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The articles presented in this issue of The 
Capitol Dome are tied together by the theme 

of recovery—shining light on art, stories, and 
documents that have been lost, buried, or ne-
glected but “hidden in plain sight.”   

Dr. Gonzalo Quintero Saravia’s biographical 
treatment of Bernardo de Gálvez makes us appre-
ciate congressmen’s interest in hanging his por-
trait where they could see it every day…in 1783. 
Although lost for most of the past 230-plus years, 
Gálvez’s portrait can now be seen once again—
hopefully with congressmen asking, not “why is 
this painting here?” but “why wasn’t it here for 
so long?” An accompanying article expands the 
story to include art’s place in eighteenth-century 
diplomacy and the welcoming of the newest hon-
orary citizen of the United States.

Few know the Library of Congress’s hall-
mark Jefferson Building as thoroughly as the 
next contributor, Dr. Lynda Cooper. Her arti-
cle deals with various details often overlooked 
by visitors overwhelmed by an abundance of 
marble, mosaic, and motifs. Particularly note-
worthy is the exciting discovery of a possible 

source for the theme and arrangement of Ed-
win Blashfield’s mural “Human Understand-
ing” high over the Main Reading Room.

Buried deep in the National Archives are hun-
dreds of documents written and/or signed by “A. 
Lincoln.” Dr. David Gerleman, former assistant 
editor of the Lincoln Papers Project, probably holds 
the national record for discovering the most previ-
ously-unknown Lincoln letters in his hand (fifty-
plus). Dozens of others, bearing his signature or 
not, help to tell the story of Lincoln’s single term 
in Congress. David has mined the Archives and 
brought all these buried documents to light while 
providing the context for the typical experi-
ences of an antebellum congressman—before 
that congressman became a very un-typical 
president. 

Enjoy!

William diGiacomantonio

From the Editor’s Desk
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BERNArDO DE GÁLVEZ AND SPAIN’S 
ROLE IN THE AMERICAN 
REVOLUTIONARY WAR

by Gonzalo M. Quintero Saravia, S.J.D. & Ph.D.
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Spain’s contribution to the American Revolutionary War 
was the outcome of a struggle between its traditional 

policy of confrontation with England and the fear that 
the example might spread to her own American territories. 
These two objectives, which at times seemed contradictory, 
resulted in a complex policy that supported the United 
States of America in its war against England while prevent-
ing a formal alliance between the United States and Spain. 
	 In 1775, Spain had a long list of grievances against the 
British. At the end of the Seven Years War in 1763, she sur-
rendered to England East and West Florida (comprising 
present-day Florida and the panhandles of Alabama and 
Mississippi). She received in compensation the unproduc-
tive French colony of Louisiana. The first years of Spanish 
presence in Louisiana were not without problems. Its popu-
lation even rebelled against its new rulers and expelled its 
governor in 1768. After a period on uneasy peace, a new act-
ing-governor was appointed, a young colonel only 30 years 
old. Even though he was the nephew of Spain’s all-powerful 
minister of the Indies, Bernardo de Gálvez was not devoid 
of merits or experience in North America.
	 Between 1769 and 1772 Gálvez had been posted to the 
always-dangerous northern frontier of the Viceroyalty of 
New Spain, Mexico, with orders to defend Spanish settlers 
against raids, mainly from the Apache. But instead of suc-
cumbing to the war-mongering attitudes prevalent in the 
region, he demanded from his countrymen that they 

be impartial and acknowledge that if the Indians 
are not our friends, it is because they do not owe 
us any benefits, and if they take revenge on us, it is 
only in just compensation for the affronts we have 
caused them . . . , the lies we have told them, and the 
tyrannies they have suffered from us.1

	 On their reputation for cruelty he wrote, “the Spaniards 
accuse the Indians of being cruel, and I do not know what 

their opinion is of us, but most probably it would not be 
better, for much better reason.” During these campaigns, in 
which he was wounded several times, Gálvez commanded 
a company of American-born cavalry soldiers. Contrary 
to a long-standing tradition of demeaning the qualities of 
American-born soldiers in the service of Spain, he consid-
ered them “as brave as the Indians against whom they fight.” 
Since Americans 

had been brought up in freedom and accustomed 
to independence . . . they know by reason that they 
must obey, but demand that they are lead with rea-
son, and in this I’m with them because I expect 
more from a man who knows how to make his 
rights respected than from another a thousand 
times outraged and debased. 

	 Finally, brushing aside all racial prejudices, he stated, 
“I’ve seen a flag more gracefully and better defended in the 
black hands of a mulatto that between others that could be 
whiter but feebler.”

