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Military Migration Model. Military Reasons for Why Spaniards Settled 

Permanently in the Caribbean, 1600s-1890s 

 

James W. Cortada 

 

 For a half a millennium, Spanish citizens had been migrating to the 

Caribbean and the larger “New World” of South America, and so they attracted the 

attention of historians on both sides of the Atlantic. They have also debated why 

this occurred. In two earlier studies, I explored this issue: the first the case of 

Catalans moving to Puerto Rico and Cuba and then for economic reasons from the 

Caribbean to North America.1 In each instance I argued that economic reasons 

prevailed. The economies of Spain’s colonies thrived, driven by increasingly 

available labor of slaves, globally growing demand for sugar, and expanding 

markets for tobacco. Periodically, too, insufficient number of Spaniards living in 

these areas of the world motivated the Spanish government to provide incentives 

for Iberians to move there. Here I focus largely on the Cuban experience, because 

that island was the most important Spanish Caribbean colony. 

 To be more explicit, Christopher Columbus “discovered” not the New 

World at first, but the Caribbean, and over the next century Spaniards, then other 

Europeans came into the area. British, Dutch, French, English and Scandinavian 

activity in the area increased, resulting in wars and economic rivalries. Regarding 

the Caribbean, land was good for raising sugar, tobacco, cattle and some mining. 

Too, the geographic locality was a main maritime highway to the rest of the Spanish 

colonies, particularly for the transfer of silver to Spain. So, it would be of no 

surprise that economic and military rivalry would exist in the region over the next 

several centuries. By the mid-1700s, Spain and Great Britain had come to dominate 

the Caribbean, and by the end of the nineteenth century the United States. The 

Seven Years War (1756-1763) between Britain and Prussia against France and 

Austria, while primarily a European conflict, took place all over the world. Eastern 

Cuba and Havana became militarily strategic spots as they had been in the 1600s, 

but now garnered additional focus from Spanish strategists in Madrid. That meant 

increased military staffing in the area for the rest of the century. This circumstance 

became a motivating reason for the army and navy to station members of the 

 
1 James W. Cortada, “Revisiting Why Spaniards Migrated to Spain’s Colonies of Puerto Rico and 

Cuba: Experiences of a Catalan Family in the 1800s,” Bulletin for Spanish and Portuguese 

Historical Studies 48 : Iss. 1 (2023): 37pp. and “Cosmopolitan Elites: A Cuban-Puerto Rican 

Family’s Long Migration to New York City, 1880s-1940s,” New York History 105, no. 2 (Winter 

2024): 307-336. 
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families discussed below in Cuba. Havana fell to British troops in 1762 and did not 

return to Spanish control until the following year.2  

A current generation of historians is more emphatic that rivalry between 

England and Spain intensified during the eighteenth century, as the latter saw the 

economic and political wisdom of increasing its engagement in the slave trade and 

development of the sugar industry. That rivalry resulted in nearly continuous 

warfare between the two nations, hence the need for long-term assignments of 

military personnel by Madrid. Historian Elena A. Schneider, for example, primarily 

focused on raising the profile and role of slaves and free Africans in the Caribbean 

vis-à-vis the Anglo-Spanish rivalry and their effect on the colonies. She 

convincingly made the point that everyone’s actions reinforced a long-standing 

“synergistic relationship” among Africans, whites, the military, and plantation 

societies. Her observation is reinforced by the experiences of the families discussed 

below.3 Another historian, Evelyn P. Jennings, emphasizes the continuous 

construction of forts in Cuba to enhance defense against intrusions by British forces 

in nearby colonies. That ongoing construction required engineers as well as combat 

commanders right up to the end of the Spanish colonial presence in the Americas 

in the nineteenth century, but beginning as far back in time as the sixteenth century. 

In fact, Spain experienced less than 30 days of peace—defined here as an absence 

of combat—in the entire eighteenth century.4  

Both the eastern Cuba and Havana areas became vitally important as 

economic hubs by the early 1700s, resulting in more families moving to these areas, 

including later freed slaves who remained in the area after manumission, thus their 

prevailing circumstance of both groups deep into the nineteenth century.5 But, as 

Spain experienced all over the empire, the number of Spanish immigrants were 

almost insufficient to sustain the colonies at a time when local economies and 

military interests warranted more staffing. One reason given by historians for why 

Spain eventually lost its colonies, particularly in North America, was the inadequate 

number of Spanish colonists resident in the colonies to protect the area from 

 
2 Fred Anderson, Crucible of War: The Seven Years’ War and the Fate of Empire in British North 

America, 1754-1766 (New York: Faber and Faber, 2001): 498-502; Ferrer, Cuba, 43-50. 
3 Elena A. Schneider, The Occupation of Havana: War, Trade, and Slavery in the Atlantic World 

(Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2018): 185. 
4 Evelyn P. Jennings, Constructing the Spanish Empire in Havana: State Slavery in Defense and 

Development, 1762-1835 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2020): 44-46. 
5 Jorge Ibarra, “Cultura e identidad nacional en el Caribé hispánico: el case puertorriqueño y el 

cubano,” in Consuelo Naranjo, Miguel A. Puig-Samper, and Luis Miguel García Mora (eds.), La 

Nación Sońada: Cuba, Puerto Rico y Filipinas ante el 98 (Madrid: Ediciones Doce Calles, 1996); 

Frank Moya Pons, History of the Caribbean (Princeton, NJ: Marcus Wiener, 2007). 
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intrusions by other European and later American settlers and their military forces.6 

To a lesser extent the same problem existed in the Caribbean with the government 

passing various laws in the 1810s, for example, to motivate migration to the region. 

