” likely did much to endear him to the British public.78  That 

Moore achieved such legendary status only further diminished Frere’s reputation, 

especially as the details of his dealings with the deceased general became public.   

For some months after his death, the newspapers hailed Moore as the fallen 

victim, and portrayed Frere as holding as much responsibility for Moore’s death as the 

French.  One article, of the many that ran from January through May 1809, described 

Frere’s behavior as “interference in the military department which the commander 
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77 Fortescue, History of the British Army, VI, 382. 

78 The Times (of London), 27 January 1809. 
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spurned with contempt.” 79   These articles often included extracts of the correspondence 

between Moore and Frere, and the editorial comments preceding the letters generally 

painted Frere in a negative light.  This smear campaign extended beyond just the media, 

and also encompassed a concerted effort by the Moore family to cast blame on Frere. 

Moore’s mother wrote a letter to the King a few months later concerning the 

pension granted to the family.  The first half of the letter contained a summary of 

Moore’s career from 1779 up to his assignment in the Peninsula.  After setting the stage 

for the situation in Spain, Mrs. Moore emotionally described Moore’s march into Spain 

as a “hazardous movement, made at the instance of your Majesty’s Ambassador resident 

with the Central Junta.”  She went on, in an apparent attempt to almost deify her son, and 

reminded the King that Moore “terminated his zealous and honorable career by a death he 

had always aspired to – his last moments cheered by the sound of victory – his last prayer 

for his country’s welfare – his last hope that his country would do him justice.”80  She 

concluded the letter by asking the King to grant her a larger pension than had already 

been provided to her.  The raw emotion of this letter, and the fact that Mrs. Moore saw fit 

to write the King in the first place, clearly demonstrated the level to which Moore’s death 

had gripped the country. 

The Battle of La Coruña also had other significant consequences within the 

British Government.  Perhaps most important, it seriously undermined Canning’s faith in 

the abilities and good intentions of the Spanish Army.  Because of the scant support that 

Moore received from the host nation forces, even as the British Army marched through 

several different areas populated by Spanish troops, Canning came to understand, and 

agree with, the complaints that Moore had voiced all along.  After the remnants of 

Moore’s defeated army reached the shores of England, Canning wrote to Frere to express 

his strong discontent with the actions, or lack of actions, on the part of the Spanish.  He 

said,  

In addition to the claims which this country has already acquired to the 
confidence of Spain, we have now that of having shed some of our best 
blood in its cause, unassisted (I am concerned to say) by any effort of the 

                                                 
79 Ibid., 15 April 1809.   

80 Mrs. John Moore (born Jane Simson, wife of John Moore, M.D. and mother of Lieutenant General Sir 
John Moore) to King George III, 24 March 1809, The Later Correspondence of George III, V, 3842. 
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Spaniards or even by the goodwill and good offers of that part of the 
country through which our army passed.  The British auxiliary army has 
had to sustain alone the whole weight of the French armies, no effort 
appears to have been made by the Spaniards either to second their 
operations or to take advantage of them.81   
 

Canning, like Moore throughout the fall of 1808, had finally voiced the question that 

nobody really wanted to ask: why should the British Government exert so much effort 

without similar exertions by the Spanish Government? 

The negative impression created by the failure of the Spanish to help in the 

defense of their own country caused Canning and the British cabinet to reconsider aid to 

Spain.  The following month, February 1809, the British suddenly cancelled their aid 

program to Spain.82  Immediately after learning of this development, the Central Junta 

tried to persuade the British government to reverse the decision by offering to renew 

discussions about concluding a treaty on trade.  At the same time, the Junta, in a rather 

bold move, asked for even more money, between ten and twenty million British Pounds.  

This audacious request enraged Canning and prompted him to reply to Cevallos in harsh 

terms.  In his letter, Canning told the Foreign Minister of the Central Junta, “The 

undersigned confesses himself to have been … for a long time in doubt whether there 

must not have been some mistake in the translation of the phrase.”  Canning quickly 

dismissed the chances of securing such a loan with the response, “a loan of twenty or ten 

million could not be raised in the City of London for any foreign power.”83  Despite 

Canning’s obvious acrimony towards the Spanish, Frere did not find himself in a 

comfortable position. 

                                                 
81 Canning to Frere, 23 January 1809, PRO FO 72/71.  It should also be noted that the Spanish population 
made little effort to help the British in many of the areas that they marched through because of the 
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Frere’s Departure and Assessment of His Service in Spain 

As a result of the reputation Frere developed during his second tour in Spain, 

regardless of the facts, he found few supporters in England.  Following Moore’s death, 

Parliament opened an investigation into the circumstances surrounding the entire ordeal 

in Spain.  The examination of Frere’s actions became a central part of these proceedings.  

Just as after Frere’s first mission in Spain, the Parliament wanted to provide a full 

accounting of the situation.  The questions focused on when Frere became aware of 

certain critical pieces of intelligence, how quickly he passed that information to Moore, 

and on what basis Frere made his “purely political” recommendations that had significant 

bearing upon the military situation.84  Again, Frere found himself in the middle of an 

inquiry based in large part because of distortion of the facts. 

Parliament had not seen many of the letters that passed between Frere and Moore 

because the author had labeled them private.  On 16 March 1809, Earl Grey, Frere’s old 

nemesis from the last Parliamentary Inquiry, stated in the House of Lords that he “could 

not conceive that letters sent by His Majesty’s accredited minister at Madrid to the officer 

commanding the British Army in Spain, could, in any sense, be considered as private 

letters.”85  This matter led the topics of discussion at the next session of the House of 

Lords as well. 

On 24 March, several members renewed their requests to see the letters between 

Frere and Moore, along with all of the correspondence from Canning to Frere.  Earl 

Liverpool outlined the reasons that he had objected to the production of the Frere-Moore 

letters; the main reason was that Moore had never officially transmitted them.  He then 

consented to set aside that objection in view of the fact “that persons nearly connected 

with Sir John Moore were extremely anxious for their production.”86  This again 

demonstrated the influence exerted by members of the Moore family, and other officers 

who had served with Moore in the past. 
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85 Earl Grey, 16 March 1809.  Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates. 
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After further debate over the letters, and whose responsibility it was to have 

transmitted them to London, Lord Grenville, the former Foreign Secretary, made a 

statement to the House of Lords that fairly well summarized the mood in London 

reference to Sir John Moore.  According to the record from that day, Grenville said he 

Could not allow that the not sending of these letters should be in any 
manner charged upon the distinguished officer now no more.  It was the 
duty of His Majesty’s minister at Madrid, to transmit officially to the 
Secretary of State the letters which he had officially written to Sir John 
Moore.  [Grenville] did not mean to impute blame to Mr. Frere for not 
transmitting the letters, but if there was any blame it ought to attach to the 
living minister, and not to the memory of the illustrious commander whom 
we had unfortunately lost.87

 
This public statement reinforced the idea that Moore could not receive any blame for 

anything that had occurred prior to his death.  While Grenville tried to soften the attack 

on Frere, his true intent remained perfectly obvious.  In this kind of atmosphere, Frere 

stood no chance of ever winning. 

Eventually Parliament did receive most of the letters in question, and the debate 

dragged on into May 1809.  The attempts by the government to answer questions often 

produced as many follow-on questions as they did answers.  For instance, in late April a 

question arose about Frere’s use of Charmilly to communicate with Moore.88  In this 

instance, Frere certainly deserved some blame.  If nothing else, he suffered from a lack of 

good judgment in deciding to use Charmilly as a messenger to communicate with Moore.  

Like most of Frere’s other faults, it took on a far greater significance in rumor and 

innuendo that it ever had in fact. 

                                                 
87 Lord Grenville, 24 March 1809.  Ibid. 

88 Colonel Vernault de Charmilly was a French émigré who had lived in England since the early years of 
the French Revolution.  Since his emigration he had married the sister of an English lord and held several 
different jobs.  Bankruptcy forced him to seek less traditional means of employment in order to have a 
better opportunity to make money.  This lifestyle change eventually landed him in Spain, where he met 
Frere.  Most secondary accounts of the Peninsular War that even mention Charmilly do so in an extremely 
negative manner.  Words like “unprepossessing appearance,” “doubtful honesty,” “notorious adventurer 
and swindler” characterize the range of opinions about him.  While many of the same sources also have 
only negative impressions of Frere, given Charmilly’s background, it is easy to see why Frere should not 
have entrusted him with sensitive communications intended for General Moore.  Day, Life of Sir John 

Moore, 150; Hibbert, Corruna, 74. 
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The furor over Charmilly stemmed mainly from the fact that Moore initially 

refused to meet with the Frenchman and allegedly branded him “a traitor and a spy.”89  

Charmilly’s narrative of the episode in Spain, published in 1810, contended that the 

accusation of him as a traitor originated not from Sir John Moore, but instead from James 

Moore.  In the preface to his narrative Charmilly proclaimed that he was “satisfied with 

having in the letter of Sir John Moore to me, the proof that I had not deserved the kind of 

blame” that he received at the hands of the deceased general’s brother.90  Charmilly did 

acknowledge in the first sentence of his preface that much of the sentiment and emotion 

surrounding this issue stemmed only from the fact that Sir John Moore did not survive 

the campaign.  While his entire narrative certainly came across with some amount of bias, 

in that regard it did not differ significantly from James Moore’s narrative on his brother. 

Charmilly justified his actions by reminding the public that he went to Spain out 

of a sense of duty against the “perfidious Corsican” as he later referred to Napoleon.  He 

therefore concluded:  

[The narrative] will prove also that far from my deserving any blame, I 
have, out of zeal, in the middle of winter; traveled alone through the 
Spanish mountains, covered deep with snow, without having been in bed 
for four nights and three days, without any remuneration, or so much as 
the reimbursement of my expenses, and with great danger to myself; being 
urged to these exertions by the first authority in Spain, and by the critical 
situation in which His Majesty’s Minister Plenipotentiary stood, to do 
what was considered of great importance to the Spanish nation, and for the 
good of His Britannic Majesty’s service.91

 
Charmilly then spent the rest of the narrative outlining why he deserved no blame in the 

matter.  In contrast to the publications by the Moore family, Charmilly never pinned any 

degree of distinct blame on any one person.  His slant focuses more on the confluence of 

negative circumstances as the explanation for the undesirable outcome. 
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90 Venault de Charmilly, The Narrative of His Transactions in Spain with The Right Honorable John 

Hookham Frere, and Lieutenant General Sir John Moore (hereafter referred to as Transactions in Spain), 
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By early May, the debate had run its course in Parliament.  On 9 May in the 

House of Lords, Earl Temple, following a rather lengthy speech, made a motion for the 

passage of four resolutions.  The first stated in part “the spirit of resistance to the 

unprincipled aggression of France, manifested in Spain, was neither seasonably, 

vigorously, nor efficiently seconded by the arms or the counsels of Great Britain.”  The 

second concluded that “no proper measures were taken, either by His Majesty’s 

government, or by His Majesty’s minister in Spain, for enabling the Commander In Chief 

in that country” to coordinate his efforts with the Spanish or to provide him with accurate 

intelligence about the enemy.  The last two resolutions had little to do Frere.92

Finally, at a very early hour the next morning, and after several more speeches, 

the House of Lords took a vote on all four resolutions.  The first resolution did not pass 

by about a 2:1 margin, while the other three also failed to pass, but without any 

division.93  Yet again, an inquiry concerning Frere had failed to produce any definitive 

results.  Frere still suffered from another blow to his reputation, but the Parliament 

proved unwilling to assess any specific blame to Frere for his actions. 

Much of the focus on Frere originated from the protests of the Moore family.  As 

exemplified by the letter from Moore’s mother to the King, they held Frere largely 

responsible for the death of Sir John Moore based on the belief that Frere acted 

irresponsibly in his directions to Moore and also that he did not take the proper steps to 

ensure he could provide the most timely and accurate intelligence to the commander in 

the field.  Substantiated mainly by near perfect hindsight, the Moore Family sought to 

insure the legacy of Sir John Moore.  The reporter Crabb Robinson, however, disagreed 

with many of these aspersions cast upon Frere.  He wrote in his diary, “and when, … the 

public voice in England was raised against him as the injudicious counselor who 

imperiled the English Army by advising their advance on Madrid, my own feeling was 

                                                 
92 Earl Temple, 9 May 1809, Hansard’s Parliamentary Debates. 

93 9 May 1809.  Ibid.  The first resolution received 111 aye votes, and 230 nay votes.  The other three votes 
did not have reported numbers in the record for that day; it simply stated they failed “without division.” 
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that he was unjustly treated.”94  Robinson based his “feeling” on observations he made 

while working in Spain over a period of several months in 1808 and 1809. 

Consensus within the British Government leaned toward recalling Frere, but to do 

so would have confirmed the government’s error in sending him to Spain in the first 

place.  The Tory Party, in control of the government at the time, also did not want to take 

such a step because of the political ramifications.  They especially feared the satisfaction 

it would have provided for the opposition party, the Whigs.  Canning and his supporters 

soon seized on another option.  The Spanish Central Junta had dispatched a full 

ambassador to London in 1808, so the British government stated that they now believed it 

necessary to make a reciprocal show of respect towards the Junta.  This became, in effect, 

the most convenient excuse to recall Frere while maintaining some degree of dignity for 

the ruling party, especially for Canning and his close friend Frere.95

In June 1809 the government appointed the Marquis Richard Wellesley to the post 

in Madrid with the rank of ambassador, which outranked Frere.  Wellesley, who had 

extensive governmental experience as Governor of India, had a reputation as a political 

realist.  This sharply contrasted with Frere, who had developed a reputation as a 

romanticist, and for allowing his affinity for the Spanish cause to cloud his recognition of 

their shortcomings.  In addition, the government clearly defined the status of the newly 

appointed British Commander In Chief in the Peninsula, Arthur Wellesley, the future 

Duke of Wellington and brother of Richard Wellesley.  The government charged Arthur 

Wellesley with responsibility for all military decisions, while Richard Wellesley retained 

power to make the political decisions.  The instructions transmitted to both men stressed 

cooperation as the key to their success.  Wellesley did not arrive in Spain until 31 July 

1809 to replace Frere.96  Frere departed soon after Wellesley’s arrival, and eventually 

returned home to England.    

                                                 
94 For specific comments regarding Frere made by the Moore family, see Narrative, 195 and 209; see also 
Mrs. John Moore to King George III, 24 March 1809, The Later Correspondence of George III, V, 3842; 
Robinson, Diary of Crabb Robinson, 276. 

