TR AL TR T e

S

onahe oy

LIS RSN

IO R

D D L S T

R R R R R R B R R R R R E R R I ORI R RIS

1 76 Lucero, Charles A. (2011)

Anybody ‘but not Ld. B': A Study
of Lord William Carr Beresford'’s
Intervention in 1820s Portugal




Anybody "but not L4. B': a study of Lord William Carr Beresford's intervention in 1820s Portugal.

Charles Anthony Lucero




How many ages hence
Shall this our lofty scene be acted o'er,
In states unborn, and accents yet unknown! (3.1.111)
—Shakespeare, Julius Caesar
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Hanging on a wall at the National Museum of the Cabildo and May Revolution in
Bucenos Aires, among the other oppressively large paintings, is "La Reconguista de Buenos
Alires." In a bizarre mix of red and bright yellow, "La Reconquista de Buenos Aires” portrays the
ritual surrender of the leader of the ill-starred British invasion of Buenos Aires in 1806. The
ol painting is centered on the British Major General William Carr Beresford, who looking
like a freshly chastised child forced to share a new toy, grudgingly extending the hilt of his
sword to the erect and cavalier looking commander of the victorious Argentine forces, the
French soldier of fortune Santiago de Liniers. Those who are not dead or bandaging the
wounded look on with piqued interest as the very gentlemanly powdered wig wearing de
Liniers gently rejects the sword of the slightly shorter Beresford. Though the painting's
subject matter is at best highly exaggerated, and more than likely apocryphal, the incident
indeed occurred. Lord Beresford had—without orders from London—sacked Buenos Aires
on 27 June 1806.

The fact that Beresford had not been authorized to do so mattered little to His Royal
Highness George 111 and his loyal subjects—so long as he successfully held it. Far from
indifferent, Londoners celebrated Beresford's capture of Buenos Aires. London's merchants
bubbled with excitement over the prospects of new markets for their wares in South
America. Britain's politicians, not as giddy, but excited nonetheless, hoped that the example
of a "benign" government practiced in Buenos Aires would convince other South American
colonies, living under Spain's "oppressive government,” to throw off their yoke and become
parts of the British Empire.' Newspapers such as The Times naively speculated that once

Napoleon caught word of Beresford's triumph, "Bonaparte,” out of fear no doubt, would be

| Bernardo P. Lozier Almazan, Beresford William Canr: Gevernor of Buenos Aires, British General and Portuguese
Marshal, Governor of Madeira and Senbor Supremo of Portugal: British Intentions for the Domination of South America in the
XIX Century, trans. Henry 8. Forbes, and Duncan Forbes (Buenos Aires: L.O.L.A, 2008), 141. The book is
available in both English and Spanish; I have used the English version.



forced into "an carly peace."” The excitement culminated in what can only be described as
Roman scenes of grandeur. On 20 September the booty Beresford had forwarded to Britain
was paraded around London with the pomp and circumstance befitting a great empire.
Barely audible, over a deafening adaptation of Atne's Rul Britannia, jubilant onlookers
quickly grew hoarse as they excitedly discussed the "incalculable possibilities” for trade in
recently acquired Buenos Aires. The more delusional assured others that British held
"Buenos Alres. . . . shall probably become the granary of South America."” As the excited
masses chattered away, handsome carriages carried the spoils, after having gone down Pall
Mall, to the secure confines of the Bank of England—where the Argentine specie was -
triumphantly deposited. Later, that illustrious official, the Lord Mayor of London awarded
Beresford, in absentia, a ceremonial sword. In addition to the sword, Betesford was made an
honorary citizen of London—a title that any self-respecting nobleman would have despised
in the not too distant past. Even the king acknowledged Beresford's victory. Fortunately
there were neither menorahs involved in this parade nor an Arch of Titus to commemorate
it. The jollities proved short-lived, however. Once word of Beresford's defeat made its
rounds in London, the gaiety was unceremoniously extinguished, and public opinion quickly
shifted. Buenos Aires went from being lauded as a wondrous place inhabited by South
America's most "charming and beavtiful" women to a backwater inhabited by ill-bred
"Spanish mulattos."

Lord Beresford's reign as governor of Buenos Aires lasted a mere three weeks, he
was forced to surrender in 12 August 1806. Nonetheless Beresford had managed to declare