That was also done to build regional support for the government in Madrid when 

domestic politics and military circumstances threatened the very foundations of the 

national government.7  

 In this essay we place emphasis primarily on one non-economic cause for 

Spaniards arriving to the Caribbean: military concerns. It is a familiar 

consideration, but one that periodically needs reexamination as scholars revise their 

thinking about the evolution of both Spanish diplomatic/colonial activities. In the 

second half of the twentieth century, for example, they focused considerable 

attention on the roles of slaves, women, and economic opportunities in the 

Caribbean, resulting in a body of scholarship that perforce drew attention away 

from more classical political studies of global wars and military and strategic 

considerations.8 These discussions paid attention to the energies devoted to 

emancipation of slaves, the role of women of all races in Cuban and Puerto Rican 

society and economy with a deemphasis on political and military considerations 

and an increase in socio-economic issues.9 None of the protagonists in our essay 

who lived in the nineteenth century were immune from the effects of changing 

social dynamics in the colonies. These never went away. They entwined with the 

increased interest in slave societies and sociological issues, as well.  

Often these could be seen when studying the specifics of Spanish family 

history, as demonstrated in my prior two studies. For example, below we see the 

circumstance of military personnel being assigned to the Caribbean, staying for 

 
6 Carrie Gibson, El Norte: The Epic and Forgotten Story of Hispanic North America (New York: 

Atlantic Monthly, 2019); Robert Goodwin, America: The Epic Story of Spanish North America, 

1493-1898 (New York: Bloomsbury, 2019). 
7 Luis Martínez-Fernández, Torn between Empires: Economy, Society, and Patterns of Political 

Thought in the Hispanic Caribbean, 1840-1878 (Athens, Ga.: University of Georgia Press, 1994); 

Ada Ferrer, Cuba: An American History (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2021): 129-138; Ana 

Gabriela Calderón, “Real Cédula de Gracias de 1815: inmigración y progreso, un acercamiento 

historiográfico,” Revista Umbral no. 12 (Octubre 2016): 9-31. 
8 Jennings, Constructing the Spanish Empire in Havana; Schneider, The Occupation of Havana. 
9 Examples include, Rebecca J. Scott, Slave Emancipation in Cuba: The Transition to Free Labor, 

1860-1899 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1985); Luis Martínez-Fernández, Fighting 

Slavery in the Caribbean: The Life and Times of a British Family in Nineteenth-Century Havana 

(Armon, NY: E.E. Sharpe, 1998); César J. Ayala, American Sugar Kingdom: The Plantation 

Economy of the Spanish Caribbean, 1898-1934 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 

1999); Christopher Schmidt-Nowara, Empire and Slavery: Spain, Cuba, and Puerto Rico, 1833-

1874 (Pittsburgh, PA.: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1999), but see also his article, “The End of 

Slavery and the End of Empire: Slave Emancipation in Cuba and Puerto Rico,” Slavery and 

Abolition 21, no. 2 (August 2000): 188-207; David Sartorius, Ever Faithful: Race, Loyalty, and 

the Ends of Empire in Spanish Cuba (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013). 
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lengthy multi-year tours of duty, then remaining permanently in the region. Their 

children and subsequent generations did the same. Such behavior paralleled what 

Spaniards did who came to the region for economic reasons, stayed, and raised 

generations of descendants without returning to Spain. That cycle of assignments 

to the Caribbean ended with the loss of Puerto Rico and Cuba in 1898, when active-

duty military personnel of all ranks returned to Spain. Prior generations of retired 

military officers either remained in Cuba and Puerto Rico or, if viewed as having 

supported Spain in the Cuban rebellion of 1895, they and/or their families moved 

to New York, Jamaica or back to Spain. I focus less on that subsequent history and 

more on the motivations for coming to the Caribbean in the first place, beginning 

in the 1600s.  

This essay relies largely on the records of several Spanish families that came 

to the Caribbean, including ancestors of the author. Their paper trails include 

military applications, genealogical records, and evidence about the roles and 

careers of specific individuals. Family and government documents took decades to 

collect, and in the process, it became evident that such accumulations could be 

useful for present-day scholars to acquire as they reflected what many families were 

required to generate in order to participate in Spain’s colonization in the Americas. 

Upon completion of several more studies of the families cited in this essay, these 

research materials will be donated to an academic library.  

 

Military and Political Importance of the Caribbean 

 

 We have already touched on the issue of the military importance of the 

Caribbean, but the topic is worthy of more commentary since it was the role of this 

region that resulted in our protagonists coming there in the first place. The military 

and global role of the Caribbean is a story familiar to historians who study the area’s 

events in relation to Spain’s past, from the days of Christopher Columbus to the 

end of the Spanish-American War in 1898; to scholars focused on Caribbean and 

South and Central American history; and to those who explore social, political and 

domestic events from the 1860s to World War I. At the risk of stating the obvious, 

and of doing so in too much detail, we must recall that analyzing the balance of 

traditional power and economic considerations suggests that scholars are returning 

to a review of motives for activities and policies, a discussion reviewed in the rest 

of this article. Military considerations never globally went away and indeed in the 

2020s these seem to be newly in vogue. This is evident in U.S. President Trump’s 

stated desire to acquire Greenland, President Vladimir Putin’s annexationist 

ambitions in the Ukraine, a renewed aggressiveness by China’s efforts to 

destabilize and absorb Taiwan, and Rwandan activities in Eastern Congo. To be 

blunt, the Caribbean has been the center of much international colonial, economic, 
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and military concern from almost the earliests days of Spanish presence there.10 In 

every century, warfare broke out between European rivals, who in these conflicts 

treated the Caribbean mainly as a source of desirable acquisitions or a means to 

influence their wars elsewhere in the world. This remained the case as recently as 

the 1890s, with the Spanish-American War drawing the attention of South 

American and European governments. Even Puerto Rico’s destiny was tied to 

global strategic interests, and specifically to the military considerations of the U.S. 