95 Severn, A Wellesley Affair, 38. 

96 Ibid., 39; Canning to Richard Wellesley, 27 June 1809, PRO FO 72/75; Castlereagh to Arthur Wellesley, 
2 April 1809, Supplementary Despatches and Memoranda of Field Marshal Arthur, Duke of Wellington, 

(London, 1860), VI, 210. Castlereagh followed with another dispatch on 3 April 1809 to inform him of the 
current situation with regard to Spain, which was basically that cooperation with Spain was only for the 
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Frere’s second posting in Spain ended in much the same way as his first tour had.  

He left somewhat disgraced, although never sanctioned in any way by Parliament.  Given 

the circumstances that he faced, Frere performed his duties in a manner far better than 

usually acknowledged.  As the first fully accredited minister, returning to Spain after a 

period of conflict between the two nations, he encountered many difficulties in 

coordinating Anglo-Spanish resistance to the French.  He carried out the intentions of his 

government by establishing cordial relations with a nation that had been England’s 

enemy for centuries.  He was sympathetic to the needs and concerns of the Spanish 

Government and reflected this in his familiarity with the Spanish culture and language.  

He tried to coordinate the political and economic interests of both Great Britain and 

Spain, even to the point of becoming involved in deciding military strategy. 

In the end, the fact remains that Frere did make errors in the conduct of his duties.  

The same is also very true of Moore.  Perhaps the government, led by Canning, placed 

Frere in a situation for which he was not have sufficiently prepared; this could also be 

said of Moore.  In his previous diplomatic posts, Frere had never dealt with a British 

Army involved in ongoing military operations.  In fact, no British diplomat had ever 

faced a similar situation during the Napoleonic Wars.  As a result, Frere’s relations with 

Moore deteriorated quickly.     

Before concluding an assessment of the diplomatic career of Frere, it must be 

acknowledged that his actions produced a very positive, though unintended, consequence.  

Had Moore followed his original plan and withdrawn into Portugal, Napoleon could have 

marched into Lisbon and expelled the British.  By marching toward La Coruña instead, 

the French armies were diverted to northwest Spain, saving Portugal.  The continued 

independence of the Kingdom allowed the British to sustain its army that would operate 

in the Peninsula over the next five years. 

Frere’s dispatches clearly demonstrated that he held his own opinion in high 

regard, and expected Moore to follow his instructions at times.  In this case though, Frere 

had conceded to Moore, and then Moore changed his mind on 2 December.  Frere was 

                                                                                                                                                 
purpose of defending Portugal, and that the British Army in Portugal was not authorized to march into 
Spain without direct authorization from London.  Richard Wellesley’s first letter to Arthur Wellesley, dated 
13 August 1809, restated the terms of their political – military relationship which had already been defined 
to Richard Wellesley by Canning and to Arthur Wellesley by Castlereagh.   
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the ranking representative of the British government in Spain, and he claimed that he 

considered the situation only from a political view, but he probably overstepped the limits 

of either his power or proper protocol by supposing to force the direction of military 

operations of the British Army in Spain.  Even though he had received no specific 

instructions in this regard, Frere had to make a political decision with enormous 

ramifications for the British military.  The poor personal relationship between Frere and 

Moore made an already difficult situation even worse.  Frere’s experience in Spain from 

1808 to 1809 demonstrated the extreme difficulty of coordinating operations of Great 

Britain and Spain.  Frere’s mission also showed that the British government should have 

taken more care to send an envoy to Spain that had the essential background to deal with 

a wide range of subjects.  Even though Frere became the scapegoat in this situation, the 

blame was not all his.  In fact, his interference likely saved Portugal from another French 

occupation by drawing Napoleon and the French armies into northeast Spain so they did 

not have the opportunity to occupy Lisbon and drive the British troops onto their ships in 

Lisbon harbor, thus providing an opportunity for the British to survive and persevere on 

the Peninsula. 

In further testament to the actual quality of Frere’s performance, it should be 

noted that Richard Wellesley, the diplomat, and his brother Arthur, the general, had no 

more success in dealing with the Spanish than Frere.  While Richard Wellesley’s brief 

stay in Spain, only about three months, certainly did not give him as much time as Frere 

to resolve some of the problems in Spain, he did come away with many of the same 

impressions.  He also crafted his policies and positions when in the Foreign Office, in 

large part on observing the results of Frere’s decisions.  Therefore, Wellesley 

intentionally took very few risks during his tenure in Spain.  He did not commit any 

resources beyond his scope of authority or control.  He also benefited from Frere’s 

experiences in terms of his expectations of the Spanish.  Unlike Frere, who probably 

suffered from unrealistic hopes about the abilities of the Spanish, Wellesley deflected as 

much blame on the Spanish as possible.97  While Richard Wellesley’s experiences did not 

entirely absolve Frere of any blame or responsibility for his own conduct, they do reflect 

the true picture of the dire circumstances in Spain in 1808 and 1809. 

                                                 
97 Severn, A Wellesley Affair, 87. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

JOHN CHARLES VILLIERS IN PORTUGAL, 1808 - 1810 

 

 While the British experience in Portugal shared many similarities with that in 

Spain, many significant differences merit examination.  Portugal’s long historical alliance 

with Great Britain facilitated a truly amicable relationship between the two nations.  As a 

result, the Portuguese consistently demonstrated a unique willingness to cooperate with 

the British during this period, on both military and political terms.  The lack of Spanish 

cooperation constantly plagued Frere’s mission in Spain, but many of the problems in 

Portugal took on a different nature.  While similar military issues existed in Portugal, the 

majority of the problems in Lisbon flowed from the inefficient nature of the Regency 

Council established by the Prince Regent upon the departure of the Portuguese Royal 

Family, and the lack of financial resources and available military supplies in Portugal. 

 The general situation in Portugal had changed significantly since Frere’s 

departure in1802.  Between 1802 and 1806, the diplomatic situation remained fairly quiet 

in Portugal with relation to the British and the French.  In 1805, Napoleon dispatched 

General Andoche Junot to Lisbon to serve as his ambassador.  Napoleon gave Junot the 

task of convincing the Portuguese regency to maintain a policy of appeasement toward 

France and declare war on England.  In April, when Junot presented his proposal, the 

Portuguese asserted their neutrality, which dated back to its declaration of neutrality 

in1803.  But with English ships anchored in the Tagus River, the claim of neutrality was 

an exaggeration.  Because the combined French and Spanish fleets were engaged with the 

British in October 1805 at Trafalgar, it was not practical for them to engage in any further 

operations in the Peninsula.  In June 1806, Britain concluded a tentative peace with 

Napoleon, but the final ratification of the treaty never materialized.  One of the terms 

guaranteed Portuguese independence.  Despite initial French reluctance to accept these 

terms, the French eventually recognized Portuguese independence in September 1806.  In 
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accordance with the treaty, the British squadron stationed in the Tagus sailed soon 

thereafter.1

 The most immediate cause of the confrontation of 1807 in Portugal rested with 

Napoleon’s formal declaration of the Continental System.  In Berlin on 18 November 

1806, Napoleon announced the blockade of the northern European ports, from the Elbe to 

Brest, effectively closing them to British ships.  Napoleon believed that this move would 

undermine English trade by eliminating their markets and sources for raw materials.  

Initially this decree did not apply to Portugal.  Their status as a neutral nation served to 

exempt them.  However, by 1807 Napoleon could no longer allow this arrangement to 

continue because England found welcome ports in Portugal.  On 19 July France notified 

Portugal that it must close all ports to British ships by 1 September, or France would take 

action to enforce the Continental System.  Napoleon also tried to convince the Portuguese 

that the British had their own designs to take over Portugal, which was already a satellite 

of Great Britain.  He implored the Portuguese government to evict all English diplomats, 

halt trade with England immediately, and finally declare war on England.2  While the 

Portuguese Council of State indicated their willingness to agree to closure of ports, they 

refused to sever ties with England.  This refusal spurred the French representative to 

depart from Lisbon on 1 October 1807.3    While the French did not declare war on 

Portugal, they did take aggressive action against the British ally. 

 After entering Spain on 18 October, the first contingent of 25,000 French troops 

under Junot’s command, arrived in Lisbon, on 30 November, after meeting no resistance.  

The French then began their occupation under the provisions of The Treaty of 

Fontainbleau between France and Spain.  As a result, Portugal was partitioned, with the 

French occupying the central provinces.  The French sector included the critical shipping 

ports on the Tagus and Duero Rivers.  As a result of the invasion, the Prince Regent John 

and the Portuguese royal family evacuated Lisbon.  The royal family set sail for Brazil on 

                                                 
1 Livermore, History of Portugal, 248. 

2 Napoleon to Talleyrand, 19 July 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. XV, 12928, 541.  In this 
letter Napoleon directed Talleyrand to send correspondence to Portugal through diplomatic channels 
expressing his demands. 

3 Livermore, History of Portugal, 249. 
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27 November along with other important members of the government.4  The Portuguese 

ruler did not return to his homeland for almost fourteen years.  Accordingly, Junot 

announced that the royal family no longer ruled Portugal, and that task now fell to 

Napoleon Bonaparte, who had in turn designated Junot to represent him.5

 As France attempted to extend its control over Spain in early 1808, the provincial 

juntas in both nations appealed to the British for assistance in expelling their invaders.  In 

response, the British sent Sir Arthur Wellesley to the Peninsula.  Wellesley landed on 21 

July 1808 at La Coruña.6  Upon his arrival, he immediately sought to determine the 

political situation and formulate a plan to attack the French.  He reported back to England 

that it appeared that many local insurrections against French troops had met with success, 

and that some fortresses had even been seized from the French.  He highlighted problems 

with communication as the major issue facing the local insurgents.  The lack of contact 

between the groups in different areas prevented them from effectively consolidating and 

organizing their efforts.7

 Wellesley’s troops engaged the French at Rolica on 17 August 1808 and again at 

Vimeiro on 21 August.  The French emerged from these battles badly defeated, and 

began the process of negotiation.  The resulting settlement, known as the Convention of 

Cintra, was ratified on 30 August 1808; it contained several critical provisions.  Most 

important, it allowed for the French to evacuate Portugal aboard British ships.  The 

French Army retained all of its artillery and associated horses, and field stores equipment.  

The British seized all remaining French arms, non-French artillery, and ammunition.  

Any fortresses that the French occupied would pass into British hands as soon as 

possible.  The British also assumed responsibility for any sick or wounded French 

soldiers not able to travel immediately.  The arrangement did not, however, require any 
                                                 
4 As a result of the French invasion of 1807, John VI and the Portuguese royal family had abandoned 
Lisbon and fled to the safety of Brazil.  The royal family set sail aboard ships of the Portuguese fleet on 27 
November 1807 along with most of the court nobles and other important members of the government.  The 
previous British ambassador, Percy C. S. Smythe, known as Lord Strangford, accompanied the Prince 
Regent to Brazil. 

5 Decree of Napoleon, 8 November 1807, Correspondance de Napoleon Ier, No. 13340, XVI, 174. 

6 Duke of Wellington, The Dispatches of Field Marshal, The Duke of Wellington. (hereafter cited as 
Wellington’s Dispatches) (London, 1837), III, ix. 

7 Wellesley to Castlereagh, 21 July 1808, Wellington’s Dispatches, III, 36-42. 
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restitution on the part of the French for looting Portuguese property, or the return of any 

such items.8   

While the Convention of Cintra did, in fact, expel the French from Portugal, it did 

not meet with popular acclaim in either Portugal or England.  The Portuguese people 

resented watching the defeated French sailing off with their loot and booty.  The British 

regarded the settlement as a lost opportunity to punish the French.9  It should also be 

noted that at the time of the Convention, Wellesley did not seem satisfied with the way 

the situation was progressing.  He wrote to the British Secretary of State for War and 

Colonies, Lord Castlereagh, “matters are not prospering here and I feel an earnest desire 

to quit the Army.”  He further explained his feeling that he could not serve in the same 

Army under someone else since he had experienced so many successes in the past but did 

not feel pleased with the current scene.10  Wellesley and the other implicated generals 

were quickly recalled to England where they faced a Court of Inquiry convened to 

investigate the circumstances surrounding the Convention and consider their actions in 

concluding the peace.11

The inquiry following the Convention of Cintra played a significant, yet indirect, 

role in determining the future of British military success in the Peninsula, specifically 

Portugal.  At the time, Wellesley recognized that the terms did not fully take advantage of 

the British victory, but at that point he had no position to oppose the agreement.  He 

wrote to Charles Stewart “As far as I have knowledge of them, I have many objections 

both to the agreement for suspending hostilities and to the Convention for the evacuation 

of Portugal by the French.  I approve, however, of the principal point in the latter, to 

                                                 
8 Wellesley to Castlereagh, 30 August 1808, Wellington’s Dispatches, III, 127 details the articles of this 
convention. 

9 Livermore, 252. 

10 Wellesley to Castlereagh, 30 August 1808, Wellington’s Dispatches, IV, 132-33.  General Harry Burrard 
and then General Hew Dalrymple superseded him immediately following the end of hostilities. 

11 In addition to Wellesley, the board of inquiry investigated the actions of Burrard and Dalrymple, the 
other two British officers involved.  The latter was blamed for mismanaging his command and the 
negotiations.  For more on Dalrymple’s involvement in this issue, and his career in general, see Jason 
Musteen, “Becoming Nelson’s Refuge And Wellington’s Rock: The Ascendancy Of Gibraltar During The 
Age Of Napoleon (1793-1815),” submitted as a PhD dissertation to Florida State University, 2005, 172-
175.   
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allow them to evacuate; and it is useless to trouble you with my objections to the mode in 

which that point has been brought about.”12  Despite his alleged objections, Wellesley did 

add his signature to the Convention, although some sources claim Dalrymple 

“suggested,” that he sign, which really meant he ordered Wellesley to do so.13  Such 

“suggestions” had no impact on Admiral Charles Cotton, commander of the British fleet 

in the Tagus, who refused to sign the document.14  The erroneous British press reports 

support this contention that Dalrymple forced Wellesley to sign the document.  

Dalrymple’s request was a result of French General François-Étienne Kellerman’s 

insistence.  The defeated general apparently thought that adding Wellesley’s signature 

would lend needed credibility to the agreement.15  Wellesley’s signature may not have 

added significant credibility, but it did put him under the scrutiny of Parliament. 