Bernardo de Gálvez in Louisiana

When Bernardo de Gálvez arrived in New Orleans in the 
last days of 1776, he immediately began preparing for war 
against the British. He developed a network of spies and 
informants that supplied him with information on his 
future enemy’s plans and, even more importantly, he started 
supplying the Continental Army with arms, ammunition, 
blankets, tents, uniforms, food, etc. At the time Spain was 
officially neutral, so Gálvez had to disguise his aid to the 
American rebels in every possible way. Crates labeled as con-
taining supplies for the Spanish army mysteriously appeared 
in the depots of the Continental army. American privateers 
found safety in Spanish ports and their ships were even 
refitted at the cost of the Spanish Treasury. Captain James
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Fig. 1. Equestrian Portrait of Viceroy Bernardo de Gálvez (oil on canvas, 1796), by Fray Pablo de Jesús y Jerónimo

Willing was able to sell the booty of his controversial 
expedition against Loyalist settlements along the Missis-
sippi in an auction in New Orleans. All this much-needed 
assistance by Bernardo de Gálvez to the revolutionaries’ 
cause was officially recognized by the authorities of the 
new United States of America. In a letter dated 12 June 

1777, the Secret Committee wrote him:

We are informed by means of Mr. Oliver Pollock of 
the favorable disposition you have been pleased to 
manifest towards the Subjects, Interest and cause of 
the United, Free and Independent states of America

3
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upon every occasion that has presented since your 
Excellency’s accession to the Government of New 
Orleans & Louisiana.2

On 31 October 1778 the Continental Congress approved 
a recommendation from the Board of War: 

That Governor Galvez be requested to accept the 
thanks of Congress for his spirited and disinter-
ested conduct towards these States, and be assured 
that Congress will take every opportunity of evinc-
ing the favorable and friendly sentiments they 
entertain of Governor Galvez, and all the faith-
ful subjects of his Catholic Majesty inhabiting the 
country under his government.3

	 Louisiana was to leave a life-long imprint on Bernardo de 
Gálvez. He liked the place and its inhabitants, who showed 
him a devotion bordering on adoration. But more impor-
tantly, he met and fell madly in love with Felicitas Saint-
Maxent. The daughter of a prominent creole family from 
New Orleans, Felicitas was a charming young widow. 
Alexander von Humboldt, who met her decades later in 
Spain, couldn’t help remarking that “her beauty is remark-
able, and loved by everyone.”4  The problem was that Span-
ish officials and military officers were forbidden to marry 
women from the territories they ruled without special per-
mission from the king, so the young couple decided to 
marry secretly under the legal institution of a “marriage in 
danger of death.” The marriage would be later validated by 
the bishop of Havana, but that could not hide a simple fact 
that proved either Bernardo was not as seriously sick as 
he pretended to be, or his wife had exceptional healing 
powers. Their first child was born exactly nine months 
after the secret marriage ceremony.

War against England

Spain formally declared war against Great Britain on 8 May 
1779. The official entry of Spain into the war not only tipped 
the balance of the conflict, making the Franco-Spanish 
naval forces superior in number to the British ones, but 
also profoundly changed the general strategy of the war.5  
Britain would be forced to abandon a purely American per-
spective and adopt a more global view.6 The French also had 
to modify their strategy, since the Spanish government suc-
cedeed in making the French hostage to Spain’s war aims: 
the regaining of Minorca, Gibraltar, West Florida, and 
the coast of Honduras.7 While Spain was an official ally of 
France, that would not be the case with the United States. 
Although Spain and the United States fought the same 
enemy, benefited from each other’s victories, and Spain sup-
ported the United States with supplies, arms, ammunition, 
and hard cash (both grants and long-term loans), their rela-
tionship would not go further than co-belligerents. 
	 Even before news of Spain’s declaration of war officially 
reached Louisiana, Bernardo de Gálvez departed from New 
Orleans up the Mississippi towards the British Fort Bute, a 
relic of the Seven Years War on Bayou Manchac, which he 
took by surprise on 7 September. Shortly after, he conquered 
Baton Rouge, just a few miles to the north. Gálvez’s troops 
were a mixture in every sense: a small portion of professional 
soldiers, infantrymen of Louisiana, both native Spaniards 
and creoles; a provincial militia, including the New 
Orleans Colored Militia Battalion, formed by one company

Fig. 2. Suite du Théatre de la Guerre dans l’Amérique 
Septentrionale y Compris le Golphe du Méxique (Paris, 
1782), by Louis Brion de la Tour, shows the central impor-
tance of Gálvez’s stronghold of Louisiana in any military 
operations along the Gulf Coast—Britain’s vulnerable south-
ern flank throughout the Revolutionary War. 
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Fig. 3. The British Lion engaging Four Powers, an anonymous London engraving (1782), shows the U.S. in the guise of a 
rattlesnake, from the “join or die” motif popularized by Benjamin Franklin in the mid-eighteenth century.  The three other 
powers are France (a fighting cock), Spain (a cocker spaniel), and Holland (a pug dog). Only France was formally allied with 
the U.S.; Spain and Holland were co-belligerents, fighting their own war with Great Britain at the same time as the Revolu-
tionary War. 

of mulattoes and another of African Americans; and Oli-
ver Pollock, “an agent from the [U.S.] Congress, who made 
with me the whole campaign,” along with two officers and 
seven American volunteers. Altogether Gálvez had “667 
men of all conditions, nations, and colors, without an engi-
neer or artillery officer.” 8