Government.11 

 Land and naval defenses were paramount tactical considerations in response 

largely to British threats. Over the centuries, from the 1500s to the end of the 1800s, 

Spain had to periodically rebuild its navy (e.g., late 1500s-early 1600s), construct 

forts in the New World (1600s-1700s), and maintain fortifications—an expensive 

proposition—to the late 1800s. Periodically, Spanish military forces were also 

engaged in combat operations, and in the process, had to recruit and train local 

African slaves, free Africans, and local white volunteers to expand their military 

capabilities. Along the way, too, local plantation and commercial elites had to be 

cultivated and accommodated as part of the overall administration and protection 

of the Caribbean colonies. The British occupation of Havana in 1762-1763 was a 

shock to the Spanish colonial system, leading to calls for reinvigorating reform of 

Spain’s colonial administration to prevent a reoccurrence of that disaster.12  

Meanwhile, Cuba’s population continued to increase, growing its economy 

and strategic military importance. At the end of the 1600s, its population hovered 

at 50,000 souls and on the eve of the American Revolution reached 175,000. By 

the early 1890s, Cuba’s population had expanded to over 1.5 million people. 

Historian Evelyn Jennings has pointed out that Havana hosted about half of the 

increased population over the centuries, challenging the long-held image of the city 

as just a garrison town. More specifically, with respect to the period largely of 

interest to us (1600s-1700s), Jennings has argued: “Much of this growth occurred 

among the island’s white population as waves of colonial officials, military 

engineers, soldiers, sailors, officers, civilian merchants, workers, and others came 

to Havana. The growing white population suggests that the imperial service 

economy continued to dominate in Cuba through the 1770s.”13 Our evidence 

 
10 For a recent summary, Ada Ferrer, Cuba: An American History (New York: Scribner, 2021): 

23-31. 
11 Jorell Melendez-Badillo, Puerto Rico: A National History (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 

Press, 2024); Julian Companys Monclus, España en 1898: Entre la diplomacia y la guerra 

(Madrid: Ministerio de Asuntos Exteriores, 1991); Thomas Schoonover, “Latin America,” in 

James W. Cortada (ed.), Spain in the Nineteenth-Century World (Westport, CT” Greenwood, 

1994): 113-130. 
12 Well discussed by both Jennings, Constructing the Spanish Empire in Havana; Schneider, The 

Occupation of Havana. 
13 Ibid., 151. 
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suggests that a similar demographic phenomenon was underway in Santiago de 

Cuba on the eastern end of the island. Sugar plantations continued to increase in 

number all through the 1700s and 1800s, reinforcing economic incentives for 

members of the military families to shift into more civilian roles and for the Spanish 

government to incorporate these permanent settlers into the administration of 

government agencies and state-owned commercial operations.14 

The consequences of this were significant. For example, a lesser known but 

increasingly recognized and important incident occurred during the course of the 

American Revolution in the 1770s and early 1780s, when Spanish naval forces eyed 

British colonies in the Caribbean. By draining away British resources from its 

northern colonies, in combination with exporting to North America Spanish 

military supplies from Cuba (and elsewhere), Spain critically supported the 

independence from Great Britain of the English colonists and hence to the 

establishment of the United States.15 Such activities had for centuries affected 

rivalries among British-French-Spanish and even Central European governments.16  

Even a cursory look at a map made of the Caribbean during the past 500 

years lays plain that the large variety of islands, shorelines, their layouts, and 

distances from the New World to the Old made the region proved critical. Precious 

metals from South America were transported from South America up to the area 

between Cuba and Florida before crossing the Atlantic to Seville. Ships laden with 

this treasure had to pass by the British-controlled Bahamas, though Spain otherwise 

held Cuba, parts of Santo Domingo, Puerto Rico and essentially the entire shoreline 

of the western Caribbean from Florida down around Mexico, Central America and 

the northern parts of South America. Meanwhile, France and Great Britain as well 

as Spain controlled myriad little islands scattered across the Caribbean Sea itself, 

France occupied the western end of the island of Santo Domingo – present-day 

Haiti - until the end of the eighteenth century, sharing the island with Spain. Given 

this geopolitical panorama, access to South America, to its minerals, and to 

anywhere in the Caribbean, was a strategic naval issue.17  

 
 
14 Ibid, 150-151, 179-180. 
15 Thomas E. Chavez, Revolutionary Diplomacy: Spanish Connections and the Birth of the United 

States (Charlottesville, Virginia: University of Virginia Press, 2024): 120-121. 
16 Barbara H. Stein and Stanley J. Stein, Edge of Crisis: War and Trade in the Spanish Atlantic, 

1789-1808 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009) and their Crisis in an Atlantic 

Empire: Spain and New Spain, 1808-1810 (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 204); 

Robert Goodwin, América: The Epic Story of Spanish North America, 1493-1898 (New York: 

Bloomsbury, 2019). 
17 In the 1980s your author and his father, a career American diplomat, analyzed the 

military/economic/political circumstance of the region, presenting the results of their findings to 

the Reagon Administration. Their comments could just as easily have been published over a 

century earlier, James N. Cortada and James W. Cortada, U.S. Foreign Policy in the Caribbean, 

Cuba, and Central America (New York: Prager, 1985): 12-40. 
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This has largely remained the case through to the present. One need only 

recall how President Trump spoke in 2025 about retaking control of the Panama 

Canal, the same canal the French tried to create at the same time in the nineteenth 

century when U.S. and Spanish naval strategists were wrestling with how best to 

control the strategic land comprising Cuba and Puerto Rico.18 The concerns present 

during the Cuban missile crisis of 1962 would to a significant extent have made 

sense to military authorities in Madrid in a number of centuries. Layer on to these 

military considerations the rich economic activities in the region, which continued 

essentially through at least the end of World War II, and it becomes clear how 

significant it was and still is when any one of a number of nations seek control of, 

or at least considerable sway over, the region, as for example is happening today as 

China seeks authority over the Panama Canal, and, in the 1960s, when the Soviet 

Union established a strategic foothold in Cuba.  