The board eventually declared that Wellesley did not act outside proper guidelines 

or in poor judgment with respect to the Convention of Cintra.  The board found the treaty 

“acceptable on the grounds of military necessity,” and also noted that the principals acted 

with “zeal” and “firmness.”16  The conclusions of the inquiry did however find fault with 

Dalrymple in an implied manner.  His actions, according to the court, caused “a great 

public inconvenience.”  This censure effectively ended Dalrymple’s military career.17  By 

finding Wellesley innocent of any wrongdoing, the board cleared the way for Wellesley’s 

eventual return to the Peninsula.  His return proved critical in the change of fortunes for 

the British Army in Portugal.   

                                                 
12 Wellesley to Stewart, 1 September 1808, Wellington’s Dispatches, IV, 135.   

13 Jac Weller, Wellington in the Peninsula (London, 1973), 54.  For information regarding Wellington’s 
efforts to shift the blame to others, see Musteen, “Becoming Nelson’s Refuge And Wellington’s Rock,” 
173. 

14 Donald D. Horward, “Portugal and the Anglo-Russian Naval Crisis (1808),” Naval War College Review, 
34, no. 3 (1981), 64. 

15 Richard M. Schneer, “Arthur Wellesley and the Cintra Convention: A New Look at an Old Puzzle.”  The 
Journal of British Studies, 19, no. 2 (1980): 97. 

16 Copy of the Proceedings upon the Inquiry Relative to the Armistice and Convention Made and 

Concluded in Portugal in August 1808 (London, 1809), 59. 

17 Ibid. 
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 In the fall of 1808, the British government established diplomatic relations with 

the Portuguese Regency Council in Lisbon.  Throughout this period, the British 

government also maintained their representative at the Portuguese Royal Court residing 

in Brazil.  The British cabinet appointed John Charles Villiers as Minister Plenipotentiary 

to Lisbon on 15 November 1808, and his credentials bore the date 27 November.18  

Villiers, trained as a lawyer, had virtually no experience as a diplomat prior to his arrival 

in Lisbon.  Even his experience in government had little bearing on or relation to the 

duties of a diplomatic posting to an important and embattled allied nation in the midst of 

a war with France.  While the reasons for Villiers’ appointment appear questionable, he 

clearly had not made a favorable impression upon many of his associates or the public.19  

In September 1808, just prior to Villiers’ appointment to Lisbon, the government 

dispatched General John Cradock to Lisbon to assume command of the British Army 

there.20  The British ministers clearly intended for Villiers and Cradock to work together 

to strengthen Portugal.   

John Charles Villiers shared many similarities with Frere; both had worked in a 

variety of occupations during their life.  Yet, Villiers remains an obscure figure in 

comparison to many of his contemporaries.  As a result, far less material appears in print 

about Villiers and his other endeavors beyond his service in Portugal from 1808 to 1810.  

Born on 14 November 1757, Villiers was the second son of Thomas Villiers, the first Earl 

of Clarendon.  After attending the normal litany of primary and secondary schools, 
                                                 
18 George III to Prince Regent John of Portugal, 27 November 1808, PRO FO 90/51; Aspinall, Later 

Correspondence of George III, V, 3759 documents Villiers’ meeting with the King prior to his departure; 
S.T. Bindoff, et al., eds.  British Diplomatic Representatives, 1789-1852. (London, 1934), 90-91. 

19 One historian described Villiers as “a person of little capacity for anything other than petty intrigue.”  
Lewis Butler, Wellington’s Operations in the Peninsula, 1808-1814.  (London, 1904), 144.  Many other 
writers who have referenced him in works relating to this period in Anglo-Portuguese relations have echoed 
this view.  While Villiers certainly had more redeeming qualities than Butler indicates, this portrayal shows 
how Villiers came across to many people during his own time, and also to historians since then. 

20 Michael Bruno, “The Military and Administrative Career of Sir John Cradock,” submitted as an M.A. 
Thesis, Florida State University, 1972, 52.  Despite his appointment in September 1808, Cradock did not 
sail from England until late November.  Thus, Cradock and Villiers arrived in Portugal at almost the same 
time.  Cradock, born the son of an Anglican bishop in 1762, had a normal range of experiences in the 
British Army of the time.  He had risen through the ranks, helped by his father’s political connections, and 
had served in the West Indian Islands, Ireland, the Mediterranean, Egypt, and India.  In 1805 his command 
in India was disrupted by mutinies, and the government recalled him, along with the governor, Lord 
William Bentinck.  He briefly commanded a division in Ireland before returning to overseas service in 
Portugal. 
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Villiers entered Cambridge University.  He graduated from Cambridge in 1776.  He 

married Maria Eleanor Forbes on 5 January 1791, and they later had one daughter 

together.21

In another shared trait with Frere, one of the friendships Villiers made while at 

Cambridge had a lasting effect on his political and private life.  In William Pitt, the 

Younger, Villiers found a friend for life, and their relationship lasted for almost 30 years, 

ending just short of Pitt’s death.  While Pitt and Villiers enjoyed a close relationship, it is 

clear that Pitt never placed the same amount of confidence in Villiers as Frere received 

from Canning.  Pitt did make a few interventions on Villiers’ behalf by securing 

government positions for him, but most of Villiers’ positions were of a minor nature.22

Prior to his appointment as a diplomat, his primary service to his country had 

been as a Member of Parliament.  He was first elected to Parliament in 1784 to represent 

Dartmouth, and he went on to represent several other districts until 1805.  The records of 

Parliament show that Villiers made only one speech of any note in the debates during this 

time.  In his lone speech, he spoke in defense of the use of army troops to counter civil 

disturbances in Northampton in December 1796.  He left Parliament for two years and 

returned to serve again from 1807 to 1812, even while he resided in Lisbon.23   

Besides his service in the House of Commons, Villiers also held other minor 

governmental administrative posts.  Many of these jobs amounted to very little 

responsibility and were awarded either because of the influence of his father, such as his 

appointment as a counsel in the duchy court of Lancaster in 1782, or because of his 

familiarity with local politics, such as his position as recorder and under-steward of New 

Windsor from 1789 to 1806.24  Villiers also became a member of the Privy Council as 

well as comptroller of the King’s household in 1787.  He held this post in the royal court 

until February 1790 when he moved to a seat on the Board of Trade.25  Unfortunately, 

                                                 
21 DNB, XX, 352. 

22 John Ehrman, The Younger Pitt (New York, 1969), I, 17.   

23 R.G. Thorne, The History of Parliament: The House of Commons, 1790 – 1820, (London, 1986), V, 454. 

24 Robert R. Tighe, and James E. Davis, Annals of Windsor; Being A History of the Castle and Town 
(London, 1858), II, 531. 

25 DNB, XX, 352. 

138 



none of these positions afforded him a great deal of experience, nor insights into British 

foreign policy of the time. 

 

 

 

Figure 3: John Charles Villiers (1757 – 1838)
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In 1805, the friendly relationship between Pitt and Villiers came to an end as a 

result of a political disagreement.  Until this point, Villiers had sided with Pitt in all 

matters for which he voted in the Commons.  By the beginning of 1805, however, the 

situation had changed as the two men had gradually drifted apart in both their personal 

and political lives.  Because of Pitt’s busy schedule, after his return to the position of 

Prime Minister in May 1804, he had little free time to spend with his old friends.  On the 

political front, Pitt wanted to form a coalition with the supporters of Sir Henry 

Addington, First Viscount Sidmouth.  Addington was another of Pitt’s friends and had 

also served as Prime Minister from 1801 to 1804.  Villiers thought that Pitt should not 

ally himself with Addington, and therefore, he began to vote against Pitt in the 

Commons.26  In one specific instance, Villiers reflected upon Pitt’s Army Bill, proposed 

to rectify many of the British military and fiscal problems, as “a complete 

disappointment.”27  The two men never resolved their differences because of the short 

time that remained in Pitt’s life.   

Within a year (during the middle of 1805), Pitt’s health began to decline because 

of the stress of the war combined with the financial crisis that fell upon the shoulders of 

his government.  Around the same time, Villiers left Parliament, fairly disenchanted with 

the political life.  Shortly before Pitt’s death in January 1806, Pitt’s wife, Lady 

Bessborough, attacked Villiers as one of many “ingrates” who had profited greatly from 

his relationship with Pitt but had deserted Pitt in his most trying times.  After Pitt’s death, 

Villiers’ returned to the political life in London when in 1807 he won election to a new 

term in Parliament.28

Beyond his political and administrative positions in the government, Villiers also 

held a commission as a colonel in the Fencible Cavalry.29  He raised and established the 

                                                 
26 Thorne, House of Commons, V, 455. 

27 20 June 1805, Dacres Adams Mss. (formerly known as PRO 30/58/6) as cited in John Ehrman, The 

Younger Pitt, (Stanford, 1996), III, 710n. 

28 Ibid. 

29 The term “fencible” simply refers to troops raised only for home defense purposes, vice those soldiers 
whose primary focus lay upon overseas engagements. 
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First Regiment of Fencible Cavalry in 1794 under charter from King George III.  The unit 

initially numbered over 250 men among four troops, plus a small regimental staff.30  

Toward the end of 1798 the regiment increased from four to six line troops, and the 

number of men in each troop also slightly grew.  This expanded the total number of men 

to almost 500.31  There is no evidence that this regiment ever participated in any 

significant events during its history.  Due to budget restrictions, and the diminished threat 

of a French invasion of the British Isles, the government disbanded the unit in April 

1800.32  This action effectively ended Villiers’ brief and very dull military service.  

Unfortunately, in his later position in Portugal, Villiers often acted as if he had vast 

tactical experience upon which to base many of his judgments and decisions. 

 In 1808 the Foreign Secretary, George Canning, nominated Villiers to serve as 

minister plenipotentiary to the Regency Council in Lisbon, Portugal.  As a result of the 

French invasion of 1807, Prince Regent John VI and the Portuguese royal family had 

abandoned Lisbon and fled to the safety of Brazil.  The royal family set sail aboard ships 

of the Portuguese fleet on 27 November 1807 along with most of the court nobles and 

other important members of the government.  The previous British ambassador, Percy C. 

S. Smythe, known as Lord Strangford, accompanied the Prince Regent to Brazil.  It 

became necessary, therefore to send a new minister to serve in Lisbon.  The King 

credentialed Villiers on 27 November 1808 for his mission and he arrived in Lisbon in 

December 1808.33  Prior to his departure, Villiers received the customary courtesy 

audience with the King on 16 November 1808.34  It seems highly unlikely that at the time 

Villiers understood the heavy burdens and responsibilities that would come along with 

his new position.  More important, it seems certain that the government overestimated 

Villiers’ ability to adequately fulfill those responsibilities and demands at such an 

                                                 
30 George Yonge to Villiers, 25 March 1794.  PRO WO 4/152. 

31 William Windham to Villiers, 7 December 1798.  PRO WO 4/173. 

32 Windham to Villiers, 19 April 1800.  PRO WO 4/178. 

33 His Royal Majesty George III to His Royal Highness Prince Regent John VI, 27 November 1808, PRO 
FO 90/51; Bindoff, British Diplomatic Representatives, 90. 

34 Aspinall, The Later Correspondence of George III, V, 3759. 
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important period of time in the history of the traditionally strong relationship between 

Great Britain and Portugal. 

Like Villiers, Cradock certainly found his task in Portugal a rather daunting one, 

but as a result of his previous experience, he tried to circumvent the problems he had 

faced in India before he departed for Portugal.  Accordingly, he wrote a letter to 

Castlereagh asking for clarification on the true scope of his duties and responsibilities.  In 

his response to Cradock, Castlereagh detailed the main goals for the British Army in 

Portugal.  In addition to protecting Portugal’s frontiers, the force in Portugal also had to 

play a major role in the security of the British force operating in Spain.  Under these 

clearly stated expectations Cradock arrived in Portugal and took command in December 

1808.  Castlereagh further stated that  

Great Britain has a right to expect that Portugal shall make every exertion 
in her power to aid the Common Cause whether by sending auxiliary 
troops into Spain, by arming her troops within her territories, by enabling 
Portugal to become a secure place of retreat for the British or Spanish 
armies if unhappily receding before a superior force they should be 
compelled to retreat into the Portuguese territories and avail themselves of 
the strong positions and fortresses and the secure places for embarkation 
which her territory possesses.35   
 

This statement by the Minister of War and the Colonies again highlighted the importance 

of Portugal to the British effort.  By drawing attention to the possibility of retreat or 

embarkation, Castlereagh’s statement attested to the unpredictable nature of the war in 

Spain in late 1808.  England viewed Portugal as a critical ally, and this communication 

with Cradock made that fact clear. 

 At the time of these appointments, the situation in Portugal did have many 

similarities to that in Spain.  By December 1808, Sir John Moore’s army was on the 

march in northern Spain.  Moore’s problems in working with the Spanish Army 

continued to increase through the end of the year.  The state of affairs in the Portuguese 

Government also shared many attributes with the Spanish Government.  The task of 

running both countries had fallen into the hands of provisional governments.  In neither 

case did these governments ever prove very effective.  Both nations also had significant 
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military hurdles to overcome, in terms of manning and equipping their armies to resist or 

repel the French.  When evaluating the prospects of success for the British, in assisting 

their Spanish and Portuguese allies, the odds did not look very good in late 1808. 

Soon after the appointments of Villiers and Cradock, the Portuguese Regency 

Council requested a British officer to restructure and command their army.36  The 

Secretary of Foreign Affairs of the Regency Council, Cypriano Ribeiro Freire, made the 

request through Villiers in December 1808.  By providing a British commander, as well 

as a cadre of British officers, the Portuguese hoped to fill a void of badly needed 

leadership and provide training for the fledging force.  While the Portuguese allegedly 

hoped that Lieutenant General Sir Arthur Wellesley might receive the appointment, they 

did not make that request in any of their official correspondence.  Instead of Wellesley, 

the British sent Major General William Carr Beresford to assume command of the 

Portuguese Army.  Beresford arrived in Portugal on 2 March 1809.37  Like most other 

British officials arriving in Portugal during this era, Beresford also faced many obstacles. 

From the British perspective, accommodating this request offered some hope that 

the Portuguese could eventually provide for their own defense.  This army might also 

have provided an additional force for use by the Spaniards if they needed assistance.38  

The Cabinet did not expect this to become a permanent arrangement because it would not 

foster the necessary confidence among the Portuguese populace.  As Castlereagh had 

indicated to Cradock at the time of his appointment “it is equally important to them and 

to us that the tranquility of their country should not rest in appearance upon British 

troops.”39  Castlereagh’s wish proved a truly lofty goal, as Beresford and his British 

counterparts soon discovered. 