	 After his success against the British settlements along 
the Mississippi, Gálvez returned to New Orleans, where he 
had a hero’s welcome. Julien Poydras, Louisiana’s first poet, 
celebrated the occasion with a poem full of mythological 
references.9  From across the ocean came the promotion to 
mariscal de campo, a two-star general. After the initial sur-
prise was lost, any other general would have consolidated 
his position in the very likely event of a British counterat-
tack. But Gálvez was not, and would never be, just “another 
general.” Instead, he demanded urgent reinforcements for a 
new attack, this time against Mobila (today’s Mobile, Ala-
bama). His patience was put to a test, and not for the last 
time, by the dilatory tactics of the old generals in Havana, 
who considered Gálvez little more than a lucky adventurer 

not worthy of their support. After several months of com-
plex negotiations he finally set off for Mobile, whose 120-
man garrison surrendered to Gálvez’s 1,300-man army on 
12 March 1780. Reporting to Congress, U.S. Minister to 
France John Adams included a paragraph from the Gazette 
d’Amsterdam of 14 July 1780 with which he fully agreed: 
“the conquest of Mobile . . . appears so much the more 
important as it leads infallibly to that of Pensacola, by 
which the Spaniards may cut off one of the principal avenues 
of Jamaica.”10 To France’s minister of foreign affairs, Adams 
added that “the advantages which Spain has gained in West 
Florida, and particularly of late at Mobile, and the prob-
ability that they will succeed in acquiring both the Floridas, 
show that the English are on the losing hand in that quar-
ter.”11 In the Continental Congress, the news of Gálvez’s 
victory at Mobile was well-received. New Jersey Delegate 
William C. Houston remarked that they offered a relief 
from the recent “bitter Cup of ill Tidings” of the British 
capture of Charleston (May 12) and the American defeat in 
Waxhaw Creek (May 29), both in South Carolina.12 
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His Finest Hour: Pensacola

After the victory at Mobile, everyone was counting on an 
immediate push against Pensacola. Pensacola was the cap-
ital of British West Florida and the key to the control of 
the strategic Old Bahamas Canal, which ran parallel to the 
coast and was the main route for the Spanish ships on their 
way from the Caribbean to Europe. At least those were 
Gálvez’s plans and orders. But once again, he was denied the 
necessary reinforcements from Havana. Actually, a few days 
after Mobile was taken, several vessels arrived from Cuba 
but the troops were insufficient for the intended attack 
against Pensacola. Gálvez was furious. In a letter to his uncle 
José, the powerful minister of Indies, he wrote “we can’t 
consider without pain that if the expedition from Havana 
would have arrived in time, the English would have suffered 
as much as in Saratoga.”13 He had no choice but to return to 
New Orleans, where the population received him again as 
their hero and he immediately started the preparations for 
the final assault against Pensacola.  

	 There was lingering concern over Gálvez’s recent con-
quest. Although he left his good friend and one of his best 
officers, José de Ezpeleta, as governor of Mobile, he was 
certain that the British would try to re-conquer the place. 
He was right. In January 1781, the much-feared Hessians—
German mercenaries in the British service—attacked 
Mobile with fixed bayonets. Private Benjamin Baynton, an 
American loyalist, may have overstated the case when he 
called the fierce fight a “Bunker Hill in miniature.”14  Only 
through a combination of courage, good leadership and 
sheer luck did the Spanish garrison succeed in holding the 
fort. 
	 Increasingly impatient with the old generals in Havana, 
Gálvez decided to go himself to Cuba to try to speed things 
up. After a series of never-ending war councils he managed 
to get most of the troops and ships he needed, and in 
October 1780 the expedition departed for Pensacola. When 
a furious hurricane hit the fleet, sinking several ships and 
damaging or dispersing most of the rest all around the 
Caribbean, the old generals saw it as the triumph of reason

Fig. 4. This anonymous View of Pensacola, in West Florida (London, 177?), presents an idealized and highly glorified view 
of the modest port to highlight instead its strategic military and economic importance in the British Empire—and hence, the 
importance of Gálvez’s victory. 
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over ambition and considered it the end of the ambitious 
young general’s career. 
	 Once again they were wrong. Instead of dispersing the 
expedition, which would have meant the end of his com-
mand, Gálvez simply acted as if its departure had been post-
poned, and immediately begun to regroup his ships and 
men for the next attempt against Pensacola. Several months 
passed. The old generals kept dragging their feet, so by the 
end of January he had merely a portion of the expedition 
ready. This is when, according to some historians, Gálvez 
devised a secret plan.15 He demanded reinforcements just 
for the defense of Louisiana while, at the same time, he 
carefully drafted his own orders to, if “a happy opportunity 
appeared, engage in a new effort the inhabitants of those 
provinces, and fall upon Pensacola.”16 Just to be sure that 
everything was going to go according to his “secret plan,” 
he left behind in Havana his trusted friend Francisco de 
Saavedra, invested both by him and by his uncle, the minis-
ter of Indies, with large powers to ensure that the rest of the 
troops would depart as soon as they were ready.

	 Finally, on 28 February 1781, a fleet of 27 transport 
ships escorted by five warships carrying little more than 
1,500 men sailed from Havana. Even though the old 
generals still thought that its destination would be 
either New Orleans or Mobile, Gálvez gave orders to go 
directly to Pensacola. After an uneventful journey they 
arrived at Santa Rosa’s Island, south of Pensacola Bay, where 
reports stated that the British had built a fort. The reports 
were wrong, and the Spanish troops disembarked unop-
posed, taking possession of the island and its beachhead 
from which to deploy their artillery against the two British 
frigates anchored inside Pensacola Bay.
	 The next phase was to be more difficult. In order to 
take the troops to the mainland, the ships needed to bypass 
the British defenses. The navy did not want to expose their 
ships in what they considered to be a suicide mission. Gálvez 
could not give direct orders to the navy since it was just assigned 
to the expedition but not under his direct command. He 
went aboard the small packet-boat Galveztown,17 a priva-
teer which was under Gálvez’s direct command as governor