To have any influence, colonial Spain knew that it had to have a strong on-

going military presence in the Caribbean. Havana became the major military 

outpost and remained so until 1898, complemented by a garrison in Santiago de 

Cuba, the second largest city in the island. In Puerto Rico, San Juan also became a 

military hub, and like Havana, the island’s center of colonial administration, 

leaving the city of Ponce in a role similar to that of Santiago de Cuba, but also with 

a military presence. Visit the region and one will encounter remnants of Spanish 

military fortifications that required considerable investments by Spain, particularly 

ones dating from the 1600s and 1700s, when global military rivalries were 

especially intense, but also earlier ones in places like Florida. These sites were 

ongoing investments, as early wooden fortifications were eventually replaced with 

state-of-the-art stone ones, and naval forces, army infantry and artillery housed 

there all similarly evolved and multiplied in number. To a lesser extent, the British 

and French did the same in their colonies, but it is the presence of these Spanish 

military forces that is the reason for this essay.  

 In addition to recent studies by Jennings and Schneider, other scholars are 

revisiting the larger issue of how Spain was able to create a global empire so 

quickly, including the role of the military therein. Felipe Fernandez-Armesto and 

Manuel Lucena Giraldo recently argued persuasively that the Spanish empire 

developed largely because of Spain’s strategy of building infrastructures, which 

relied on the skills of engineers, and was not achieved simply through military 

conquest of whole regions. The built infrastructures included developing maritime 

and land-based communications and transportation, such as highways and ships; 

fortifying frontiers (the role played by some of the protagonists of this article); 

building ports and shipyards; establishing health and sanitation services and 

facilities; and ordering social life through religious and municipal organizations. 

 
18 Angel Luis Cervera Fantoni, El Desastre del 98 y el fin del imperio español (Madrid: Sekotia, 

2021): 47-106. 
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With respect to fortifications, they reported that the process of constructing and 

maintaining these, while important in the military history of Spain’s colonization, 

remained a slow process to do and use in part due to the lack of sufficient resources 

(personnel and budgets), while staffing military operations diverted necessary 

resources for building infrastructures. But the entire exercise took place over the 

course of several hundred years.19 The consistent and long-lived strategy of 

building and sustaining goes far to explain the behavior of the families studied here, 

because their assignments were expected to be long-term (years, even decades) by 

the participants, hence why some brought wives with them, and why they felt it was 

safe enough to do so and to raise their families in the Caribbean, despite the 

impression historians often promoted that the entire region was under seemingly 

constantly military threat.20 Historians are currently revisiting, but not necessarily 

radically departing from, earlier interpretations of Spanish colonialism. What they 

are doing that is highly revealing, however, is describing ever-larger sets of cohorts 

who were active in the larger milieu of colonial economics, international warfare, 

tensions regarding localities (or lack of) to the Spanish government, and sources of 

resistance to colonial administration, such as the increasingly visible role of 

African-descendant residents in Cuba.21 The kind of evidence presented here is a 

modest part of that broader addition of new evidence and modifications of our 

understanding of the broader topic of Spanish colonialism.  

 The preceding is a lengthy introduction to the heart of this essay’s focus—

military transfers to the Caribbean—but is essential to reinforcing the point that the 

movement of Spaniards to the Caribbean occurred in a complex, crucial aspect of 

Spanish history at large. Global considerations proved critical, and not just as part 

of the also very large story of Spanish colonization in the Americas and in the 

Pacific.  

 

Yet Another Migration Model? The Military Transfer 

 

Not all Spaniards chose to go to the Caribbean on their own initiative for 

economic opportunities. Another reason for leaving for the Caribbean was as 

 
19 Felipe Fernández-Armesto and Manuel Lucena Giraldo, How the Spanish Empire Was Built: A 

400-Year History (London: Reaktion Books, 2024): 144-185. 
20 As a slightly related minor fact, during World War II, a descendant of these colonial members, 

James N. Cortada (your author’s grandfather), managed the construction of U.S. airfields in Cuba 

and the Caribbean. He was raised in Ponce, but spent the larger part of his working career in 

Havana, and was married to a Cuban from Santiago de Cuba (a Colas), whose family had included 

engineers and Spanish military officers assigned to the island. 
21 Schneider, The Occupation of Havana; Cristina Soriano, “In-Between Writing and Orality: The 

Circulation of Information in the Black Spanish Caribbean during the Age of Revolutions, 1789-

1808,” in Toni Weller, Alistar Black, Bonnie Mak, and Laura Skouvig (eds.), The Routledge 

Handbook of Information History (London: Routledge, 2025): 429-441. 
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military assignment to Cuba and Puerto Rico, beginning in the 1500s. In the 1600s 

of military members married into colonial ones, that included some of your author’s 

own ancestors. These included the Colas, Palacios, De Mesa, Alvarez-Lebrún, and 

De Las Cuevas families, largely resident in eastern Cuba in and around Santiago de 