Beresford faced a daunting task in rebuilding the Portuguese Army.  In this new 

position, he acted an independent commander, a Portuguese officer in a sense.  When the 
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army moved on to the battlefield, however, his instructions from Castlereagh stated that 

he should make himself subservient to the British commander.40  Soon after his arrival, 

the Regency Council granted Beresford the Portuguese rank of Marshal to complement 

his British rank.  This action put him alone at the highest rank in the Portuguese Army 

and with it came the position of Commander in Chief.  Beresford immediately set out to 

reinvigorate the remnants of the disbanded army.  His challenges ranged from outfitting 

the troops to the training and discipline of the men and the units.  In this role, Beresford 

excelled and soon produced signs of a credible fighting force, where one certainly did not 

exist prior to his arrival.41  Despite Beresford’s achievements the Portuguese Army still 

had a long way to go before they could provide for Portugal’s defensive needs on their 

own.  

 

Villiers’ Instructions and the British System in Portugal 

Villiers’ initial instructions from Canning had outlined how the cabinet ministers 

wanted him to approach his new position and the relationship that they wanted him to 

cultivate with the Portuguese Regency Council.  Canning directed Villiers to focus his 

immediate attention on two points.  First, he had to determine and report on the 

composition and condition of the Regency Council.  The British Government wanted to 

know about the actual workings of the Regency Council, as opposed to its appearance on 

paper.  After Strangford’s departure with the Portuguese Royal Family in December 

1807, the British had never gained a good understanding of how the Regency Council 

actually functioned.  Canning needed Villiers to provide them with first hand information 

on this topic.  Second, Canning wanted Villiers to recommend measures to utilize the 

resources of Portugal to raise a military force not only for the defense of that kingdom, 

but to contribute its share to the general defense of the Peninsula.42  After making these 

two points clear, Canning proceeded to cover a few other important topics. 
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Canning warned Villiers to make use of all possible methods of influence, 

especially influential people within Portugal, to bring about any necessary changes.  He 

wrote 

I am to direct you to apply, in the first instance, your utmost endeavors to 
reconcile the differences subsisting among the different branches of the 
government, and to avail yourself of the influence of the Bishop of Porto 
and other powerful and popular individuals rather to infuse vigor into the 
councils of the regency, than to reform its composition. 
 

It seems fairly obvious from his tone that Canning did not want to create the appearance 

that the British intended to effectively “take over” Portugal.43  This theme remained 

consistent throughout Villiers’ tenure in Portugal. 

In addition to his formal instructions, Canning wrote three other separate 

dispatches under the same date of 22 November, each of which provided background 

information in relation to a different aspect of Villiers’ duties and responsibilities in 

Portugal.  The first of these messages concerned the role of the British Army in Portugal.  

Both Canning and Castlereagh envisioned the British Army as an auxiliary force to the 

Portuguese Army.  Cradock had instructions to act in accordance with the wishes and 

feelings of the Portuguese Regency Council, which Villiers would relay to him.  But, 

Cradock did not have to consider himself as bound to act against his own military 

judgment if such actions might have led to “consequences prejudicial to the rights and 

permanent interests of His Majesty.”44  Again, this structure of command and control was 

intended to detract from the perception that the British had completely superseded the 

Portuguese in control of the nation.   

Canning’s second dispatch to Villiers described the desired relationship between 

Portugal and Spain, and how Villiers should direct his attentions and exertions in that 

regard.  Canning stated  

The cause of Portugal cannot be separated from that of Spain.  While the 
success of Spain is yet doubtful, and when it is considered that any single 
reverse in Spain must necessarily expose Portugal to renewed danger, and 
that His Majesty’s army has abandoned into Spain, in the assurance of 
finding a retreat, in case of necessity upon Portugal; and that the additional 
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succors from England, which it would in such case be necessary to send to 
Portugal, and be safely sent only if the entrance of the Tagus were secure; 
it is impossible, on any ground whatever, to consent to put to hazard the 
security of that retreat and the facility of those reinforcements by stripping 
either the fortresses of the frontier, or those of the Tagus, of British 
troops.45

 
This statement clearly defined the essential role that Portugal played in the overall 

defense of the Peninsula.  After reading this, Villiers should have gained a full 

appreciation for the importance of his post in the British scheme for winning the war 

against Napoleon. 

 The last of the three separate dispatches prohibited Villiers “from all unnecessary 

interference in the political concerns of the [Portuguese] Provisional Government.”  

Canning made specific reference to compliance with Articles 16 and 17 of the 

Convention of Cintra, as well as the first additional article.  These articles dealt with 

protections afforded to French citizens and their property, past conduct by Portuguese 

citizens against the French, and the release of French prisoners.  If anybody made 

inquiries to Villiers on any of these subjects, he had orders to respond simply that he 

“[had] no authority whatever to interfere in affairs which are exclusively of the 

cognizance of the [Portuguese] Provisional Government.”  Canning instructed Villiers to 

merely pass any requests on to the Regency Council, and then return the answer from 

them as well.  This dispatch, when considered in conjunction with some of the other 

messages from both Canning and Castlereagh, made it clear that Great Britain entertained 

high hopes, however unreasonable, for Portuguese self-sufficiency under the Regency 

Council.46

While expectations for Portuguese self-reliance appear credible and sincere, the 

dire situation in late 1808 made such a goal highly improbable.  In his initial dispatches 

from Lisbon, Villiers painted a picture of despair in describing the scene.  In the first 

dispatch, Villiers listed the members of the Regency Council, highlighting the absence of 
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Dom Antonio San José de Castro, the Bishop of Porto, whom he believed could have 

provided a positive influence upon the other members.  He wrote  

The Bishop of Porto was not present, and the circumstance of his absence 
places me in the difficulty of having to conciliate the confidence of those 
present (with whom alone I may have to act) and at the same time, of 
having to induce the Bishop to join those, by whom his presence does not 
appear to be much desired.47

 
Villiers went on to add that he had yet to finish his inquiries about the finances and 

resources of the nation. 

Villiers did, however, make some immediate observations and conclusions about 

the state of the government and its financial situation, especially with respect to the 

armed forces.  Concerning the Regency Council, he stated, “The Regency is, I think, not 

popular, but there is an obedience or an apathy, sufficient to support their authority, even 

in doing vexatious things, either with or without the Bishop of Porto.”  In concluding his 

letter Villiers issued the first of many appeals for “sending whatever supply of arms or 

clothing Great Britain may think fit to send.”48  This type of request ended many of the 

dispatches Villiers sent throughout his time in Portugal. 

 The systems and procedures established by the Cabinet in London severely 

restricted the latitude and powers of each of the British leaders in Portugal.  They 

established a formal system of contacts among the three senior British officials (Villiers, 

Cradock, and Beresford), and the Portuguese officials.  Essentially, each man could only 

conduct business within his own specific area of responsibility, with virtually no overlap.  

Cradock seemed to have given some thought, prior to his departure for Lisbon, to the 

implications of this arrangement.  In his initial letter to Castlereagh, Cradock made 

several inquires about the specific situation of his command, and his relations with the 

Portuguese.49  Castlereagh replied with specific instructions that Cradock would not have 
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contact with the Portuguese Regency Council.  Instead, any necessary contact would take 

place through Villiers.  Castlereagh repeated this theme over and over throughout the text 

of the letter.50  Upon initial examination it may appear that this system would help limit 

any confusion among the British Army, the Portuguese Army, and the two governments.  

While true in some cases, it limited the effectiveness of the British in dealing with the 

Portuguese in promoting a united defense in at least as many other instances. 

 In the case of Cradock especially, he lacked freedom to coordinate his plans for 

the defense of Portugal without routing all communication through Villiers.  While 

Villiers had some very limited experience as a colonel of cavalry in the British home 

defense force, he certainly did not qualify as a military expert.51  Using Villiers as his 

liaison, Cradock suffered not only a delay in making decisions, but he also had to contend 

with Villiers’ desire to influence the situation when he should have left that effort to the 

military officers.  Besides just Villiers, Cradock also had to deal with Frere in Madrid, 

and Canning and Castlereagh in London.  Frere viewed the situation from more of a 

Spanish perspective, and acted as if he wanted to direct political and military operations 

in Spain and Portugal himself, so long as they favored the Spanish cause.  Frere saw 

every circumstance from the Spanish point of view and always wanted to conduct 

offensive operations to oust the French.  Cradock, on the other hand, had clear 

instructions to “keep Portugal secure as a sanctuary for retreating British or Spanish 

armies,” in addition to supporting Moore in Spain.  Canning behaved likewise from afar 

in advocating the use of Portugal as a base for retreat.  According to one British Army 

officer, many of the ministers, such as Villiers, followed their own ideas regardless of 

their lack of experience, and that the Generals remained the only people not empowered 

to plan and conduct military operations.52  While Cradock has never enjoyed any wide 
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acclaim for his generalship, he engendered enough confidence to get the job.  Looking 

back though, the evidence suggests that in this assignment he did in fact face significant 

roadblocks to success. 

 

Villiers and British Military Issues in Portugal 

 Cradock’s original plan for the British troops in Portugal focused on defending 

Lisbon.  To accomplish this, he intended to concentrate his men around the capitol, 

essentially forming a defensive ring.  In devising this plan, he chose to remain in Lisbon 

because he could not establish a defensive perimeter closer to the Portuguese – Spanish 

border.  Defending the border would have proven difficult due to the lack of any natural 

terrain feature along that border.  Most of the terrain in the region, either mountain ranges 

or rivers, ran in an east-west orientation, as opposed to the north-south direction of the 

border.  Cradock believed his plan ensured a greater degree of safety than defending the 

border, and the harbor on the Tagus River represented an escape route if it became 

necessary.  Cradock received instructions from Castlereagh on 24 December 1808 to 

further guide him in his decisions in such an unfortunate scenario.  The instructions gave 

detailed actions to take, such as “blow[ing] up shore batteries, destroy[ing] military and 

naval stores, and embark[ing] with British troops and as many Portuguese as could be 

induced to follow” upon the actual approach of the enemy towards Lisbon in sufficient 

strength to make resistance ineffective.53  Cradock appears to have ignored these 

conditional terms established by Castlereagh.  Instead, he took those particular actions 

immediately by falling back and preparing to evacuate Portugal.  His decision to make a 

premature withdrawal showed Cradock’s unwillingness to make the best of the situation 

which, in reality, probably was not as bad as he made it seem. 

 On the development of this plan, Cradock and Villiers openly disagreed.  In what 

may have been his only brilliant episode of combining the best elements of generalship 

and diplomacy, Villiers tried to impress upon Cradock the weighty implications of 

undertaking such a flawed plan.  In his dispatches to London, Villiers continually stated 

that he would not make judgments on military matters, but his tone revealed his 
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displeasure with Cradock’s plans, and with the dismal state of the Portuguese defenses.  

For example, on 21 January 1809, Villiers wrote, “No time, however, would be sufficient 

to prepare this country to resist an enemy, or to do its part in defending itself with its own 

resources, without the fundamental and personal changes which are essentially 

necessary.”54  Villiers and Cradock never came to an agreement on the best defense for 

Portugal, given the inability of the country to defend itself. 

Ultimately, Cradock failed to appreciate or understand the points Villiers tried to 

make.  Cradock replied in a message dated 15 February 1809 that he had no other choice 

in setting up his defense because of his inferior manpower compared to the French.55  At 

the time of his arrival in Portugal, Cradock found a force of just over 10,000 men rather 

than the 12,000 promised to him.  The majority of the force, and especially the able-

bodied force, had left Portugal with Sir John Moore’s army marching into Spain.56  

Villiers never convinced Cradock to reconsider his tactical decision, and most likely due 

to the lack of time available, neither did he attempt to elicit support from London to 

effect any change in Cradock’s behavior. 

 At every step throughout the ongoing disagreement between the diplomat and the 

general, Villiers recorded his objections in his official communications with the Foreign 

Office.  On 1 February 1809 he reported that, “every preparation has been made for the 

event of an evacuation becoming necessary.”57  Later in the month, he wrote to Canning 

to express his opinion that he believed that the political effect of Cradock’s plan on the 

situation in Portugal was likely to result in “a diminution of attachment to the British, and 

of British influence.”  Villiers viewed this consequence as the worst possible outcome, 

because it would probably have resulted in the reversal of the desires of the British 

cabinet with regard to the defense and assistance of Portugal.58  In a very similar situation 
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as Frere in Spain, Villiers looked at this situation only from the diplomatic or political 

perspective; he either failed to consider, or failed to fully understand the ramifications of 

the fact that Cradock had an obligation to consider the military circumstances. 

Despite Villiers’ objections, Cradock moved ahead with his plan and pulled his 

troops into a defensive perimeter around Passo d’Arcos, near the mouth of the Tagus 

River.  At the time of this decision, the nearest French troops remained at least 250 miles 

away, to the northeast, in central Spain.  Nonetheless, Cradock stuck foolishly to his 

original plan.  Eventually Villiers convinced Cradock to revise his plan somewhat, 

although the new plan did not involve any large-scale changes.  Rather than remaining 

behind Lisbon poised along the Tagus, Cradock redeployed his troops so that he 

presented a screen in front of Lisbon.  Despite the change, this disposition still gave the 

impression that the British had little plan of staying and fighting to protect Lisbon.59  

Cradock would have needed to mount a very strong defense, as opposed to just a screen, 

in order to present his intention of protecting Lisbon at all costs. 

 Cradock found his remaining days in Lisbon limited.  In fact, on 30 March 1809, 

Castlereagh sent a dispatch to Cradock announcing the intention of the king’s ministers to 

make a change in the command of British troops in Portugal.60  Castlereagh sent a similar 

dispatch to Wellesley a few days later appointing him to replace Cradock.  In this letter, 

Wellesley received general guidance for the conduct of his command.  The instructions 

also contained the same specific guidance originally given to Cradock; that is, all 

communications with the Portuguese Regency Council would go through Villiers.  

Castlereagh clearly designated Wellesley’s first priority as preparing the British Army to 

fight, while also improving the fitness of the Portuguese Army as a second priority.  