Fig. 5. The Prise de Pensacola, a French engraving by Nicolas Ponce (Paris, 1784?) imagines the crucial moment during the 
siege when a Spanish cannonball hit and ignited the powder magazine in the Queen’s Redoubt, a formidable link in the Brit-
ish defenses. This is probably the most popular contemporary image of the siege.
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of Louisiana, hoisted the flag of admiral of the fleet, and 
ordered it to head directly to Pensacola. To the surprise of 
most present, especially the naval officers, the Galveztown 
entered the bay with only minor damage. The British guns 
could not hit her since their placement on the top of the 
so called Red-cliffs prevented aiming them at a ship sailing 
close to the shore. At the time, Gálvez presented his actions 
as how “fortune befriends the bold” (quoting Virgil’s 
Aeneid). It was not the first time, nor would it be the last, 
that fortune would come to Gálvez’s rescue. For this action, 
the king later rewarded him with the motto “I, alone” for 
his coat of arms.18  
	 The navy officers had no choice but to follow Gálvez’s 
route into Pensacola Bay. The troops disembarked, and the 

preparations for the siege started. Galvez’s forces at the time 
were not enough for the dangerous and complicated task 
ahead of them, so he contented himself just with encircling 
the British positions, digging some trenches, and placing 
the small cannons they had brought with them. No siege 
guns were on board since the expedition was in theory 
only a reinforcement for Louisiana’s defenses. Every-
thing depended then on receiving new troops from Havana. 
In late March, his friend José de Ezpeleta arrived from 
Mobile with more than 2,000 men, which raised the total 
of his forces to a little more than 4,000. The news was well- 
received but they were not enough to overcome the well-
fortified 1,600 men of the British garrison.19  
	 The science of war dictated that a position the size of

Fig. 6. In contrast to fig. 5, this view of the siege of Pensacola, by the hyper-realist history painter Augusto Ferrer-Dalmau, 
yields a fanciful center stage to Gálvez in the successful storming of a British rampart but adds the grim reality faced by the 
common soldiery. British casualties included several Native American allies.
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Pensacola could only be successfully stormed with at least 
six to eight thousand besiegers.20 On 19 April 1781 a relief 
expedition from Havana reached Pensacola, giving Gálvez 
7,806 men under his command and more confidence than 
ever in his victory.21 His troops were now even more diverse 
than when he conquered Fort Bute: professional soldiers 
from old regiments from the Iberian Peninsula (one of 
them formed by Irishmen);22 several companies from vari-
ous French regiments; veteran Spanish and French sailors; 
and American-born soldiers and militia men from regi-
ments raised in Louisiana and Cuba, including all-black 
and mulatto units from Havana.
	 The plan was to attack the main British position in Fort 
George from the rear, but the pace of the advance dictated 
by the corps of engineers’ scientific war was too slow for 
Gálvez’s taste. On 4 May, 120 Pennsylvania & Maryland 
Loyalists, and 80 of the 3rd Waldeck Regiment supported 
by an unknown number of Native Americans, almost suc-
ceeded in breaking the siege. It is not without a certain 
degree of irony that this attack, which was meant to be the 
last hand-to-hand fight for the defense of British Pensacola, 
was carried out by American-born units, German troops, 
and their Native American allies. A few days later, a strong 
storm forced the Spanish to stop all siege works. Despite 
his confidence in public, in private Gálvez was increasingly 
worried. He confessed his “great predicament” to his friend 
Francisco de Saavedra:

The supply or cannonballs from Havana was very 
short, and they were running out of 24 pounders 
(the biggest ones used to bombard military defense 
constructions) of which they were less than a two-
days supply. Almost all cannonballs fired by the 
enemy were recovered by his soldiers who were paid 
two reales for each, but even that was not enough. . . 
. In this situation [he quotes Gálvez declaring] I have 
resolved to attack the Queen’s Redoubt by escalat-
ing its walls.23

	 Such a direct and desperate attack would not be nec-
essary. The very next day, during what appeared to be 
another routine bombardment from the Spanish artillery, a 
huge blast was heard miles around. After the smoke cleared, 
a great breach in the walls appeared. Gálvez immediately 
ordered an assault and the remains of the British garrison 
had to retreat to the Prince of Wales’s Redoubt. After a 
short fight, a white flag appeared over the ramparts. Fortune 
again had befriended the bold General Gálvez. A Spanish 
cannonball, perhaps one of those previously shot by the 