Cuba, all of whom became relatives of the Cortadas, discussed in two prior studies 

of immigration to the New World.22 Marriage to colonial women accounts for much 

of the reason why Spaniards assigned to the Caribbean remained there; so too 

coming to the region with their families originally formed in Spain. One can think 

of these two behaviors as a form of delayed migration, because the end result was 

permanent residence for an individual officer, a decision taken consciously. That 

such an action did not necessarily damage or prevent further advancement in one’s 

military profession probably made arriving at such a decision easier than, say, for 

young male workers who faced unknown futures. This subject of military transfers 

has drawn the attention of Sherry Johnson, who commented extensively on this 

behavior, and largely focused on the Havana area. Our examples, which are drawn 

more from eastern Cuba (but from Havana too), support her observations, yet also 

qualify them. This is so because, from the perspective of these family histories, the 

reasons that informed movement to Cuba and Puerto Rico appear to not be as 

different as she and others have suggested.23  

We also have here the opportunity to further explore the behaviors required 

of Spanish military men who came to Cuba and Puerto Rico as officers, as well as 

their marriage practices (already described to an extent by Johnson), through 

examination of personnel records of individual family members. These files could 

each be quite substantial and detailed, running to well over 50 or 100 pages of 

documents per person, per promotion, or per marriage request, and so are highly 

promising for the purpose of enhancing and reinforcing what scholars have already 

found on these creoles, officers, and other elites. For each family, we prepared short 

narrative histories based on these records, following today’s common practice in 

government and business of preparing “briefing papers” to inform broader 

discussions, histories that are in turn summarized below. These briefing papers 

constitute important contributions to the Cortada family history files while also 

offering potentially more broadly historiographically useful details concerning 

these Spanish residents in the Caribbean.24 All the examples are drawn from the 

officer ranks, an important feature that is discussed further below. 

 
22 Cortada, “Revisiting Why Spaniards Migrated to Spain’s Colonies of Puerto Rico and Cuba: 

Experiences of a Catalan Family in the 1800s,” and Cortada, “Cosmopolitan Elites: A Cuban-

Puerto Rican Family’s Long Migration to New York City, 1880s-1940s.” 
23 Sherry Johnson, The Social Transformation of Eighteenth-Century Cuba (Gainesville, Fl.: 

University Press of Florida, 2001): 71-96. 
24 When my research on the Cortada family is completed, all files will be donated to an academic 

institution(s), several of which have already expressed an interest in these and, in the case of the 

University of Virginia, has already taken possession of documents relating to James N. Cortada. 
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 Several examples illustrate patterns of behavior outlined by scholars like 

Johnson. Lieutenant Colonel Francisco Xavier Colas y de Aguilar was transferred 

to Santiago de Cuba as commander of the local artillery in 1766 or 1767.25 He 

brought a European wife with him, but his son Joaquin Colas Catani, also an officer, 

married a local resident originally from Santo Domingo (at the time Hispaniola), 

Juana Bustamente Aponto, who was the daughter of a Spanish Navy officer 

assigned to the Caribbean. Subsequent generations of Colas men served in the 

Spanish military in Cuba, either in Havana or Santiago de Cuba, marrying women 

whose fathers had been assigned by the Spanish army or navy to the island and who 

never returned to Spain. Their children integrated into the local creole society, 

largely in eastern Cuba.26 

The Palacios family of Santiago de Cuba originated with Mateo Palacios-

Saldurtun, an army officer assigned to the Cuban city in 1698 as the local governor. 

He had four children when he transferred to Cuba. One of his sons, Francisco, born 

in the Canary Islands, but raised in Cuba, married a local resident, Juana Josefa 

Orozco y Ferrer, in 1723. She, too, came from a Spanish military family. Members 

of the De Mesa family that also had a long military heritage initially were assigned 

to Venezuela. Two generations of that family served, with military records 

demonstrating that they were in the Americas in the 1700s. A progenitor of 

Palacios, Colas and Cortada members was one Domingo de Mesa (b. 1771), a 

native of Puerto Cabello, Venezuela, one of the most fortified ports in the Spanish 

Caribbean at the time of his birth. The family fled to Cuba when Venezuela gained 

its independence from Spain in 1823. Like the other families just listed, he never 

returned to Spain, even though he had married Maria Antonia Gerardi Mayo in 

Cadiz while on a visit there. He died in the warfare occurring in Venezuela in the 

early 1800s, but his family and descendants remained in Cuba, some to the end of 

the twentieth century. As with the other families just described, their children went 

into business eschewing emotional or legal ties to Spain. 

Similar practices were evident in Havana, where in comparable fashion, 

other families eventually married into the Catalan Cortada families. Manuel 

Alvarez Lebrún (b. 1749) began work as a naval lieutenant and, for reasons not yet 

understood, many years later became a lieutenant colonel of cavalry in Havana. 

While in Havana, he married Juana Eligio de la Punte y Sanchez de Casahonda on 

December 22, 1784, following a local tradition of marrying during the Christmas 

season. She was the daughter of a high-ranking military officer.27 Their son, Juan 

 
25 Military record in Colas Papers, Cortada Family Archives. 
26 Emilio Buscardí Moreau, Cronicas de Santiago de Cuba, across the 10 volumes (Santiago de 

Cuba: Arroyo Hermanos, 1923-1925), and the military records from Segovia, copies in Colas 

Family Papers, Cortada Family Archives.  
27 Her father was Juan Jose Eligio de la Puente y Ayala and her mother Maria Sanchez Casahonda 

y León. 
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Alvarez Lebrún, became an army captain assigned to duty in Santiago de Cuba. He 

married a local woman in the Cathedral of Santiago de Cuba, Isabel Anaya y 

Montes. All came from the same socio-military class.28 

One of the earliest families to come to Santiago de Cuba that remained there 

into modern times was the Cuevas family, whose presence established a long line 

of creoles in eastern Cuba that extended back over more than three centuries. This 

family eventually mingled with the Colases when young army officer Juan José 

Colas y Catani married his first wife, María de la Concepcion de las Cuevas, who 

was raised in a family that, too, had a long military heritage, in 1778. The progenitor 

of the Cuban family, Captain Miguel de las Cuevas, was in Santiago de Cuba by 

the early years of the eighteenth century, although quite possibly had been assigned 

to this city earlier. The captain must have understood that it would be a lengthy tour 

of duty because he brought his wife with him, Marianas Velarde y Bustamente, who 

he had married in his hometown of Viernoles, and a son, Miguel de las Cuevas y 

Velerde (b. 1682).  