Castlereagh encouraged close cooperation with Beresford and the Portuguese government 

on this matter.  Castlereagh also reiterated the importance of the security of the Peninsula, 

and the role that Portugal must play in that defense.  Finally, he instructed Wellesley to 

use his best judgment as to when to advance his army toward the frontier of Portugal.61 
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This was an obvious allusion to Castlereagh’s disapproval of Cradock’s plan to keep his 

army centered only on Lisbon. 

During Wellesley’s yearlong absence from the Peninsula, he had returned to his 

life in politics, but he also remained active in the discussions in England concerning 

Portugal.  On 7 March 1809, Wellesley wrote his Memorandum on the Defense of 

Portugal, which essentially repeated the concerns and thoughts he had expressed in his 

letter of 5 September 1808 to Castlereagh.  In the memo, he outlined a complete plan for 

the defense of Portugal, including recommendations for British and Portuguese troop 

strengths.  He then went on to advocate the eventual transformation of Portugal into a 

strong power that could serve as an ally to England in the Peninsular War.62

The discussions among the ministers after reading his March 1809 memo led 

directly to Wellesley’s appointment as commander in Portugal.  The king expressed 

concern at Wellesley’s junior rank in such a position, especially due to the availability of 

more senior officers.63  Nonetheless, Wellesley received the position based largely on his 

outstanding reputation.  The Portuguese had even requested him by name the previous 

year to command the Portuguese Army, the position that eventually went to Beresford.64  

Wellesley arrived in Lisbon on 22 April 1809 to relieve Cradock.  By the time of his 

arrival, the number of British troops in Lisbon totaled approximately 16,000 effective 

troops.  The arrival of replacements and recovery of previously sick and wounded men 

accounted for the increase from Cradock’s initial force of 10,000.65

Villiers observed “the arrival of Sir Arthur Wellesley, and the notice of 

reinforcements destined for the service of this country have been acknowledged by the 

expressions of gratitude due to His Majesty’s voluntary exertions in defense of Portugal.”  

He also reported that the Portuguese government intended to place their troops, already 
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under the command of Beresford, under the field command of Wellesley.  He concluded 

by stating that, in his opinion, “the political circumstances here are without doubt 

beneficially influenced by the recent proofs of His Majesty’s care and protection, and by 

the arrival of Sir Arthur Wellesley.”66  While Wellesley’s arrival certainly appeared to 

have significantly increased the prospects for success in Portugal, many problems still 

remained. 

Even though Portugal did still have serious problems to overcome, Villiers’ 

messages soon became overshadowed by his own mistakes in protocol and diplomacy.  

He wrote to Charles Bagot, Under Secretary to Canning in the Foreign Office, “if we can 

raise but a sufficient army, everything will succeed, but the situation is critical beyond 

imagination.”  To underscore the critical situation, Villiers sent his personal secretary 

back to London to impress upon Canning and Castlereagh the facts that for some reason 

Villiers did not think he could transmit effectively in writing.  The secretary, Colonel 

Bayley, also hand carried a private letter for Canning, stating Villiers’ opinions in 

stronger terms than those contained in the official public correspondence.67  The 

secretary’s arrival, instead of bringing about a positive reception of Villiers’ message, 

only enraged Canning.  In a letter to Bagot, Canning wrote 

Have you written to Villiers upon his preposterous conduct in sending this 
young gentleman over here as a living dispatch?  I am satisfied that if I 
were to lay this communication before the King, I should receive orders to 
recall him instantly….But I begin to fear my letter was not plain enough – 
for this letter of Col. B[ayley]’s exceeds in impertinence anything that I 
ever read.68

 
This response by Canning only further underscored some of Villiers’ problems as a 

diplomat.  His failure to either understand or adhere to the proper methods of handling a 

diplomatic situation, such as in this case, most certainly detracted from the message that 

he intended to impart, namely the dire situation faced by the British contingent in 

Portugal. 
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Villiers and the Portuguese Regency Council 

 In a similar manner to Frere’s experience in Spain, an important part of Villiers’ 

duties in Portugal centered on trying to improve the efficiency of the Regency Council, 

established before the Prince Regent’s flight to Brazil.  In the initial instructions Canning 

mentioned this task as one which required Villiers’ immediate attention.  Before Villiers 

arrived in Portugal, Canning based his opinions and decisions about the situation in 

Lisbon solely on the reports made by Domingos Antonio de Souza, the Portuguese 

minister in London.  Souza had created a dismal impression of the Portuguese Regency 

Council; he described the as a body neither liked nor trusted by the people of Portugal.  

Canning instructed Villiers, 

At the same time, if the distrust and dislike of the regency actually 
established shall appear to you to be so great as Souza represents them, 
and if by lending your countenance and assistance either to the Bishop of 
Porto, or to such members of the govt [sic] as most eminently possess the 
public confidence, you can facilitate the introduction of such partial 
changes as shall contribute to the improvement and credit of the govt [sic], 
by such means as shall appear to you freest from objection, you are at 
liberty to use your influence for that object, uniformly professing that His 
Majesty has no other desire than to see such a provisional government 
established in Portugal, as may be at once faithful to its sovereign and 
acceptable to the nation; and as may be most likely to display and to 
inspire the activity and energy so effectual for the discharge of the 
important duties which devolve around Portugal in the present crisis, and 
without which the safety of that kingdom cannot be secured.69

 
Villiers’ initial efforts at reforming the government revolved primarily around trying to 

persuade the Bishop to take his place on the Regency Council.   

 After the initial dispatch from Lisbon indicating the Bishop’s absence from the 

meeting when Villiers presented his credentials, much of his later correspondence 

contained updates on the situation and his attempts to convince the Bishop to join the 

Regency Council.  He sent a representative to Porto to meet with the Bishop.  Lord 

Fitzroy James Somerset reported back to Villiers on his favorable meeting with the 
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Bishop, and Villiers sent a positive report to Canning.70  In January the Bishop wrote a 

letter to Canning, which he sent through Villiers in Lisbon, apologizing for his delay in 

taking his seat on the Regency Council.  In the opening sentences, the Bishop made a 

very formal and eloquent gesture in thanking Canning “for the aid and assistance of His 

Majesty’s Government.”  In the more important paragraphs of the letter, the Bishop 

contended that no dissention existed in the country, and that Villiers could help work out 

whatever deficiencies did remain in the Regency Council.  He concluded by telling 

Canning that he planned to proceed to Lisbon as soon as possible.71

 Despite the Bishop’s assurances, he did not immediately proceed to Lisbon.  

Villiers wrote to the Bishop on several occasions while he remained in Porto.  In a letter 

to Villiers in mid-March, the Bishop commented on an improvement in the apparent 

enthusiasm and commitment of the people, which he attributed to protections afforded by 

the British Army.  He also explained his further delay in traveling to Lisbon by stating 

that the situation in Porto made it unwise for him to leave there.  By that, he likely meant 

the poor defensive posture of the city.  By way of improvement though, he did mention 

that ongoing construction of a fortification there would lend a significant sense of safety 

for the town, and he would hopefully proceed to Lisbon soon.72  While the Bishop’s fears 

and concerns make perfect sense, it does not seem very clear whether he ever truly 

understood the influence that people thought he could have on the operations of the 

Regency Council. 

 Villiers sent another letter to the Bishop at the end of March providing 

reassurances that the safety of Porto remained a high priority for the British, and that he 

continued to express this need to his superiors in London.  While not directly addressing 

the issue of the Bishop coming to Lisbon, Villiers did so in an indirect manner by stating 

that he wanted to visit Porto, but his busy schedule had prevented such an opportunity.  

He told the Bishop, “I personally must regret that circumstances have so long kept me 

                                                 
70 Lord Fitzroy James Somerset, often referred to as simply Lord Fitzroy, served as one of Wellesley’s 
aides-de-camp.  He had also served in the same capacity for Wellesley during his first assignment in 
Portugal.  After getting wounded at Bussaco, he took the position of military secretary.  DNB, VIII, 645. 

71 Villiers to Canning, 9 January 1809, with enclosure from Bishop of Porto to Canning, PRO FO 63/75. 

72 Bishop of Porto to Villiers, enclosed in Villiers to Canning, 14 March 1809, PRO FO 63/75. 
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from the opportunity of conferring with Your Excellency,” and that, “I had once 

projected an excursion…, with the express object of paying my respects to Your 

Excellency at Porto.  The times however have not allowed me any leisure which I could 

employ so satisfactorily.”  To show that he continued to hope for the Bishop’s arrival in 

Lisbon, he said, “I now only hope that we may meet, when I may have the occasion to 

congratulate Your Excellency upon the success of your exertions in a cause in which I am 

proud to consider as common.”73  It is possible that even before the Bishop had read this 

letter, circumstances changed which enabled the meeting between Villiers and the Bishop 

to take place in Lisbon. 

 By the beginning of April the Bishop finally appeared in Lisbon and took his 

place with the Regency Council.  Villiers informed Canning of this event and that the 

Bishop had immediately immersed himself in the affairs of the government, much to the 

dismay of some of the others on the Regency Council.  Apparently the Bishop’s ideas on 

how to run the country did not coincide with many of the other members, instead 

conforming more to the views of Villiers.  In a conversation between Villiers and the 

Bishop, they agreed on “attempting to keep up the credit of govt [sic], rather than having 

recourse to changes not absolutely necessary, and of which the result was precarious; and 

the still greater importance of not increasing the popular irritation by vain and 

mischievous criminations, which in truth admitted of being retaliated, on most events.”  

But despite the credit which he had extended to the Bishop, Villiers did not seem fully 

convinced of the Bishop’s worthiness to single handedly take control of the entire 

government.  Villiers expressed this in a dispatch to Canning,  

It appears to me matter of considerable caution to decide, how far the 
British influence should be used, to vest the entire power of the country in 
his hands.  The affairs at Porto, and his continuance there, when his place 
was at the seat of govt [sic], do not encourage such a confidence; though 
they rather illustrate and confirm the ideas which some persons entertain 
of the extent of His Excellency’s talents and of the characteristics of his 
disposition.74

                                                 
73 Villiers to Bishop of Porto, 29 March 1809, PRO FO 63/76. 

74 Villiers to Canning, 11 April 1809, PRO FO 63/76.  The Bishop only left Porto due to the advance of the 
French Army near to the city.  Before the arrival of the French, he had remained there because he was the 
President of the Junta of Porto and also because the city had been in a state of upheaval and civil unrest 
since the previous October.  Francisco A. DeLaFuente, “Dom Miguel Pereira Forjaz: His Early Career and 
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This hesitation only further illustrated the dire situation faced by Portugal in determining 

a truly efficient manner to operate the government in the absence of the Royal Family.  

Unfortunately, the administrative structure of the government posed only of several 

problems which confronted the Portuguese in the absence of their sovereign ruler. 

 

Villiers and Monetary Issues in Portugal 

Financial problems continually plagued the British effort in Portugal, as they did 

in Spain.  Of the various issues, the monetary problem probably ranked second only to 

competency of the various officials.  Underwriting the Portuguese Army in its rebuilding 

and reorganization, as well as providing British troops to conduct a defense of Portugal 

required a large amount of money.  Dilemmas arose because of the apparent lack of any 

single clear plan for financing these critical missions.  This, in turn, led to delays in 

receiving the necessary equipment, supplies, food, and services to raise and sustain 

armies.  As minister to Lisbon, Villiers played a critical role in the monetary affairs of the 

British in Portugal.  The manner in which he conducted this business though, only leads 

to more questions regarding his competency or fitness as a diplomat.  Various records 

and accounts from the period demonstrate the tension that existed among the generals, the 

diplomatic corps, and officials in London concerning financing the Portuguese effort.75

 General Cradock had recognized that finances would play an important part in his 

command in Portugal.  At the time of his appointment, he asked Castlereagh “If want of 

provisions should appear…may I be allowed to adopt measures … for obtaining a 

supply?”  Very similar to the response he received concerning relations with the 

Portuguese government, the answer to this question also indicated that matters regarding 

provisions “will be referred to Mr. Villiers.”76  Later in the same letter, a similar question 

and answer explained the contingency of paying any Portuguese that might have been 

                                                                                                                                                 
Role in the Mobilization and Defense of Portugal During the Peninsular War, 1807-1814,” submitted as a 
PhD dissertation to Florida State University, 1980, 83. 

75 Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 201. 

76 Castlereagh to Cradock, 18 November 1808, PRO, WO 1/232. 
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persuaded to voluntarily join Sir John Moore in Spain.  Cradock’s concern about these 

matters even before his arrival in Portugal alludes to their critical nature.   

 Villiers had, in fact, sent messages to London requesting increased monetary or 

material support in Portugal.  One major problem the Portuguese faced centered on the 

lack of locally available military materials.  To counter this, Villiers requested clothing, 

helmets, horses and saddles for the cavalry, and weapons, all from London.  He even 

went so far as to specify the name of the officer he thought should oversee the purchase 

of the horses, and to provide the name of the merchant he thought best to provide the 

saddles. Villiers further speculated that the “best thing to do” would be “to fix him to the 

East India prices.”77  This may have come across as overly bold or presupposing, but at 

least Villiers tried to provide possible solutions, and not just a list of problems in his 

dispatches from Lisbon. 

These local procurement problems also extended to non-military supplies such as 

food.  Villiers repeatedly emphasized the dire nature of the situation in his various letters.  

In the dispatch hand carried back to London by Villiers’ secretary, Colonel Bayley, 

Villiers wrote to Bagot, “Pray make Bayley tell you the real dangers, and the hopes of 

our position on the Peninsula at the present moment.”78  The inference in this statement 

was that Villiers had withheld something from his written communications, and that 

Bayley would provide the more accurate picture in a face-to-face conversation.  The 

reasons for such an omission never became clear. 

 Starting with his very first letter from Lisbon and continuing almost until the very 

last, Villiers made repeated requests for not only cash, but also for arms and equipment.  

Using statements like, “I have only to urge the extreme importance of the utmost dispatch 

in forwarding to this country whatever supply of arms or clothing Great Britain may think 

fit to send;” he tried to make clear the urgency of the situation from the time of his arrival 

in Lisbon.  Villiers correctly believed that the lack of equipment would not only 

                                                 
77 Villiers to Bagot, 5 March 1809, Canning and His Friends, I, 291. 

78 Villiers to Bagot, 9 April 1809, Ibid., I, 298.  The two italicized words in the direct quote appear in italics 
in the published text. 
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adversely affect the performance of the Portuguese troops, but also their morale.79  The 

performance of the Portuguese Army also had secondary effects on the morale of both the 

British Army, and the Portuguese populace.   