British and recovered by the Spanish soldiers, had landed 
directly on the powder magazine. After a brief negotiation, 
the British commander capitulated and the whole garrison 
became Spanish prisoners. 
	 In the United States, the news of the Spanish victory 
was received with mixed feelings. First, according to the 
articles of capitulation, most of the British prisoners were 
to be released under parole—sworn not to take up arms 
against Spain in the present conflict, which clearly implied 
that they could bear arms against the American revolu-
tionaries. In a letter addressed to Francisco Rendón, the 
unofficial representative of Spain in Philadelphia, George 
Washington himself stated, “I have no doubt, from Don 
Galvez’s well known attachment to the cause of America, 
that he would have refused the articles, which have been 
deemed exceptionable, had there not been very powerful 
reasons to induce his acceptance of them.”24 A second major 
issue was that with the conquest of the two Floridas, Spain 
was encircling the United States—threatening, or at the 
very least making more difficult, their expansion to the 
South towards the Caribbean. The Americans were fight-
ing to be free from the British, but also to get hold of the 
biggest part of the continent in which their new nation was 
born. Shortly after the end of the war, relations between the 
United States of America and Spain would be under the 
shadow of three problems: the repayment of loans made by 
Spain to the United States; the drawing of Florida’s border; 
and navigation along the Mississippi. These problems would 
only be resolved partially by Pickney’s Treaty in 1795, and 
later fully by the Adams-Onis Treaty of 1819. 
	 The victory at Pensacola had important consequences 
for Gálvez. His powers were reinforced. The old generals in 
Havana were removed to irrelevant positions in the Iberian 
Peninsula were they could do no harm, and the newly con-
quered territories were placed under Galvez’s direct com-
mand as governor of Louisiana. He was immediately promoted 
to teniente general, three-star general, and two years later he 
was made viscount of Galvestón (Spanish for Galvez-Town, 
today’s Galveston, Texas) and count of Gálvez.25 Not bad for 
the son and nephew of shepherds from the small and poor 
village of Macharaviaya, near Malaga, in the south of Spain.

After Pensacola

Bernardo de Gálvez’s next assignment was to command an 
expedition against the British stronghold in the Caribbean: 
Jamaica. The end of February 1782 found him in Guarico, 
in today’s Haiti, the agreed concentration point of the joint 
expedition. The conditions in Haiti were not easy but his
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Fig. 7. In Précis du traité de 
paix, another French engrav-
ing by Nicolas Ponce (Paris, 
ca. 1784), medallions 
depicting notable battles of 
the Revolutionary War, such 
as Trenton and Monmouth, 
frame winged Victory 
trumpeting a scroll of heroes’ 
names that includes Gálvez 
among the likes of Lafay-
ette, Rochambeau, Benja-
min Franklin, and Horatio 
Gates, victor of Saratoga. 

wife Feliciana, who had hispanized her name by then, 
insisted on accompanying him, trading her comfortable 
life among New Orleans’s creole gentry for the hardships 
of a military camp, where she gave birth to their first son, 
Miguel. 
	 In early April 1782 Gálvez had under his command 
more than 9,000 men, and news arrived that the allied 
French fleet had arrived at Martinique. But on the 12th 
the French encountered 37 warships under the command 
of Admiral Sir George Rodney, and everything changed. 
The Battle of the Saints left Great Britain’s navy the mis-
tress of the Caribbean. Deprived of the essential French 
forces, Gálvez had no choice but to postpone the expedition 
against Jamaica. In January 1783 news arrived that prelimi-
nary articles of peace had been signed in Paris the previous 
November, and in September, Spain and the United States 
signed separate peace treaties with Great Britain, essentially 
ending the War of the American Revolution.  
	 Bernardo de Gálvez and his family departed for the 
Iberian Peninsula, where he spent almost a year waiting for 

a new assignment. Like a lion in a cage he tried to keep him-
self busy as an adviser on American affairs and also found 
time for scientific pursuits like testing a “Method for direct-
ing aerostatic machines.” The experiment, which took place 
in the Manzanares River near Madrid, was reported in the 
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London.26 

In 1785 Gálvez was appointed governor general of Cuba 
but his stay in the island was meant to be a short one. Only 
months after his arrival in Havana he was promoted to 
arguably one of the most powerful positions in the Spanish 
empire, in many respects second only to the king: viceroy of 
New Spain, a territory that included today’s Mexico, Gua-
temala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and the states 
of Florida, the southern parts of Alabama and Mississippi, 
Louisiana, Arkansas, Missouri, Kansas, Oklahoma, Texas, 
Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, Arizona, Nevada, California, 
Oregon, and Washington in the United States.  
	 From the very beginning, Gálvez displayed a new style 
of government. His reputation as a military hero, his youth, 
even his wife’s beauty and charm and the vice royal couple’s
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Fig. 8. Gálvez’s interest in ethnography, hydrography, and exploration marked him as a child of the Enlightenment. On 2 
March 1784, prominent citizens of Madrid signed a letter testifying to his interest in aeronautics as well. No less a celebrity 
than Sir Joseph Banks communicated the letter, accompanied by this engraving, to London’s Royal Society, whose Transac-
tions circulated Gálvez’s vision throughout the Atlantic world.

Fig. 9. Bernardo de Gálvez’s commemoration in Ameri-
can public art and popular culture predates his portrait 
being hung in the U.S. Capitol in 2014. On 3 June 1976, 
Spain’s King Don Juan Carlos I dedicated Juan de Ávalos’s 
statue of Gálvez among the “Statues of the Liberators” on 
Washington, D.C.’s Virginia Avenue NW—“as a remind-
er,” according to the inscription on its base, “that Spain 
offered the blood of her soldiers for the cause of American 
Independence.” In the intervening years, Gálvez has ap-
peared as the subject of both a U.S. postage stamp (1980) 
and an episode of the PBS children’s series, Liberty Kids 
(2002).