The practice of bringing one’s family to Havana has long been understood 

to be established practice in the army and navy, but what this family (and others) 

demonstrated, too, is that it was also unremarkable among offiers assigned to 

Santiago de Cuba, suggesting it was also a wider practice across the entire 

Caribbean. We care about this issue because it reinforced common socially-

enforcing behaviors, such as intermarriages among military families, acceptance of 

commonly shared values (e.g., loyalty to Spain, personal honor, titled social 

position), and the idea of moving from one locality to another, as is often common 

practice among present-day European and North American military personnel. 

Another characteristic of these family histories, one that touches on an issue 

popular in today’s historiography, meanwhile also merits attention: the role of inter-

racial marriages. All of the protagonists in this essay were Caucasian, did not marry 

people of African descent or to our best knowledge to Indigenous (specifically 

Indian) inhabitants for two reasons. First, the military administrative practices 

ensured individuals married within their social class as defined in Spain, leaving 

out free people of color, slaves, and so forth. Second, these were all officers who 

identified with a minor nobility class (as defined in cultural terms in Spain) and 

some aspired to even higher social status. So, it was unacceptable in the family to 

marry below what they perceived to be their social class; that meant avoiding inter-

racial marriages. Several DNA tests conducted in the early 2000s with some 

members of the Cortada/Colas family reaffirmed that within this family, and likely 

in others like it in Puerto Rico, Cuba, and the United States, what Spanish society 

 
28 Behavior that has been well documented that these families conformed to, Johnson, The Social 

Transformation of Eighteenth-Century Cuba, 24-25, 64, 97-120. 
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had historically termed racial “purity” remained in effect into the twentieth 

century.29 

Still another issue that arises from these histories is the role of chain 

migrations. This is currently a subject of much discussion concerning immigration 

to the United States, beginning in the nineteenth century with European immigrants 

and extending through the twentieth and into the twenty-first century.30 It remains 

a subject yet to be fully explored with respect to Spanish immigration to the 

Caribbean, however. Chain migration is the circumstance where members of a 

family or home village encourage relatives and neighbors from their ancestorial 

communities to migrate to the New World, a practice evident across all of Latin 

America, not just the United States, and performed by all European nationalities. 

An earlier study of migration from a small Catalan village to Cuba in the nineteenth 

century revealed the practice to be widespread, suggesting it was likely also present 

elsewhere, especially in cases of origin societies with literate individuals who could 

read letters about life in the New World, a circumstance that prevailed in that case 

study.31 However, the evidence from the families studied here indicate that those 

who came to Cuba and the Caribbean on military assignments did so without 

participation in chain migratory practices. They came, stayed, had children who 

then spent their lives in the New World. Their children and their descendants, 

however, did practice chain migration to the United States, beginning in the late 

ninetieth century and continuing to the end of the next century.32 By contrast, 

members of the family that came to the New World for economic—not military 

career—reasons did practice chain migration.  

Returning to our account of specific familial behaviors, the younger Miguel 

de las Cuevas became an army officer and held town leadership positions, including 

being in charge of the inquisition in Santiago de Cuba. This member of the second 

generation las Cuevas family married a local woman, Ursula de Paz y Duque de 

Estrada (b.1688), in 1708.33 Repeating the now familiar pattern, he had married into 

another military family; her father was Ensign Diego Antonio de Paz Bargas 

 
29 Your author recalls talking to relatives decades ago who migrated from the Caribbean to the 

United States who spoke with pride at the “purity” of their lineage, expressed at a time when inter-

marriages had become widespread in the Caribbean by the early decades of the twentieth century. 
30 David A. Gerber, American Immigration: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford 

University Press, 2021): 70, 86, 90, 97; Carl J. Bon Tempo and Hasia R. Diner, Immigration: An 

American History (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2022); James M. Bergquist, Daily 

Life in Immigrant America, 1820-1870 (Chicago, Ill.: Ivan R. Dee, 2009). 
31 Cortada, “Revisiting Why Spaniards Migrated to Spain’s Colonies of Puerto Rico and Cuba: 

Experiences of a Catalan Family in the 1800s,” Bulletin for Spanish and Portuguese Historical 

Studies. Not mentioned in that article is that the Cortada family has books in its files dated from 

the period with annotations written in those volumes by members of the family. 
32 Cortada, “Cosmopolitan Elites: A Cuban-Puerto Rican Family’s Long Migration to New York 

City, 1880s-1940s,” New York History. 
33 Recorded at the Cathedral of Santiago de Cuba, Cathedral Archives. 
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Tamariz and her mother a member of local creole stock, Maria Marta Duque de 

Estrada y Romero. The captain and his wife had seven children.34 His children 

continued the tradition of staying in Cuba and marrying peers from other local 

Spanish military transplants or, increasingly, local members of their social class 

operating plantations and other commercial enterprises. 