free trade, and quite unintentionally—as his later career would show— his presence there
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incited the local populace to become highly politicized. Some Argentine historians, such as
Adolfo Carranza, believed the origins of Atgentine nationalism lay in the confidence thus
gained in overcoming Beresford and his British forces.® For the ragtag and somnambulistic
Argentine forces, whose chief task before the invasion consisted of breaking up bar brawls,
had now handily defeated the most powerful nation in the world, Britain. And, as the
painting proudly recalls, in a show of old world refinement and magnanimity, a newly
confident Argentina refused to subject her vanquished foe to any further humiliation by
permitting him to keep his sword. What was before a provincial backwater of the crumbling
Spanish empire was now a supremely self-confident and proud nation, or at least that is how
some historians have presented it. But what of the man who triggered this "La Reconquista”
sentiment so lauded as the unwitting catalyst for Argentine independence, Lord Beresford?
Without explicit orders from London, he had sacked Buenos Aires, installed himself as
governor, and declared free trade. What of his fate? What propelled this rash man whose
dogged determination chafed a number of divisive populations to a point at which their
antipathy towards him helped them to coalesce into tightly bound parties? What are the
lasting legacies of Lord Beresford's career? It is the purpose of this paper to provide the
reader with answers to these difficult questions, with particular emphasis on Beresford's later
years in Portugal. By doing so, the author hopes to reveal the dramatic complexity as well as
the comical paradoxes of Lord Beresford's era. For Beresford lived at a time when the
bourgeois class and their activists demanded their pound of flesh and got it. For now let the
reader take solace in the fact that Beresford evaded his Argentine captors. Breaking his

parole—which he would later fervently deny—DBeresford fled to England.

6 Adolfo Carranza letter to the National Defense Commission and Reconquest of Buenos Aires, 11/8/1899
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A description of Beresford's foray in Buenos Aires in 1806-1807 serves not only to
display Beresford's character, but it also helps provide a useful map that can be used to
navigate the rest of this paper. For a pattern, which would persist throughout Lord
Beresford's career in Portugal, is discernible in the episode described above.

Beresford had a voracious appetite for royally dispensed privilege. He was a man
who can be described as stout of build, but slender of intellect. For a minor aristocrat, such
as he, the avenue to his coveted privileges, and subsequent personal glorification, was
through military service. Like his friend the Duke of Wellington, Beresford came from the
Protestant Anglo-Irish aristocracy. Again like Wellington, Beresford, thanks to noble birth
and family ties and rash status-raising gambles, as well as meritorious service, rapidly
ascended to the heights of society's hierarchy. Already in 1806, Beresford was in a position
to take risks of the kind he would later repeat in Portugal a number of times; and here is
where the pattern, to be repeated in Portugal, began. Radix malorum est cupiditas; indeed greed
is the root of all evill However in Beresford's case his brand of mischief and failure was not
sufficiently damaging to warrant an exile. After the debacle in Buenos Aires, Beresford
instead of licking his wounds immediately got to work and on his way home compiled an
exhaustively long report on the political and social conditions in Argentina. His labors made
him from the point of view of policy makers at Westminster the "man to be consulted on
South-American political and military matters."” Thus Beresford's sojourn in Buenos Aires
was not a complete failure, because he was still 2 useful tool for the king and his ministers.
Indeed Beresford was kept in the fold and remained a candidate for 10 Downing Street's
dirty work. In the coming years, luckily for Beresford, Europe would be embroiled in

continental war, which would provide opportunities galore for Britain's aristocratic military
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clite. Like any empire faced with increasingly greedy barbarians—in this case anti-privilege
liberals— Britain leaned heavily on its aristocratic military elite. Accordingly, Lord Beresford,
who in peaceful times would have likely been a non-factor in politics, was showered with
land grants, titles, and stipends.” For his part he was happy to serve any privilege dispensing
government in whatever capacity—whether it was political or martial in spirit. Like
Wellington, Beresford was a defender of the ancien regime (little wonder then that Beresford
would later join Wellington's Tory government) and by defending it feverishly he was at the
same time trying to acquite the privileges that his conservative political philosophy and self-
interest led him to protect. Thus in Portugal during the 1820s, just as in Buenos Aires in
1806, Beresford saw an opportunity to improve his social status, took it, failed, and again
rather Houdini-like managed to save face. Beresford was the typical aristocrat of his era,
socially self-conscious, unfriendly to change, ambitious, and vain.

Lord Beresford would later be handsomely compensated (£ 2,000 annual stipend),
entitled (1* Viscount and later Govemor of Jersey, 1" Marqués of Campo Mayor, and the
Marshal of Portugal), and lavishly decorated (Knight Grand Cross and Order of the Bath, to
name a few) for his efforts during the Napoleonic wars. His transformation of the
disorganized Portuguese army into a sound one was 10 small task. It was not uncommon—
though somewhat patronizing—to describe the Portuguese army as the worst kind of
“rabble" in the days before Beresford's reordering of it, starting in 1809. Though like any
task that involved the military forces, it required money and political maneuvering and lots
of both. Thanks to his title of marshal of the Portuguese army, his close relationship with the

absent Portuguese King Joio VI’, and his creation of a ruling apparatus—complete with

% Lord Beresford was notorious for his harsh treatment of his Catholic tenants.



spies— Beresford was able to pull the strings of government to a point where his power was
equal to—or perhaps greater than—than that of the Regency (the government left to rule in

Jodo VI's stead). Indeed Beresford has been described as the King of Portugal by Portuguese
and Englishmen alike.