willing participation in bull fights, dances, and festivi-
ties, made Gálvez very popular. But his tenure as viceroy 
was darkened by the so-called “famine year,” a series of 
weather phenomena that destroyed most of the crops in 
Mexico. Gálvez had to use all the resources of the Span-
ish administration to try to feed the starving inhabitants 
of the most populous viceroyalty in the Americas. He 
fought hoarders and black marketers who abused “those 
unhappy people that, although poor, are the ones who 
fatten the rich giving them with one hand what they re-
ceived with the other, and the ones who make the wealth 
of kingdoms working with their arms, fighting the wars, 
and paying taxes.” For Bernardo de Gálvez, the people 
were “the strength and vigor of the State.”27 	
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While most of Gálvez’s energies were consumed in deal-
ing with the humanitarian crisis faced by New Spain, he 
also addressed several profound and long-lasting reforms. 
Among them, and arguably the most important one, was 
the Instruction for the Government of the Internal Prov-
inces of August 1786, which laid the foundation of a new 
policy concerning the expansion and settlement of the 
northern frontier of Mexico, today’s southern states of the 
United States. 28 
	 By the end of 1786 Bernardo de Gálvez was seriously 
ill. When he sensed his end was near, he got up from his 
sickbed, dressed in his full general’s uniform, and received 
communion, standing up as he had done all his life while 
facing his enemies. He died on 10 November 1786. In his 
will he stated that his remains should be buried in Mexico 
City—in America.

GONZALO M. QUINTERO SARAVIA, J.S.D. & 
Ph.D. (Lima, Peru, 1964) is a member (académico corre-
spondiente) of the Spanish Royal Historical Society (Real 
Academia de la Historia) and of the Colombian Historical 
Society (Academia Colombiana de Historia). In the 2015–
2016 academic year he was a Fellow at the Weatherhead 

Center for International Affairs at Harvard University 
and Visiting Scholar in the Department of History in the 
Zanvyl Krieger School of Arts and Sciences at The Johns 
Hopkins University. Author of several books and articles on 
eighteenth-century North America and the Caribbean, his 
full-length biography of Bernardo de Gálvez will soon be 
published in the United States by University of North Car-
olina Press, Chapel Hill. 

	 NOTES
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from Bernardo de Gálvez, Notes and Considerations 
on the War with the Apache Indians in the Provinces of 
New Spain (Noticia y reflexiones sobre la guerra que se 
tiene con los indios apaches en las provincias de Nueva 
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59. In Blas Osés, documentación varia, Mss., México, 
1817, The Hill Museum & Manuscript Library, The 
Steiner Collection, Bush Centre, John’s University, Col-
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35–66. For an English translation, see: Elisabeth A. H. 
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Fig. 10. HM King Felipe VI and HM Queen Letizia viewed Gálvez’s portrait in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
Room during their first official visit to Washington, D.C., on 16 September 2015. Joining them were ( from left) Senators 
John Barrasso (WY), Robert Menendez (NJ), and Tim Kaine (VA). 
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BERNArDO DE GÁLVEZ

IN THE CAPITOL
THE LOST GIFT

In 1783, the United States government passed a resolution 
accepting a portrait of Bernardo de Gálvez as a gift from 
Oliver Pollock to the American people. As commanded 

by Spain’s King Carlos III, General Gálvez had harassed the 
British in the Gulf of Mexico in support of the American 
Revolution. The same resolution that accepted the portrait 
of Gálvez asserted that it should “be placed in the room in 
which Congress meets.” George Washington and many 
others of the Revolutionary generation were well aware of 
Spain’s help in the struggle of the United States to gain its 
independence from Great Britain; hanging the portrait was 

to be a public display of American appreciation for Spain’s 
assistance.

The government of the United States at the time was 
operating under the Articles of Confederation, and the 
current U.S. Capitol was years away from being built. 
Still, Congress had resolved to hang a portrait of Gálvez 
in “the room in which Congress meets.” If Congress hon-
ored this resolution, Gálvez’s portrait should have been 
hung somewhere in the U.S. Capitol shortly after its con-
struction in the nineteenth century. But even though 
the U.S. government made this promise in 1783, it 
was not until 2014 that Congress finally kept its word.
The issue was all but forgotten until Teresa Valcarce learned

Fig. 1. The unveiling ceremony on 9 December 2014, attended by Sen. Tim Kaine ( far left), Spain’s Ambassador Ramón Gil-
Casares (second from left), and—preparing to cut the ribbon—Teresa Valcarce and Sen. Robert Menendez.
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about it. Teresa’s family is from Málaga, Spain—the same 
province where Gálvez was born. After Teresa learned 
about the 1783 resolution to hang a portrait of Gálvez in 
“the room in which Congress meets,” she went looking for 
it. Of course, it was not hanging in the current U.S. Capi-
tol, so she searched various buildings in former U.S. capital 
cities, including Philadelphia and New York. She contacted 
the U.S. Senate Historical Office and then researched what 
paintings might have been burned when the British burned 
the White House and Capitol in 1814. It seemed no one 
knew anything about the 1783 resolution or the portrait of 
Gálvez.
	 Finding no trail of the original painting, Teresa decided 
to contact Members of Congress and to press Congress to 
honor the resolution to hang a portrait of Gálvez some-
where in the Capitol. Among the members of the House 
who were supportive of Teresa’s initiative right away were 
Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (FL), Jeff Miller (FL), Chris Van 
Hollen (MD), and Xavier Becerra (CA), and in the Senate, 
Robert Menendez (NJ).
	 Teresa also rallied several organizations to this cause. 
Among these were the National Society of the Daughters 
of the American Revolution (the DAR) and the National 
Society of the Sons of the American Revolution (the SAR). 