The experiences of these military families suggest that some migrations to 

the New World were not abrupt events, but an evolutionary process. Their 

experiences represent a variant of how historians treat the decision to migrate from 

Spain made by those interested in pursuing economic opportunities, such as civilian 

Cortadas in Cuba and Puerto Rico. Military families had served Spanish 

governments since at least the Middle Ages and yet, when in Cuba and Puerto Rico, 

but largely in the former larger colony, were pulled in new directions. This 

circumstance was caused in great part by their collective evolution from military 

officers and members of the minor hidalgo class to the hacienda plantation-

operating and mercantile strata that came into their own by the nineteenth century. 

In other words, their migration to the New World, if we can use the word migration, 

was almost invisible, seamless, routine, and normal. As to their ties to even the 

Cortadas, a creole plantation family with no members in the Spanish military at any 

time, these military families linked to the Colases located in the Santiago de Cuba 

region. One of the Colas descendants, America Colas, married Jaime A. Cortada of 

Ponce in 1912, bonding the two families in a relationship that has remained to the 

present.35 

Other factors besides marrying into local families motivated permanent 

settlement in the colonies. Beginning in the 1760s, the Spanish government 

encouraged retiring military personnel to remain, as they could be counted on to be 

loyal to the government in Spain. Terms and conditions of pensions made it 

possible to live in either Spain or the colonies, as they were the same amounts, 

while land grants were periodically provided as well. Royal generosity on other 

economic matters reinforced loyalty to the Spanish government, too, especially in 

Cuba, while their military experience made it possible to staff local militias with 

experienced officers.36 In all, those who moved to Cuba and to the area around San 

Juan, assimilated into local creole societies, a process that unfolded over multiple 

generations, reinforcing military and social class values into these emergent creole 

circles that were anchored in urban business, entrepreneurial activities, and 

 
34 Violante, Barbara, Josefa, Miguel, Francisco, Jose Tedero, and Maria Ana. 
35 In the week this paragraph was written, both a Cortada and a Colas sat next to each other at the 

funeral of Elisa T. Colas (1928-2023) in New York City, February 13, 2022, at Ascension Roman 

Catholic Church, located in the same neighborhood on Upper Manhattan where both families had 

lived on an off for over a century. Elisa Colas had left Cuba as part of the evacuation of anti-

Castro members of the creole community of Santiago de Cuba.  
36 Johnson, The Social Transformation of Eighteenth-Century Cuba, 48-49. 
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agriculture, not the least of which among the latter were sugar and tobacco. Those 

economic and social foundations mirrored what happened in both the San Juan area 

and in Ponce, going far to explain why, for example, a civilian Cortada from Cuba 

and another from Puerto Rico saw each other as hailing from the same socio-

economic class without ever having met before. Military members would have 

responded the same way. 

As they integrated into socio-economic cultures dominated by agriculture, 

the existing evidence demonstrates that retired officers and their descendants acted 

just as did other Creole families. They ran plantations and had slaves in both Cuba 

and Puerto Rico. It did not matter that they came to the Americas on military 

assignment, instead of for economic opportunity – their behavior over multiple 

generations changed. Surviving records do not yet reveal how they treated their 

slaves, and later their freed workers. All one can do specifically in their case is to 

assume that they behaved the way other members of their social class did. For the 

moment that is all historians have to work with; future research should attempt to 

take such generalizations about slavery and delve into more micro-level family-by-

family studies. And, in the meantime, in Cuba, Puerto Rico and the United States 

there were families of African descent bearing the same last names as the families 

discussed here. Conversations with several of these individuals of African descent 

failed to precisely describe the origins of their families’ use of surnames like 

Cortada or Toro, suggesting that here too there is more research to be done.  

Several other circumstances also warrant the attention of historians. An 

obvious one is that Spanish authorities essentially prescreened who was going to 

the Caribbean from assignments in Spain and elsewhere in Europe and North Africa 

by requiring officers to have come from the same social classes as in Spain. They 

did this through a process implemented for centuries across the military, which 

required documentation of class status, absence of any Jewish ancestry, and proof 

of good character. As their careers progressed, individuals were repeatedly required 

to prepare and produce such paperwork. State authorities went further by requiring 

that officers solicit permission to marry—a practice still alive in many military 

organizations in various nations today—to ensure purity of bloodlines (i.e. 

exclusion of Jewish ancestry) and that the spouses were a good social fit for the 

military community. The latter requirement applied wherever the Spanish officer 

resided, be it in Spain or in the Caribbean. This longstanding, standardized 

bureaucratic process of vetting officers provides historians with the opportunity to 

explore facets of both colonial and domestic social structures within the military 

and similar civilian social classes. In short, such documentation reveals far more 

than details of someone’s family history and genealogy. These officers were part 

of a social class that crossed colonial and national borders, which does much to 

explain why their children in many cases also became military officers, often 

seemingly regardless of where they were raised or in what forces their forebears 
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served. While no additional members of these families came to Cuba during the 

second half of the eighteenth or in the nineteenth centuries those already there had 

become long term residents for ethe remaining period of Spanish colonial rule.   

The files on these families are so voluminous and were taken so seriously 

that the Spanish government launched an extensive research project resulting in the 

publication of two lengthy volumes listing by individual their military backgrounds 

around the world, not just regarding those in the Caribbean, all drawn from such 

records.37 Boring as the titles of these volumes might seem, they are a useful source 

for both the history of migrations and families. Sadly, the project only reviewed 

events from 1761 to 1865, but these were years when the Spanish government was 

extremely active in the Caribbean and when it also wanted to expand Iberian 

populations across the entire region.  