King, despot, and ot non-political general, it makes not much difference. The fact
remains that Beresford put financial strains (army expenditures) on a country that was
struggling to fill its coffers, let alone pay army salaries. The war had destroyed Portugal's
agriculture and the scorched earth tactics of Napoleon and Wellington had devastated the
countryside. Trade with Brazil had been reduced to an anemic trickle as a result of the
movement of the Portuguese court to Rio de Janeiro and the subsequent opening of Brazil's
ports to world commerce. The signing of the 1810 trade treaty with Britain further damaged
Portuguese trade, and all this left little money for the repair of dams and other measures to
relieve the struggling peasantry. The financial constraints of post-war Portugal weighed
heavily on commoners and aristocrats alike." To even the most subdued of Portuguese
lotus-eaters, revolution seemed apparent.

Beresford, always well informed, was aware of the discontent and frustration in
Portugal towards himself— for no country enjoys foreign occupation— as well as the
general atmosphere of poverty and corruption. Thus he urgently set sail (in the year 1820)
for Brazil in hopes of convincing the court in exile to return to Portugal and if they should

refuse, grant him the authority and money to snuff out any dissent. But Beresford's entreaty

? For simplicity's sake, Jodo will be referred to as King Jodo, although he was not crowned until 1816 after the
death of his mother, Queen Maria "the mad” of Portugal. His title, before his death, was prince regent, but as
his mother was mentally unfit to rule he was a king all but in name, and certainly had the duties of one.

19 The 1810 trade treaty was formulated shortly after Jodo VI's arnval in Brazil. As recompense for escorting
the king and his court across the Atlantic, England was granted most favored nation status in Brazil and also
enjoyed lower tariffs than Portuguese traders. Thus England's cheaper and higher quality products casily
flooded the Brazilian market and forced out Portugucse iraders. This caused great resentment in Portugal.



fell on deaf ears, for Jodo VI had grown accustomed to the tropical pleasures, and pethaps

even more to the safe haven that Brazil provided from war, Jacobins, liberals, " freemasons,
and all the other bogeymen of the day. While these two men, an ocean away, calmly
discussed the potential outcomes of returning to Portugal, events in that kingdom rendered
their discourse moot. Revolution had broken out in Oporto in the eatly part of 1820 and
quickly spread to Lisbon. What had started out as a revolt led by unpaid low ranking army
officers had quickly morphed into a revolution whose main demands were four-fold: an end
to foreign occupation; reinstituting the mercantilist system of trade with Brazil; a liberal
constitution; and lastly the immediate return of the king and his court. Not surprisingly,
Beresford's reception in Portugal was anything but warm. He was not allowed to disembark
from his ship in the Tagus and was informed by the Provisional Junta that he and all his
British officers (Beresford's power base) were to be expelled from Portugal because the men
of the Junta were intent on recovering the nation's "happiness." Beresford angrily warned
them that "all Europe shall know of this offence . . . especially England," and England would
"demand compliance with ancient treaties." Apparently the Junta was not sufficiently
spooked by talk of "ancient treaties” and promptly ordered Beresford to go back to England
or else.”” Thus, like any sensible man, he eschewed conflict and sailed on to England where
he received yet another hero's welcome and enjoyed new perquisites such as an invitation to
the portly Prince of Wales's mormning levée. To most observers it seemed that Beresford’s
career in Portugal was over. He was, at age fifty three, no longer a young man on the make
but an established aristocrat. But the turbulence of the era afforded him still more scope for

his ambitions, and he was a remarkably persistent and meddlesome individual.

11 The term liberal hereafter will be used as an umbrella term, in that the author will use it to encompass any
oun that sought 1o decrease the privileges enjoyed by Furope's nobles.
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In 1820 liberal forces in Portugal had led—or forced depending on one's point of
view—the country into a quixotic quest for the installation of a liberal constitutional
government. In post-Congress of Vienna Europe, this was a bold and precarious move, for
Europe's great monarchs were determined to forcibly repress any liberal movements.
Ironically, in their labors to censure any liberal movements, the monarchs emboldened some
liberal fence-sitters to step up their efforts to once and for all abolish the ancien regime. Thus
the 1820s in Portugal, and in Europe as a whole, was a dramatic decade in which the
characters—for characters abounded during this fascinating era— of the opposing
philosophies (absolute monarchy vs. liberal government) locked horns several times. In
other words, during the 1820s Portugal became Europe's arena in which the pugilists of
absolute monarchy slugged it out with the zealots of liberal constitutionalism. Lord
Beresford, for his part, rued the day when the very enemies (radical liberals) of Britain's great
Peninsular War would dissolve the bulwark he had attempted to build against anti-
monarchical activitists in Portugal. Lord Beresford did all he could to make sure that the "all
the worst democrats” would not gain a foothold in Portugal—the very country that
Beresford was famous for defending against subversive ideologies such as liberal
constitutionalism or even worse, democracy! Beresford wanted order in Portugal no matter
what the cost.

Fueled by his dual status as an illcgittmate and middle child, Lord Beresford actively
sought to raise his social standing by taking advantage of any opportunity that presented
itself. In Portugal during the 1820s, thanks to a lack of effective central authority, fractious
infighting, and foreign pressure, there was a vacuum in which Beresford could conduct his
ambitious political agenda, and thereby gain the prestige he coveted. Supporting him in his

endeavors were Britain's political leaders, and his powerful friend and patron the Duke of
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