Between his arrival in December 1808 and his final departure in February 1810, 

Villiers wrote 107 numbered dispatches, and a handful of unnumbered letters.  Of that 

total, at least 30 of them dealt specifically with issues related to British aid to Portugal.  

That aid took many forms, including cash and loan advances, as well arms and equipment 

for the military.  That Villiers devoted almost one quarter of his correspondence to this 

particular aspect of his duties speaks volumes to the importance of monetary and 

logistical support. 

 Even after leaving his position in Lisbon, Villiers continued to write on the 

subject.  In March 1810, from his home in England, Villiers sent two letters to Richard 

Wellesley after the latter had assumed the post of Foreign Secretary.  In the first he 

discussed only the general situation in Portugal, and the prospects for the immediate 

future.  Villiers wrote 

The great question is whether Bonaparte will turn his whole force against 
it so as to make its defense impracticable.  This clearly is not the case at 
the present moment.  120,000 men ought not to conquer the Peninsula 
with an army of 30,000 British within it.  But how soon it may be the case, 
and how soon evacuation may be necessary, it is impossible to say.80

 
Obviously Villiers did not paint an encouraging or confident picture of Portugal’s future.  

Whether he presented an overly pessimistic impression though remained unclear at the 

time of this letter. 

In the second letter, Villiers specifically addressed monetary issues related to 

Portugal.  He told Wellesley, “The money voted will not, according to the estimates sent 

home by me, quite pay for 30,000 troops, much less will it pay for a [complete] army of 

30,000 men according to the form and principle of the return required by Lord Bathurst 

for an army of 20,000 men.”  The money voted referred to authorizations approved by 

                                                 
79 Villiers to Canning, 21 December 1808, PRO FO 63/75; José Luz Soriano, Historia Da Guerra Civil, 
(Lisbon, 1871), V, 57. 

80 Villiers to Richard Wellesley, 4 March 1810, British Library, London, Correspondence of Viscount 
Wellesley, Add. MSS 37291 (hereafter referred to as Wellesley Correspondence). 
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Parliament in January 1810 designed to increase the Portuguese auxiliary forces from 

20,000 to 30,000 men.  His mention of “the return required by Lord Bathurst for an army 

of 20,000 men” refers to an earlier document, which specified the full complement of 

arms and equipment needed for an army of that particular size, as opposed to just the 

money required to pay the troops’ salaries.  Villiers went on to mention the separate issue 

of pay for the British officers serving in the Portuguese Army.  This line item on a budget 

obviously had significant influence in totaling the amount necessary for the defense of 

Portugal.  Villiers concluded by summarizing the importance of the struggle in Portugal, 

and by offering whatever assistance he could provide for that effort.81  The summary of 

the gravity of the situation hardly seemed necessary considering the position and 

experience of Richard Wellesley, yet Villiers provided it anyway. 

 When Sir Arthur Wellesley returned to Portugal in April 1809, he inherited from 

Cradock an army in a great state of disarray and deeply in debt.  Most of the soldiers had 

not received any pay for at least two months, and the army owed significant sums to 

private vendors and businesses throughout Portugal.82  In May, Wellesley claimed “We 

are terribly distressed for money.  I am convinced that 300,000 [pounds] would not pay 

our debts, and two months’ pay is due to the army.”83  Wellesley later restated his 

situation; “I cannot get supplies, or boats, or carts to move supplies from Lisbon without 

money.”84  While the lack of money did not directly affect the ability of an infantry 

soldier to perform his duties, it did have a great impact on the logistical support for that 

soldier.  It became very difficult to purchase and move large amounts of supplies, or 

maintain enough food for the troops.  These problems also extended to the availability of 

horses for use in the cavalry, artillery, and supply trains.  This only further compounded 

the difficulties of the overall military situation.  

                                                 
81 Villiers to Richard Wellesley, 19 March 1810, British Library, Add. Mss. 37291.   

82 Fortescue, A History of the British Army, VII, 196. 

83 Wellesley to Villiers, 31 May 1809, Wellington’s Dispatches, IV, 374.  Wellesley speculates in this letter 
that Cradock may have delayed the ship on which he departed in Cadiz.  Cradock was instructed to stop 
there on his way to Gibraltar.  The ship, however, contained gold meant to be converted into cash and then 
returned to Portugal to assist in alleviating the monetary problems there. 

84 Wellesley to Villiers, 21 June 1809, Ibid., IV, 448. 
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 Because of his position as Commander In Chief of the British Army in Portugal, 

Wellesley had maintained a regular correspondence with Castlereagh.  Wellesley took it 

upon himself to appeal directly to Castlereagh, in addition to his appeals to Villiers, 

concerning the need for more money in Portugal.  On 11 June 1809 he wrote “I think it 

proper to draw to your Lordship’s attention to the want of money in this army.”  He went 

on to detail the two months in arrears owed the soldiers as well as the debts accumulated 

throughout Portugal, totaling over £200,000.85  These repeated dispatches, however, 

never seemed to bring about any positive, or lasting changes to the monetary crisis in 

Portugal.   

 

Villiers’ Departure and Assessment of His Service in Portugal 

 By late summer 1809, Villiers appeared to have only a short time remaining in 

Portugal.  He requested permission to return home from Lisbon, rather than allow the 

ministers to relieve him.  Although the Cabinet had taken no such action to this point, a 

strong probability existed of them making such a decision.  Villiers realized the futility of 

his situation and his inability to meet the challenges in Lisbon.  Villiers wrote to Canning 

in August, “My immediate absence from this place, could in no respect be detrimental to 

His Majesty’s service, or indeed of any consequence except to myself.”86  He proposed 

leaving his Secretary of Legation in charge in his place.87  Canning replied early the 

following month, “I have been commanded by His Majesty to signify to you His 

Majesty’s gracious compliance with your wishes.”  Canning also informed Villiers that 

Henry Wellesley would succeed him in Lisbon, with the same rank.88

                                                 
85 Wellesley to Castlereagh, 11 June 1809, Ibid., IV, 413.  Wellesley also detailed the situation involving 
the gold onboard a ship from Cadiz intended for exchange.  He believed it would bring in less than 
£100,000 though, leaving more than that amount remaining in debt. 

86 Villiers to Canning, 21 August 1809, PRO FO 63/76. 

87 Villiers never specified the name of his Secretary of Legation.  The next recorded holder of that position 
was Lewis Casamajor, but he did not even receive his commission to go to Lisbon until 20 September 
1809.  Therefore, Villiers must have meant the previous occupant of that job.  Bindoff, British Diplomatic 

Representatives, 91. 

88 Canning to Villiers, 9 September 1809, PRO FO 63/74.  Canning also made mention in this dispatch to 
an older dispatch which Villiers referred to in his letter of 21 August 1809.  Apparently, this message never 
reached Canning, and it does not currently appear in the official correspondence in the archive.  Henry 
Wellesley, the fifth and youngest of the famous brothers, did receive his commission in late September 
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The management, or more aptly mismanagement, of finances in Portugal surely 

enhanced the cabinet’s desire to accept Villiers’ request.  Speculators among the 

diplomatic and governmental community claimed that Villiers asked for his recall only to 

avoid the embarrassment of the ministers having to formally revoke his appointment.  

Despite disagreements that the two may have experienced, Wellington89 expressed regret 

upon learning of Villiers’ decision to depart his post in Lisbon.90  While his regret may 

have seemed insincere to some, Wellington likely realized that, in spite of the difficulties 

Villiers experienced in Lisbon, a changing of the guard would only prolong the search for 

solutions to the problems in Portugal. Despite the submission of his request, and its 

subsequent approval, during the late summer or early fall of 1809, Villiers did not leave 

Lisbon until January 1810.  The delay resulted from Villiers’ decision, after some 

persuasion from London, to wait for the arrival of his replacement. 

Villiers boarded a ship in early November 1809, bound for England.  Before the 

ship had made it far from the coast, however, Villiers received a dispatch from Lord Earl 

Bathurst.  Bathurst had succeeded Canning at the Foreign Office on 11 October 1809, and 

wrote to inform Villiers of two changes in the situation relative to Portugal.  First, word 

had reached London that the Portuguese Prince Regent in Brazil had finally consented to 

a significant change in the structure of the government in Lisbon, opting for more of a 

Cortes model instead of the existing Regency Council.  In this regard, such an alteration 

would bring Portugal in line with the similar changes proposed in the Spanish form of 

government.  Obviously, the extensive time required for any message to reach either 

Portugal or England from Brazil made gaining the Prince Regent’s consent an onerous 

impediment to making any decisions.  Second, Henry Wellesley’s health prevented him 

from coming to Portugal as soon as expected.  Given these two conditions, Bathurst 

                                                                                                                                                 
1809 to proceed to Lisbon.  He never went to Portugal, because he resigned from the position once Canning 
resigned as Foreign Secretary in early October 1809.  Henry stated that he felt the new Foreign Secretary 
should have the opportunity to appoint his own choice for the post in Lisbon.  Severn, A Wellesley Affair, 
90. 

89 Castlereagh to Wellesley, 26 August 1809, Correspondence of Viscount Castlereagh, VII, 117.  
Castlereagh wrote to Wellesley to inform him that the King had conferred a peerage upon him, which made 
him the Duke of Wellington.  From this point on, he is most commonly referred to as simply Wellington.   

90 Wellington to Villiers, 6 October 1809, Wellington’s Dispatches, V, 209. 
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asked Villiers to return to Lisbon, resume his duties there, and wait for further 

instructions from London concerning his replacement.91

Within a month of landing back in Lisbon Villiers again renewed his request for 

permission to return to England.  In this letter he stressed the personal inconvenience 

created for him by remaining in Portugal.  He reiterated his proposal to leave his 

Secretary of Legation to run the mission until an accredited minister arrived to hold the 

position permanently.92  In his private correspondence, Villiers expressed similar 

sentiments.  By the end of December, Villiers had learned of both the intention of the 

government to send a new minister to Lisbon, and also of the latest change of Foreign 

Secretaries, in which Bathurst replaced Canning.  In a private letter to Richard Wellesley, 

Villiers expressed the great joy that he felt upon learning that he would soon depart 

Portugal, for the second time.93

 The Portuguese situation began to improve for England in 1810.  Coupled with 

the change in diplomatic representatives, the financial aspects finally turned more 

favorable.  On 9 January 1810, the Foreign Office announced to the ministry in Lisbon 

the king’s desire to increase the number of British troops and the amount of funding in 

Portugal.  It remains uncertain whether this improvement resulted from the change in the 

Foreign Secretary or the replacement of Villiers.  His Majesty stated his intention to 

“employ in Portugal a British force of 30,000 effective men, and further to furnish in aid 

of Portugal the annual sum of £960,000.”  Based on a ratio of £320,000 for every 10,000 

men, this represented a significant increase in the funding by almost three times.  This 

also substantially increased the manpower by almost double.   These changes soon began 

to improve the situation of the British and Portuguese troops in Portugal starting in the 

                                                 
91 Bathurst to Villiers, 17 October 1809, PRO FO 63/74.  This explanation of Henry Wellesley’s delay 
conflicts with that offered in Severn, A Wellesley Affair.  The “poor health” excuse seemed like the most 
popular way to explain any travel delays during this era.  In this case, it likely also resulted from a desire 
for both Henry Wellesley and George Canning to save face in a political sense. 

92 Villiers to Bathurst, 16 December 1809, PRO FO 63/78.  By the time Villiers wrote this, Richard 
Wellesley had already succeeded Bathurst in the Foreign Office, effective 6 December 1809.  Obviously, 
Villiers did not yet know of the change. 

93 Villiers to Richard Wellesley, 29 December 1809, Wellesley Correspondence.  The exact date of Villiers’ 
departure did not appear anywhere in this correspondence, or in the official diplomatic dispatches. 
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latter half of 1810.  Wellington went on to enjoy considerable success in the 

implementation of his strategy for the defense of Portugal. 

 The Foreign Office appointed Sir Charles Stuart as the new representative to 

Lisbon.94  Stuart arrived in Lisbon on 11 February 1810 to relieve Villiers as Minister 

Plenipotentiary.  Stuart appeared a much better choice for the position.  He had served as 

a diplomat on a “special mission” in Spain for seven months in 1808 prior to Frere’s 

second tour in Spain.95  Stuart’s tenure as minister in Lisbon resulted in a more 

cooperative experience than Villiers’ tenure, and provided a more positive experience for 

Britain in their attempts in to stabilize Portugal, and foster resistance in the Peninsula. 

By late 1810, Wellington had achieved victories at Bussaco and Torres Vedras, 

and had forced the French to retreat from Portugal back into Spain.  At Bussaco on 27 

September 1810, Wellington faced approximately 65,000 French troops under the 

command of Marshal André Masséna.  By the end of the day, the French had suffered 

over 4,500 casualties while the British and Portuguese together did not suffer more than 

1,300 injuries.  Following the battle, Wellington withdrew to positions that his men had 

previously fortified and prepared at Torres Vedras.  The French attacked the British 

positions on 12 October 1810, but could not sustain the attack long enough to achieve 

victory.  After a month in front of the Lines of Torres Vedras, Massena withdrew his 

troops due to a shortage of supplies and food.  In March 1811, Massena marched out of 

Portugal.  This retreat marked the end of French occupation of Portugal.  Spain, and later 

France, played host to the remaining battles of the Peninsular War, and thus the 

Portuguese never saw battle on their soil again after 1811.96

                                                 
94 Richard Wellesley to Stuart, 24 January 1810, PRO FO 342/11.  Richard Wellesley, older brother of Sir 
Arthur Wellesley, assumed the position of the Secretary of the Foreign Office after Canning’s retirement, 
and a short term of office by Bathurst.  He sent Stuart this letter, enclosed with his credentials, and 
indicated that Villiers would remain in Lisbon waiting his arrival so that the two could speak in person, and 
Villiers could fully acquaint Stuart with the scope of his new position as minister. 