The geographic origins of military personnel also differed more widely than 

those of civilian residents in the Caribbean. The history of Spanish migration to all 

of the Caribbean and Central and South America is often a narrative of people 

coming from a single place of settlement, such as a village or province, to a specific 

spot in the New World – that is, “chain migration.” North American immigration 

practices of this sort involved tens of millions of Europeans and later Mexicans and 

now Haitians and Central Americans.38 The practice worked well for Spanish 

officials populating its colonies in the Caribbean when coupled to economic 

incentives. The result, however, was often clustered communities of similar people, 

such as happened in the nineteenth century in Ponce, Puerto Rico, that filled with 

entrepreneurs of Catalan, British or German descent and from very specific 

communities within those parts of Europe. But the experience of Spanish military 

officers was different. 

Because of the long-standing practice of recruiting officers from the same 

social classes in Spain and the colonies, the social glue that held them together was 

not the village or family of origin in Spain. Rather, it was the vetting process that 

created a relatively homogenous social background. That meant the military officer 

class came from all parts of Spain, but blended together once in uniform. Those 

cited above came from Catalonia, central Spain, Andalucia, and Navarra. Their 

regional differences were less important for them than for civilians coming to the 

Americas. As they progressed in their careers with transfers to war zones in Italy 

and Central Europe, to North Africa and to all over the New World and to the 

Philippines, again their familial origins in Iberia diminished in importance, while 

their identity as a military social class became more pronounced. The longer they 

 
37 Enrique de Ocerin, Indice de los expedients matrimoniales de militares y marinos que se 

conservan en el Archivo General Military (1761-1865), tomo I (Madrid: CSIC, 1959) and tomo II 

(Madrid: CSIC, 1967). 
38 Christina A. Ziegler-McPherson, Selling America: Immigration Promotion and the Settlement of 

the American Continent, 1607-1914 (New York: Bloomsbury, 2024). 



34 

stayed in a colony, the more they formed social, business, and marriage bonds with 

other locals of their same socio-economic class, regardless of where they had come 

from originally in Spain. Such patterns were reinforced by military regulations, 

however. Thus, as happened with the families listed earlier, if a Spanish officer 

born and raised in, say Cuba, wanted to marry, he would have to undergo the same 

vetting as his father or grandfather before him experienced in Spain. That meant 

proving that the lady he wished to marry met the same criteria as women had to 

back in Spain: she had to be white, non-Jewish, of appropriate social class and 

family background, and so forth. In short, the paperwork was the same, as was the 

approval process.  

Undoubtedly, our description of what happened may seem too categorical, 

because subtle differences may have existed in eastern Cuba as compared to, say, 

Venezuela or Mexico. As the military classes integrated into local social and 

economic civilian ones, their militarily-influenced views may have evolved—a 

subject worthy of further research—but less so their attitudes towards their 

positions in society. This author, for instance, recalls observing elderly members of 

his own Hispanic family behaving in ways reminiscent of the above civilian creoles 

descended from military men – that is, exhibiting hidalgo-like attitudes as late as 

the 1970s-1980s concerning their social position, views regarding racial purity, 

religious affiliations, and even relative social distinctions within their hidalgo 

cohorts.  

 

Conclusions  

 

 Had this essay been written prior to the 1960s or 1970s, its analysis would 

have centered around strategic military and diplomatic issues. The Caribbean as 

geographically positioned to protect the silver fleets; to block French, Dutch, and 

English threats to all the Spanish colonies; the festering and growing rivalry of the 

North Americans culminating in the disastrous expion of Spain out of the entire 

area, and so forth, would have been the primary points of historical reference. The 

Cold War would have continued the political and diplomatic discourse even after 

historians had started to shift to different points of interest.39 But historians began 

a new conversation after World War II that gained momentum by the 1980s: the 

study of social issues for all periods in the Caribbean, Central and South America. 

When that happened, research spilled over into exploring slave conditions, the role 

of free labor, local forms of nationalism, and histories of families, among other 

topics. The study of families, in particular, became a nearly world-wide priority for 

historians grounded in sociological interests. This is not the place to have such an 

historiographical conversation, but it is to call out that studies of Iberian events and 

 
39 As did James N. Cortada and James W. Cortada, U.S. Foreign Policy in the Caribbean, Cuba, 

and Central America (New York: Praeger, 1985). 
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behaviors in the New World tied neatly into events and practices in Spain. The role 

of the military as both institutions and as individual participants were demonstrated 

here. It also suggests that Iberian cultural mores may have been far more pervasive 

in the Caribbean even in periods when local populations aspired to break with 

Spain, such as in the early 1880s, later in Cuba through its Ten Years’ War (1868-

1878, and during the final rebellion against Madrid that began in 1895.  

 On a personal note, I am currently exploring the practices of various ethnic 

groups that migrated to the United States since the 1820s, documenting their 

common practices in the use of information about the United States. The literature 

about immigration is vast, and is often constrained to studies of specific ethnic 

groups.40 That line of investigation suggests historians of Spanish and Hispanic 

migrations can serve up new insights, particularly for the period after 1800 for the 

United States, and also for events occurring in European countries. That research 

has not revealed many additional details about the role of military transfers to the 

New World, but it does offer a great deal about specific families through individual 

case studies about their economic and political motives for migrating. Hundreds of 

publications do this, but thus far they do not do it on the subject of Spanish military 

families. 

 All of this suggests that Spanish colonial policies and, in particular, 

practices offer rich opportunities to understand in more substantive ways how Spain 

interacted with its colonies, even after literally two centuries of historians 

examining the topic. One can endorse historian Ada Ferrer’s sentiment about Cuba 

that the roles of entire empires in the Caribbean were epic.41 She did not exaggerate.  

 

 
40 For a recent example, Jesse Hoffnung-Garskof, Racial Migrations: New York City and the 

Revolutionary Politics of the Spanish Caribbean (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2019). 
41 Ferrer, Cuba, 3. 