The DAR, the SAR, and about 30 other organizations rep-
resented millions of people who supported this effort. At 
this time, I was serving as the President General of the SAR 
and immediately became involved in this effort.
	 Teresa contacted several newspapers, and her story 
about the portrait of Gálvez was the topic of articles in The 
Washington Post, Roll Call, and Hidden Hispanic Heri-
tage. I wrote a piece myself, which was published in the 
weblog American Thinker, and I was interviewed by Richard 
Simon for his article on Teresa and the Gálvez portrait in 
The Los Angeles Times. The Washington Post dubbed 
Teresa “the portrait lady.”
	 In addition to all the support Teresa garnered for this 
cause, she also arranged for a replica of a portrait of Gálvez 
to be donated to the United States so that it could be hung 
in the U.S. Capitol—and it wouldn’t cost the American 
taxpayer a nickel. The original portrait, from which this rep-
lica was copied, was a gift from King Carlos III to General 
Gálvez himself and is part of a private collection in Málaga.
	 Menendez formally requested that the curator for the 
Architect of the Capitol hang a portrait of Gálvez in the 
U.S. Capitol. The Senator’s request was approved.
	 The portrait was shipped from Spain to the Spanish 
Embassy in Washington, D.C., but since it was not the 

property of the Spanish govern-
ment, the Embassy could not 
hold the portrait for long. Teresa 
called me, and we brainstormed 
where we might keep the portrait 
until Congress took possession of 
it. I offered my own home, which 
was not really practical, but then 
I had a better idea. I called Lynn 
Forney Young, the President Gen-
eral of the DAR, and asked her if 
the DAR could take temporary 
custody of the portrait. The DAR 
Building houses not only Consti-
tution Hall and one of the best 
genealogical libraries in the world, 
it also has an accredited museum 
and gallery. Teresa and Lynn con-
nected and, before long, the por-
trait of Gálvez was removed from 
the Spanish Embassy and placed 
on display at the DAR Building 
until Congress accepted it to be 
hung in the Capitol.

On 9 December 2014, the por-
Fig. 2. ( from left) Sen. Menendez, Lynn Forney Young, the author Joseph Dooley, and 
Ambassador Ramón Gil-Casares at the portrait’s unveiling ceremony.
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trait of Bernardo de Gálvez was unveiled in the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee Room (S-116). Among those who at-
tended the unveiling were Teresa Valcarce, Senators Menendez 
and Tim Kaine (VA), Ambassador Ramón Gil-Casares, Lynn 
Forney Young, and myself.  

-Joseph W. Dooley

Portrait Diplomacy in the early 
Capitol(s)

When Oliver Pollock gifted a portrait of his friend 
Bernardo de Gálvez to Congress in May 1783, he 

was participating in a tradition hallowed by centuries of 
European diplomacy. French and Spanish diplomats 
had sent portraits of George Washington back across 
the Atlantic to their royal masters in Europe, and Con-
gress had commissioned a portrait of a French diplomat 
(Conrad Alexandre Gerard) for their chamber in Phila-
delphia in 1779. In that same year, Congress requested 
the French Foreign Ministry to send companion portraits 
of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette—“that, by being 
placed in our council chamber, the representatives of these 
states may daily have before their eyes the first royal friends 
and patrons of their cause.” As this coincided with Con-
gress’s request for more financial assistance from France, 
“courtly sensibilities and monetary concerns ran on par-
allel tracks.” Congress did not receive the portraits until 
March 1784, and then it took more than a year until they 
were formally installed—first in New York’s City Hall 
(soon to be Federal Hall), then in Philadelphia’s Congress 
Hall, and finally in the new Capitol in Washington, D.C. 
They had been hanging in a Senate committee room for 
more than a year before the British burned the Capitol in 
August 1814, when the portraits are thought to have been 
carried off and/or destroyed. Dr. Todd Larkin’s research, 
funded in part by the U.S. Capitol Historical Society’s 
Capitol Fellowship in 2000, posits that Congress’s am-
bivalent attitude towards the French royals’ portraits was 
a casualty of “the problematics of creating an acceptable 
visual embodiment for the new heroes of the republic.”1

	 Gálvez’s portrait appeared under different circumstances, 
but it suffered similar treatment by Congress—includ-
ing an equally mysterious fate. The donor, Oliver Pollock 
(1737–1823), was an Irish immigrant who lived only two 
years in Philadelphia before becoming a trader, first in the 
West Indies and eventually in New Orleans, which was for-
mally transferred to Spain from France in 1769. Pollock’s 
good relations with Spanish officials over the ensuing years 

made him him an effective liaison when he was appointed com-
mercial agent for the United States in 1777—coincidental-
ly, the year Gálvez assumed office as governor of Louisiana. 
It was Gálvez’s generous loans to Pollock, no less than his 
military victories over the British along the Gulf Coast, that 
gave Congress “so favorable an Impression of your [Gálvez’s] 
Character and that of your Nation that they have not ceased 
to respect you and to wish for an intimate Connection with 
your Country.” That acknowledgement was penned by 
Superintendent of Finance Robert Morris just a month after