95 DNB, XIX, 75. 

96 Donald D. Horward, “Wellington’s Peninsular Strategy, Portugal, and the Lines of Torres Vedras,” 
Portuguese Studies Review, II (Fall Winter 1992-93), 46.  For a more detailed description of the entire 
military campaigns of 1810 and early 1811 see Fortescue or Oman; also see Donald D. Horward, The 

French Campaign in Portugal, 1810-1811: An Account By Jean Jacques Pelet, (Minneapolis, 1973). 
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Villiers did not leave Portugal without having made some positive contributions 

to the situation there.  Despite his realization that the demands of his post likely exceeded 

his administrative and diplomatic talents, he endeavored throughout his tenure to make 

improvements whenever and wherever he could.  Most important, he did succeed in 

working with the Regency Council to develop a better system of cooperation.  He also 

helped in gaining a seat for the British on the Council.  Initially, the Portuguese granted 

Wellington a seat when they discussed matters of a military nature.  After Villiers’ 

departure, however, the Council granted Stuart a permanent seat, and Stuart became 

intimately involved in the daily operations of the country.97  This facilitated a 

significantly increased level of cooperation between the Portuguese Government, the 

British Government, and the British Army.  Villiers deserves a large share of the credit 

for this important achievement; he laid the groundwork that resulted in seats for both 

Wellington and Stuart. 

In other areas, Villiers also left a lasting mark.  He succeeded in persuading the 

clergy to take a more active role on the Regency Council.  He took important steps in 

sending a representative to meet with the Bishop of Porto.  That meeting resulted in the 

Bishop’s eventual arrival in Lisbon, where he played a significant role in increasing the 

effectiveness of the Portuguese Regency Council.  Villiers deserves recognition for this 

accomplishment as well. 

Villiers also played an important role in ensuring an adequate defense of Lisbon 

in January and February 1809.  In his original plan, Cradock did not present the sense that 

he really intended to defend Lisbon.  Instead, his plan seemed to focus on the ease of 

evacuation of British forces.  In terms of creating a favorable impression with the 

Portuguese, Cradock did not do so until he modified his plan.  His new defensive scheme 

conformed much closer to that recommended by Villiers.  It presented a better image to 

the Portuguese, while maintaining a safe position for the British Army.  For all of these 

reasons, Villiers made a positive impact on the state of British relations with Portugal.  

Those who followed him built on the foundation he created between 1808 and 1810. 

                                                 
97 Fryman, “Charles Stuart and the Common Cause,” 159-63. 
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CHAPTER SIX: 

BRITISH DIPLOMACY: THE PORTUGUESE-SPANISH  

LINKAGE, 1800 – 1810 

 

 In their two decades of struggle against the French, the English gained their 

largest strategic advantage in the Peninsular Campaign.  The seven-year conflict in Spain 

and Portugal drained Napoleon of many of his most precious resources, among them 

men, equipment, money, and popular support in France.  While the actions of the Spanish 

and Portuguese Armies alone never overwhelmed the French, with the assistance of Great 

Britain, they united to achieve the “Common Cause.”  The events in Spain and Portugal 

played a prominent role in the overall British foreign policy of the time.  Given this 

reality, the relatively limited interaction between the British ministers in the two 

countries is quite surprising. 

 In the earlier episodes of the British experience in Portugal and Spain, the British 

did not have the same level of interaction with Portugal and Spain.  Portugal and Great 

Britain shared a long heritage of allied cooperation, and that largely continued throughout 

this period.  Spain, on the other hand, did not enjoy a similar relationship.  Therefore, it is 

easy to understand why the British Government never viewed most issues from a 

Peninsular view at this point.  Instead, they dealt with Spain and Portugal as two separate 

entities.  This failed linkage resulted in a disjointed British strategy.  The British, over the 

first decade of the nineteenth century, probably spent as much time developing a strategy 

to deal with the Spanish and the Portuguese as they did in their struggle with the French. 

As a result of his transfer from Lisbon to Madrid in 1802, Frere himself served as 

the continuity between those two countries.  Frere obviously had a very good idea of the 

situation in Portugal.  Once he arrived in Madrid though, it seems odd that he rarely 

mentioned Portugal, in any significant way, in his dispatches to London.  He did not 

begin to focus on the events related to Portugal until April 1804.  At that time, most of 
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the dispatches that mentioned Portugal related to the various rumors that Frere heard 

about Spanish plans to attack the Portuguese, or the intentions of the Portuguese with 

regard to British shipping.1

The outbreak of war with Spain in December 1804 obviously caused a break in 

the evolution of British policy toward a Peninsular view.  The elevation of Napoleon’s 

brother Joseph to the Spanish throne in 1808 opened the door for British involvement in 

Spain.  Again, Frere brought his knowledge and judgment from his prior experiences in 

Spain.  The same cannot be said for Villiers’ posting to Lisbon in 1808.  In his case, the 

sense of British continuity departed with Lord Strangford when he sailed with the 

Portuguese royal family to Brazil. 

 While neither Frere nor Villiers operated in a vacuum while they both served in 

Spain and Portugal, they did not make obvious or frequent attempts to coordinate their 

actions, share experiences, or exchange information.  Frere and Villiers arrived at their 

respective posts within a few months of each other, Frere in October and Villiers in 

December 1808.  Villiers, however, remained at his post until February 1810, while Frere 

departed Spain in August 1809.  Despite the differences in lengths of their service, they 

did spend almost nine months as contemporaries in two of the most important posts in the 

British diplomatic service.  Unfortunately, most of the correspondence involving both 

Frere and Villiers went through Canning in London because this was the accepted 

method of conducting business for the British diplomatic corps.  Despite an order from 

the Foreign Office in 1800 for heads of missions to write each other on a regular basis, 

most diplomats ignored this directive. 2  While this method may not have resulted in each 

mission receiving fresh information in all cases, its potential was enormous to improve 

lateral communications. 

                                                 
1 See PRO FO 72/51 and 72/52 for dispatches starting with April 1804 and lasting until Frere’s last 
dispatch from Spain in July 1804. 

2 Charles Middleton, “The Early Years of the Foreign Office, 1782-1810,” Proceedings of the Consortium 

on Revolutionary Europe, 1980, 96.  During Canning’s second term as Foreign Secretary, starting in 1822, 
he ordered the staff in the Foreign Office to send copies of correspondence from one mission sent to any 
other posts to whom it may have some relevance.  Had Canning made this same decision fifteen years 
earlier during his first term of office, the results could have been significantly different for Frere and 
Villiers, as well as Spain and Portugal in their struggle against France, simply due to the increase in shared 
information. 
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 Canning did employ one technique that enabled diplomats to share information.  

The use of a “flying seal” on selected dispatches authorized the first recipient to open and 

read the contents before sending it on to its actual addressee.  Canning used this at times 

to preclude writing two separate dispatches concerning information of importance to both 

men.  Most often, he wrote this type of dispatches to Frere, and sent them under “flying 

seal” through Lisbon for Villiers to read first.  This was successful because Lisbon was 

the only secure entrance to the Peninsula for British ships.  Using this method, it became 

possible for Canning to impart vital information to both men without having to send a 

second letter.  This still did not make up for the lack of direct communication between 

Frere and Villiers, which likely would have resulted in better awareness in most 

situations.  Such a practice clearly fell outside the range of normal operations for the 

British diplomatic corps at that time. 

 Starting in 1808, some evidence demonstrated the shift in British policy in 

developing a Peninsular view, as opposed to either a Spanish or Portuguese perspective.  

Likewise, the records documented the efforts made to coordinate policies between the 

British missions in Spain and Portugal.  The first evidence was the early sets of 

dispatches written from London to both diplomats.  Canning first brought the situation in 

Portugal to Frere’s attention when he wrote to inform Frere of the “unfavorable effect” 

produced as a result of the Convention of Cintra.  Canning further instructed Frere not to 

act on any demands from the commander of the British forces in Portugal, Dalrymple, 

unless he received further instructions from London.3  Since this letter pre-dated Frere’s 

arrival in Spain, Canning clearly intended to prevent Frere from taking any unnecessary 

actions upon reaching Madrid without a more complete understanding of the situation. 

 Only one month later, Canning addressed similar issues in his initial instructions 

to Villiers.  These instructions included details not included in Frere’s October 

instructions; they focused on the safety of Portugal as it related to the status of Spain.  He 

wrote, “No danger can be apprehended so long as the war in Spain is carried on against 

the French with success.  But supposing Spain to be overrun, the safety of Portugal, 

though even then not hopeless, if the retreat of the British Army into Portugal shall have 

                                                 
3 Canning to Frere, 14 October 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 
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been secured, will yet be placed in hazard.”  In reading this passage, Villiers should have 

become fully aware of the British intention to use Portugal as an escape route in the event 

of catastrophic reverse in Spain.  Canning went on to explain the possible role of 

Portuguese troops in Spain, “it is therefore, equally the duty and interest of the 

Portuguese government to make every effort to aid the cause of Spain, and it is to be 

hoped that recollection of former instances, in which their troops have served with 

distinction in Spain, may lead them to this destination with partiality.”4  This 

demonstrated, from the arrival of Villiers, and the return of Frere to the Peninsula, that 

Great Britain definitely viewed the fortunes of Spain and Portugal as synonymous and of 

critical importance.  This reflected an important change in policy from the beginning of 

the decade; this resulted from both a change in circumstances and also from the benefit of 

experience gained over that time. 

 Further evidence of this new diplomatic strategy is obvious in Canning’s direct 

statement to Villiers, “The cause of Portugal cannot be separated from that of Spain.  

While the success of Spain is yet doubtful, and when it is considered that any single 

reverse in Spain must necessarily expose Portugal to renewed danger; … it is impossible 

on any ground, whatever, to consent to … stripping either the fortresses of the frontier, or 

those of the Tagus, of British troops.”  The British at this stage, due to the uncertainty of 

the situation in Spain, simply wanted to maintain a viable option for the safe retreat of 

their forces operating in Spain.  Accordingly, Villiers received instructions to resist any 

effort by the Portuguese government to remove British troops from the frontier 

fortresses.5

 Only a few months later, Villiers received from Canning the copies of two 

dispatches sent to Frere concerning the situation of the British Army in Spain under 

Moore.  Canning wrote to Villiers, “I have nothing to add … except to enforce the 

necessity of continuing to maintain the possession of Portugal as long as can be done 

with the force entrusted to Cradock’s command.”  The Foreign Secretary also reminded 

Villiers to maintain a priority towards any diversions which could be created in Portugal 

                                                 
4 Canning to Villiers, 22 November 1808, PRO FO 63/74. 

5 Canning to Villiers, 22 November 1808, PRO FO 63/74; Castlereagh to Cradock, 19 November 1808, 
Correspondence of Castlereagh, VII, 14. 
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that might benefit the troops in the south of Spain.  In the letters to Frere, which were 

dated a few days earlier, Canning informed Frere that intelligence of the Battle of La 

Coruña had recently reached London.  More important was Canning’s concern that those 

troops who evacuated Spain were returning to England.  The ministers would have rather 

seen Moore’s troops transported to Portugal, where they could have reconsolidated and 

prepared to launch the next campaign.  That they sailed for England instead only further 

demonstrated the inefficient communications network in place at the time.  This applied 

to the Foreign Office as well as the War Ministry.6  The distances and time involved 

likely had an influence on this situation, but no more so than in other similar 

circumstances.  More likely, the death of Sir John Moore had a more important effect on 

the decision making of the British Army leaders after embarking from La Coruña. 

 The demands of one country often necessitated a change in the resources available 

to the other nation.  On several occasions Canning was forced to notify Frere or Villiers 

that more pressing needs elsewhere would result in a diversion of money, arms, or 

equipment from its original destination.  For instance, Frere learned in a letter from 

Canning in December 1808 that the changing situation in Portugal had forced the 

ministers to send only 30,000 of the 40,000 weapons originally intended for use in Spain.  

The remaining 10,000 were deemed vital to support the Portuguese Army.  This pattern 

repeated itself many other times, with the majority of the cases reflecting an increase in 

aid to Portugal, usually at the expense of Spain.7

 The significant similarities between the situation faced by Frere in Spain and 

Villiers in Portugal should have created a closer working relationship between Frere and 

Villiers.  Both dealt with provisional governments, both sought to extend British 

influence and interests, and both experienced success and failure.  Furthermore, Frere’s 

experiences in Lisbon, albeit eight years earlier, should have given him insights into 

certain situations that could have proved beneficial to Villiers during his service in 

Portugal.   Moreover, both diplomats sought to encourage leadership among the local 

clergy.  In both cases the Bishops displayed great reluctance to join the government.  

                                                 
6 Canning to Villiers, 28 January 1809, PRO FO 63/74; Canning to Frere, 23 January 1809 and 24 January 
1809, PRO FO 72/71. 

7 Canning to Frere, 23 December 1808, PRO FO 72/60. 
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Frere’s experiences with the Archbishop of Toledo and Villiers’ dealings with the Bishop 

of Porto have considerable parallels.  Communication between Frere and Villiers might 

have helped them in solving this mutual problem as well as other problems, while trying 

to improve the operations of the temporary governments in their respective countries.  

The descriptions of both men in seeking leadership among the clergy bear a striking 

similarity.   

Frere endorsed the nomination of the Archbishop as someone worthy of 

appointment as a personal representation of the Royal family, instead of using a 

representative body such as the Cortes for such a purpose.  For Frere to make such a 

recommendation shows the level of trust he attributed to an important member of the 

Spanish clergy.8  Likewise in Portugal, Villiers spoke highly of the Bishop of Porto.  In 

Villiers’ most telling statement, he endorsed the consolidation of power in the hands of 

the Bishop, a method very similar to that Frere recommended for the Archbishop of 

Toledo.  Villiers wrote, “It is for His Majesty’s government to consider and advise, on the 

general principles, which may ultimately change this condition of things; but it is quite 

clear to me, that it would be changed by vesting all the power, which it is desirable to see 

somewhere in the hands of the Bishop.”9  The similarity in these two statements of praise 

and admiration for members of the clergy seems to suggest a strong link between the 

situations in Spain and Portugal.  These were rather novel recommendations for the time 

since England’s anti-Catholic policies and its violent opposition to one man rule at home 

had endured for centuries. 

 Monetary support from England was certainly a huge aspect of both men’s duties.  

In fact, they were often competing for the same allocation of resources, although not in a 

personally competitive manner.  At times the Cabinet felt more inclined to allocate more 

funds to Spain, while on other occasions Portugal received the higher percentage of 

financial aid.  For example, in 1808 Great Britain sent 2.325 million pounds to Spain, 

while only 140,156 pounds were spent on Portugal.  The next year, however, the situation 

began to change.  In 1809, Spain received 473,919 pounds and Portugal’s share increased 

                                                 
8 Frere to Canning, 25 April 1809, PRO FO 72/72. 

9 Villiers to Canning, 11 April 1809, PRO FO 63/76. 
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to 539,369 pounds.  By 1810, the circumstances in the Peninsula warranted a significant 

change in the aid allocations.  Portugal’s allocation more than tripled to 1.986 million, 

and Spain received only 557,952 from Great Britain.10

 Given the wide ranging nature of the ongoing war with France, civil-military 

relations soon became the issue which most bound Spain and Portugal together.  The 

“common cause” involved not only Great Britain and its vast resources, but also the 

governments and soldiers of the two Peninsular nations.  In many instances, especially 

during the time that Frere and Villiers served, the British ministers played the dominant 

role in representing British interests.  In other cases, such as after 1810, the military held 

that distinction.  In the interplay between the civil and military, British authorities took a 

similar course in both Spain and Portugal.  Nevertheless, cooperation was minimal 

between the two Iberian nations until Wellington became Supreme Commander of the 

Spanish armies in 1812, linking them with his Anglo-Portuguese army.11   

Only one dispatch appears in the records of the Spanish and Portuguese missions 

written directly from Frere to Villiers.  On 3 January 1809 Frere wrote to his counterpart 

in Lisbon concerning the movements of Moore and his army, saying that, “Moore is 

placed, according to his own statement of the movement which he intended to make, in a 

situation of hazard.”  Frere’s main purpose in writing to Villiers, however, was not to 

complain about Moore or to offer his opinion of the general, but to request assistance 

from the Portuguese for the defense of Southern Spain.  Frere enclosed a letter from 

Cevallos which detailed certain bridges that the Spaniards wanted the Portuguese to 

defend.12   

Cevallos wanted the Spanish troops under the command of General Don Gregorio 

de la Cuesta to occupy all the defensive positions, or to take the offensive.  Cuesta 

requested that the Portuguese commanders maintain contact with Cuesta regarding the 
                                                 
10 Sherwig, Guineas and Gunpowder, 367.  These numbers reflect Sherwig’s conclusions after consulting 
various primary source data.  They differ somewhat from the figures published in an 1822 report titled, “An 
Account of All Sums of Money Paid or Advanced By Way of Loan, Subsidy, or Otherwise to Any Foreign 
State, From the Year 1792, Up To the Present Time.”  

11 Almost all of the communications from both missions went to London first, which often added several 
weeks to the decision making cycle.  This added delay further contributed to the difficulties experienced in 
coordination of actions between Spain and Portugal. 

12 Frere to Villiers, 3 January 1809, PRO FO 72/72. 
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movements of the Portuguese units.  Frere concluded his letter to Villiers by stating, “If 

this is not done, and with such a degree of vigor and spirit as forcible to distract the 

attention of the enemy, the result may be easily anticipated, the destruction of the British 

force, and the complete extinction of all our hopes of rescuing either Spain or Portugal.”13  

This communication stands out as the only example of the type of cooperation that was 

needed between the British ministers in Spain and Portugal. 

Since the British Army often moved freely between Spain and Portugal, and the 

defense of one country necessarily depended on the defense of the other, this was a vital 

issue for the British, and should have been better coordinated.  Indeed the Army might 

have provided the best communication between the two countries as exemplified by 

Lieutenant General Moore’s experience in both countries.  Despite his often shortsighted 

and biased views, designed to make himself look like a victim, Moore did understand the 

important connection between the two nations.  Moore’s answer to a question posed by 

Castlereagh in November 1808 illustrates this.  He wrote, “I can say generally that the 

frontier of Portugal is not defensible against a superior force.  It is an open frontier, all 

equally rugged, but all equally to be penetrated.  If the French succeed in Spain, it will be 

in vain to attempt to resist them in Portugal.”  Yet, his consideration of a retreat into 

Portugal instead of an advance toward Madrid shows a somewhat different opinion of 

Portugal.  In one of his earliest letters to Frere, written just two days after his letter to 

Castlereagh, Moore correctly asserted, “In the latter case [retreating to Portugal], I fall 

back upon my resources, upon Lisbon; over a country where there is a British interest.  

By marching into Spain, I detach myself from those resources.”14   

  When Sir Arthur Wellesley returned to the Peninsula in 1809, the British Army 

gained a commander with probably the best overall understanding of the linkage between 

Spain and Portugal, and a much better understanding of the prospects for success in 

Portugal.  This is best supported by the confidence placed in Wellesley by Castlereagh.  

In the letter announcing Wellesley’s selection for the command in Portugal, Castlereagh 

wrote: 

                                                 
13 Ibid; Cevallos to Frere, 3 January 1809, PRO FO 72/72. 

14 Moore to Castlereagh, 25 November 1808, Narrative, 57; Moore to Frere, 27 November 1808, Narrative, 
63. 
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The defense of Portugal you will consider as the first and immediate 
object of your attention.  But as the security of Portugal can only be 
effectually provided for in connection with the defense of the peninsula in 
the larger sense, His Majesty, on this account, as well as from the 
unabated interest he takes in the cause of Spain, leaves it to your judgment 
to decide, when your army shall be advanced on the frontier of Portugal, 
[and] how your efforts can best be combined with the Spanish as well as 
the Portuguese troops in support of the common cause.15

This trust was obviously well placed, as Wellington’s success in Portugal and his advance 

into Spain during the summer of 1809 would suggest. 

 While many similarities existed between the Iberian nations, the differences were 

significant.  The main difference between Spain and Portugal that affected the British 

efforts was their historical relationships with Great Britain.  Portugal had maintained a 

close and cordial relationship with the British since the thirteenth century.  On the other 

hand, Spain was a new ally.  Until just prior to the Peninsular War, Spain had been 

England’s implacable enemy for almost 400 years.  This difference became most 

important when considering the different responses of the citizens and armed forces of 

Spain and Portugal.  Sir John Moore certainly raised this point in many of his letters. 

 While many of Moore’s statements may have been distorted or exaggerated, it 

was important that he maintained the perception that the people or the government of 

Spain had failed him.  In making accusations such as, “The imbecility of the Spanish 

Government exceeds belief.  The goodwill of the inhabitants, whatever it may be, is of 

little use whilst there exists no ability to bring it into action.”16  Perhaps the more telling 

revelation remains that few, if any, such statements or accusations were made regarding 

the Portuguese.   

 

                                                 
15 Castlereagh to Wellesley, 2 April 1809, Supplementary Dispatches of Wellington, VI, 210.  

16 Moore to Frere, 19 November 1808, Narrative, 38. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Following their diplomatic service both Villiers and Frere returned to England.  

Villiers devoted the remainder of his life to religious and charitable causes.  In 1824 he 

became the Third Earl of Clarendon, after his unmarried and childless brother Timothy 

passed away.  Villiers died suddenly in 1838 and his nephew, George William Frederick 

Villiers, became the Fourth Earl of Clarendon.1  He has garnered so little recognition that 

he been ignored by historians for the past 200 years. 

When Frere left Spain for England, the Supreme Junta of Spain, as a token of 

their recognitions of Frere’s services, conferred the title “Marquez de la Union” in 1809.  

Frere sought the appropriate permissions from the British Government to accept this title 

from a foreign court.  He received the government’s assent to keep the title, but he could 

not use it in Great Britain.  He could only use it in Spain, thus making it essentially a 

ceremonial title.2  Despite the ceremonial nature of this title, the fact that the Spanish 

Government bestowed it upon Frere demonstrated their affection for him; they did not 

grant this title to any other British diplomats or officers. 

 After his return to England, Frere chose to live on his father’s property in the 

eastern countryside of England.  While life was quiet there, which suited Frere just fine, 

he did find appeal in traveling into London to associate with the literary crowd.  Over 

time, he came to spend much more time in London than in the country.3  During the 

second half of his life, Frere’s primary interest and occupation were literary.  In 1816, 

Frere married Elizabeth, Countess Dowager of Erroll.  In 1820 Frere’s life took another 

turn when he set out on a cruise of the Mediterranean, merely as a way to escape from the 

                                                 
1 DNB, XX, 352. 

2 Horace and Arthur Howard Frere, Pedigree of the Family of Frere, of Roydon in Norfolk and Finningham 

in Suffolk, (Printed for Private Circulation, 1899), 24. 

3 Milton Millhauser, “Contemporary Reputation of John Hookham Frere,” Submitted as Masters Thesis to 
Columbia University, 1933, 11. 
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routine into which he had settled in England, and in search of better weather to benefit his 

wife’s poor health.  After stops in Sicily and Naples, Frere ended up settling in Malta, 

where he remained for the rest of his life.  He did not return to England the first time until 

1825.4  In addition to his wife’s medical concerns, Frere’s departure from England may 

also have resulted from the ill feelings that still lingered after his diplomatic career. 

 Throughout the remainder of his life, Frere completed several literary works, but 

most of them were published privately, and in small quantities, for his friends.  In his 

later life, Frere also undertook the study of Hebrew, and published some biblical 

translations.  He died on 7 January 1846 on Malta, and was buried in the English 

cemetery there next to his wife who had predeceased him.5   

 Frere’s multiple positions over the first decade of the nineteenth century resulted 

in many positive accomplishments.  He cultivated and maintained important relationships 

in both Portugal and Spain.  In 1801, he negotiated the terms for a very favorable subsidy 

for Portugal.  During his service in Portugal, he had the unenviable task of defending 

many decisions by the British Government that initially were unfavorable to the 

Portuguese cause.  Frere’s negotiation of the subsidy eased some of the resentment and 

tensions created by what the Portuguese regarded as England’s abandonment before and 

during the War of Oranges.  Anglo-Portuguese relations could have become even more 

acrimonious without Frere’s efforts to mollify the Portuguese. 

Frere also consistently provided the British Government with insightful analysis 

concerning the situations in the Peninsula.  During his first period of service in Spain, 

Frere succeeded in delaying the start of hostilities for well over a year.  While in Madrid 

he proved effective in countering the influence of the French minister, Beurnonville.  

Despite the French efforts to the contrary, Frere actually stabilized Franco-Spanish 

relations, which worked to the benefit of Great Britain.  The British cabinet finally 

brought matters to a conclusion by ordering the attack on the Spanish fleet.  As a result, 

Frere unfairly received much of the blame for the war with Spain.  In spite of all of his 

                                                 
4 Horace and Arthur Frere, Pedigree of the Family of Frere, 24. 

5 Ibid., 25. 
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remarkable success in delaying open warfare between England and Spain, he was 

attacked in Parliament and his achievements were ignored. 

 Frere has always been best known for his second assignment in Spain and the 

controversy with Sir John Moore from late 1808 into January 1809.  To focus on that one 

aspect of his almost two years in Spain misses the more important contributions he made.  

Frere worked to improve the efficiency of the Central Junta as a ruling body, as opposed 

to the disjointed system of local juntas that fought for power among themselves, and he 

constantly advanced the Spanish cause to his own government.  The monetary assistance 

that he did secure for Spain helped them greatly in their struggle.  He also worked to 

increase the responsibilities and support of the government through the participation of 

the Archbishop of Toledo.  On the whole, the political and military situation looked far 

better for the Spanish Junta when Frere departed than it had when he arrived. 

In dealing with the British Army and Sir John Moore, Frere also had several 

significant achievements.  Frere made consistent efforts to secure intelligence for Moore, 

even though doing so often presented many challenges.  Frere’s analysis of the 

information drove him to encourage Moore to remain in Spain because Frere thought the 

British presence would encourage Spanish resistance.  This belief stemmed from the 

premise that Spanish resistance was vital to the British strategy in the Peninsula.  More 

important, Frere’s interference with Moore’s original plan to retreat from Spain back to 

Portugal most likely saved Portugal from a French invasion, and the occupation of 

Lisbon.  Despite the scurrilous attacks by the Moore family, justification did not exist for 

blaming Frere for Sir John Moore’s death.  Overall, Frere made important contributions 

to Spain, Portugal, and the British effort during his period of service in Iberia.  The lack 

of recognition to date has been completely undeserved for a man who did so much to 

advance the “common cause” against the French. 

In a similar vein, Villiers made many positive contributions to the situation in 

Portugal.  Most important, he helped the Regency Council become a much more efficient 

governing body.  As a part of that process, Villiers succeeded in developing a better 

system of cooperation with the Regency Council, by gaining a seat for the British on the 

Council.  Villiers deserves a large share of the credit for this important achievement; he 

laid the groundwork that resulted in seats for both Wellington and Stuart.  He also 
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initiated contact with the Bishop of Porto, in order to facilitate the Bishop’s eventual 

arrival in Lisbon, where he played a significant role in increasing the effectiveness of the 

Portuguese Regency Council.  The monetary assistance that Villiers secured for the 

Portuguese also helped in this cause as well.   

Villiers also played a vital role in ensuring an adequate defense of Lisbon in 

January and February 1809.  Cradock’s original plan failed to present a strong defense of 

Lisbon.  Instead, his plan seemed to focus on the evacuation of British forces.  His new 

defensive scheme conformed much closer to that recommended by Villiers.  It presented 

a better image to the Portuguese, while still maintaining a safe position for the British 

Army.   

Throughout his tenure in Portugal, Villiers consistently demonstrated a significant 

commitment to his duties there.  His correspondence showed that he repeatedly made a 

strong case for sending more money, more troops, or in many cases both, to Portugal.  He 

obviously played a role in facilitating the arrival and support of Beresford and 

Wellington, and the restoration of the Portuguese Army.  Perhaps he best displayed his 

sense of commitment when he returned to Lisbon after he had already started for home.  

Even though he had very little thought of remaining in political life at that point, Villiers 

remained faithful to his mission and to the cause of the Portuguese nation.  These reasons 

explain why Villiers made such a positive impact on the state of British relations with 

Portugal.  Those who followed him built on the foundation he created between 1808 and 

1810. 

 In the final analysis, these two diplomats deserve far better treatment than they 

have received from most authors and historians over the years.  They faced incredibly 

difficult situations, with extremely high stakes for their nation.  The cost of British 

involvement in the Peninsular War, both in terms of lives lost and money spent, remains 

too high to accurately calculate.  What remains certain though is that their service and 

contributions to England, Spain, and Portugal contributed to the ultimate defeat of 

Napoleon and the French Empire.  The lives and careers of John Hookham Frere and 

John Charles Villiers serve as an invaluable case study, with both positive and negative 

lessons, in the exercise of diplomatic and military power.  Ultimately, their activities had 

many positive effects on the Portuguese, Spanish, and British governments.  They may 
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have faced some difficult problems that could not be overcome, but they laid the 

foundation for the British success in the Iberian Peninsula.  With diplomats less 

committed to England and its policies, British diplomacy in the Peninsula could have 

been a disaster. 
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