Fig. 3. A copy of Marie-Antoinette in Ceremonial Dress, 
from an original painted in 1778 by Élisabeth Vigée Le 
Brun (1755–1842), hung in the Senate Chamber of Phila-
delphia’s Congress Hall until its wall space was taken up 
by the addition of a spectators gallery and it was moved to 
a nearby committee room. This reproduction, painted by 
Pierre-Louis Ganne in 1975, presides over the West Commit-
tee Room outside the Senate Chamber on the second floor of 
Congress Hall. It and its companion piece, of Louis XVI, are 
replicas given by the French government in 1976.
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the victory at Yorktown (October 1781) showed what allied 
French and American forces could accomplish. Morris was 
no doubt hinting what might yet be expected from Spain.2 
	 On 8 May 1783, while in Philadelphia to settle his 
public accounts with the Confederation government 
(which included money borrowed from Gálvez), Pollock 
wrote Congress’s President Elias Boudinot about the 
Spanish general’s “signal Attachment . . . to the Interest of 
the United States and the repeated services he rendered to 
their Cause.” Activated by “the liveliest sense of Gratitude” 
and “Penetrated with respectfull Attachment[,] I requested 
& obtained his Excellency’s Portrait with the view of pre-
senting it to the United States. I flattered myself that the 
representation of so early & so warm a friend could be agree-
able to Congress, and under that Conception I pray leave 
now Sir to Solicite their Acceptance of it.” Congress ordered 
Boudinot to inform Pollock “that Congress in consider-
ation of the early and zealous friendship of Don B. de Galvez 
late govr of Louisiana do accept the present of his Portrait,” 
and “Resolved, That the Secretary do cause the same to be 
placed in the room in which Congress meet.” The next day, 
Boudinot wrote to Pollock “that Congress have chearfully 
accepted the portrait [italics added].” Another letter Boudi-
not wrote just a few weeks later bears a timely significance: 
addressed to Gálvez himself, it requested “your Excellency’s 
patronage and interposition” in Pollock’s executing his 
duties as Congress’s newly-appointed commercial agent in 
Havana, Cuba.3 
	 That is how Gálvez’s portrait fits into the tradition of 
portrait diplomacy. Everyone got something out of the trans-
action: Gálvez favored Pollock and the Congress by giving 
them his portrait; Pollock then favored Congress by gifting 
the portrait to the very men who were tasked with settling 
his public accounts (ideally, in Pollock’s and Gálvez’s favor); 
Congress favored Gálvez by graciously accepting the por-
trait and displaying it where it loudly broadcast Spain’s 
friendship while signaling Congress’s hope for even closer 
relations with Gálvez—and his boss, Carlos III.
	 But what of the portrait itself? In the same letter 
acknowledging Congress’s receipt, and only one day after 
the portrait was ordered to be hung in their meeting place, 
Boudinot mentions a mysterious new twist—informing 
Pollock that Congress “have directed me to cause it to be 
hung up in the Hall of the Presidents House.” Boudinot’s 
new instructions are unjournalized; indeed, after 8 May, no 
other action on the portrait is recorded in the Journal of the 
Confederation Congress. Perhaps the resolution of 8 May 
was intended to be of short duration—placing the painting 
on temporary display in Congress’s meeting room (in Inde-

pendence Hall) until a more permanent location could be 
found (in Boudinot’s residence). Or perhaps “the Presidents 
House” itself was deemed merely a temporary location.  
	 The Mutiny of 1783 probably determined just how tem-
porary it would be. When units of the Continental Army’s 
Pennsylvania Line demanded back pay from the state legisla-
ture by surrounding its meeting place (Independence Hall), 
just weeks after Gálvez’s portrait was received in its meeting 
room upstairs, Congress decided it ought not to rely on a 
state government for its security and moved temporarily to 
Princeton, New Jersey. Whether the portrait made it into 
or out of Princeton is unknown. In March 1785, shortly 
after Congress convened for the rest of its short existence in 
New York City, Thomas Lee Shippen wrote a vivid description 
of the decor, dining, and domestic life within the “Palace” 
occupied by his uncle, President Richard Henry Lee. He 
makes no reference to Gálvez’s portrait.4 Within months, 
John Jay was involved in tortured and ultimately unsuc-
cessful negotiations with Spanish diplomats over a treaty 
that would have to wait another ten years before settling 
long-standing boundary and commercial issues.
	 Meanwhile, Gálvez’s portrait remained a victim of 
neglect; Boudinot’s letter of 9 May 1783 remains the last 
known reference to anyone’s seeing Oliver Pollock’s portrait 
of Bernardo de Gálvez.

-William diGiacomantonio

A Gift Restored

December 2014 was a good month for Bernardo de 
Gálvez. After 231 years, Congress honored a promise 

made in 1783 to hang a portrait of Gálvez in the U.S. Capitol. 
Two days later, Congress also granted honorary citizenship 
to the Spanish hero of the American Revolutionary War.
	 In the words of the enacting legislation, “honorary citi-
zenship is and should remain an extraordinary honor not 
lightly conferred nor frequently granted.” In fact, only seven 
individuals had been so honored prior to Gálvez, begin-
ning with Britain’s most famous prime minister of modern 
times, Winston Churchill, in 1963. The others include two 
Revolutionary War heroes (the Marquis de Lafayette 
and Poland’s Casimir Pulaski), two humanitarian leaders 
(Raoul Wallenberg and Mother Teresa), and a husband-
wife team who lived decades before there was even a United 
States in which to claim citizenship (Pennsylvania’s colonial 
founder William Penn and Anna Callowhill Penn). No legal 
rights or privileges are granted by honorary citizenship; for 
example, it does not confer the right to a U.S. passport. But
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