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Augustin de Betancourt: One life — two disfavors

G, Volosyuk

National Research University Higher School of Economics, Moscow, Russia

ABSTRACT: The life of the “Russian
between Spain and Russia. New data

Spaniard” — Agustin de Betancourt - was split into two parts
obtained from Russian archives and other documentary sources

clarifies the unexplored moments in the biography of one of Spain’s best mechanical engineers, explains
the reasons for his hasty departure from Spain and move to St. Petersburg, traces the development of
his career in Russia and helps to understand the reason why the contribution of one of the most talented
engineers of his time and one of the most important participants in the construction of the new ~Alex-

andrian™ Russis was diminished
from future generations,

I INTRODUCTION

“Mr. Betancourt, like all people who have feelings. is
disappointed with what is happening in this country
[Spain],” wrote Ivan Muravyov-Apostol, Russian
Plenipotentiary Minister to the Court of Madrid, on
January 1, 1805, in a dispatch to the Minister of For-
cign Affairs of Russia, Adam Czartoryski, (AVPRI
1804, 7501: 175). What had caused Betancourt’s dis-
appointment snd why did the Russian diplomat
become interested in this? Why did the Spaniard
move a year later to France, and then to Russia, whe
be remained until the end of his days? The answer |
this question can be found in these new
the memoirs of Philippe Vigel, Betancourt's
feports of lvan Muravyov-Apostol from the

of Foreign Policy of the Russi :
respondence of Muravyov-Ap his wife from
the State mivmafti\cklmimii athon.

b o

SPAIN: FLORIDABLANCA Y GODOY

iging places could be explained
ns: his remote ancestor, the

it Jean de Bertencourt, was famous for his
discov the Canary Islands in 1402-1405 (K-
vushin 2003, Krivushing & Krivushin 2009: 20), Fhe

descendants of the famous navigator seitled
Canary Islands. It was from there that your
de Betancourt sailed in 1758 to “discovet”
Spain, and later France, England and Rusia

i the
gustin
ninsular

After completing his education #¢ the Royal Col-
lege of San Isidro and the Roval Academy of San
Fernando, Betancourt ca ‘the attention of José

; ca. Spanish Secretary

DOL 10,120 1/9781003136804- 76

by those who accidentally or deliberately erased the memory of him

of State. The post of Secretary of State corresponded
to that of Prime Minister, and Flondablanca had
hig main burden the Depart-

ment of Foreign Affairs JAt the same time, as Stepan
Plenipotentiary Munister to the
informed St. Petersburg in 1786,
tivities are projects for improving,

prosperity of the kingdom™ (Volosyuk”
M 342). According 1o Zinoviey, it wag,
cisely that area where Floridablanca was part
active. In onc of his dispatches, the
reported on the beginning of “the
large and small rivers. which
in Spain” (AVPRI. 414: 103). In,#774, the construc-
tion of an irigation canal by in Murcia, and in
l?ﬁi,lhmafthcAW’ “anal, «the building of
which had begun m%?bws ago, but which under
the previous reign had not advanced at all due 1o lack
of funds. At present. thanks to the concern of the
Count de | lanca, it is being implemented with
great suceess. Navigation along this canal is possible
all the wily to Zaragoza, in the vicinity of which
anyone-can enjoy already the advantages of irrigation,
cording w the project, this canal should reach
wNavarra...” (AVPRL 3351: 147; 426 60-61). In this
regard, in April 1783, the Minister decided to send
engineers there to survey the area. them was
the young Agustin de Betancourt (Rumeu de Armas
1980: 32-34). Betancount compiled a “memorandum™
on the project. Ramon Pignatelli, curator of the con-
struction, accompanied the document with such
a favorable report, that the Coumt de Floridablanca
decided not to lose sight of the young scientist.
Floridablanca favored the ialented engineer uniil
the end of his duties as Secretary of State. In
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July 1783, the Minister offered Betancourt his first
independent work: to prepare a report en the state of
the mercury mines of Almadena. Betancourt visited
the mines and compiled three memoranda, revealing
deep expertise, a brilliant literary style and remark-
able artistic talent: the drawings he attached were
accurate and very precise. In addition 1o describing
the state of the mines and the work performed there,
the most hazardous of which was carried out by con-
victs, Betancourt’s reports contained interesting pro-
posals for improving the labor process. The first
dealt with the pumping of water from the mines,
the second - with techniques for extracting the
mined element, the third — with the metallurgical
processes used in Almadena, and the methods of
packaging mercury raw matenals for transportation

to the Americas in order to use them in the silver 4
amalgamation process (Gonzélez Tascon & Fernan-|
dez Pérez 1996: 55-69). In another endeavor, the

voung man designed a hot-air balloon of al
meters in diameter, and at the end of the
1783 ~ at the country residence of
Gabriel in the presence of the King
Royal Court, he demonstrated
soar through the air (Utrilla i
A few months later, _.
went to Paris. Based on thic'evaluation of the project
in Almadena, he was a scholarship 1o study
geometry and the of ore mining. In
August 1785, Floridablanca rewarded Betancourt

Even the dismissal of the Count de Floridablanca,
his benefactor, did not prevent Bﬂmuun from
advancing his career: professionals with a technical
education were highly valued in Spaifi In 1802, he
founded the School of the Corps of Civil Engincers
and spent the next few years organizing the work of
the School and of the General Inspection of Roads
and Canals. He participated in the most important

projects of the time, ﬂ-ﬂrasmemnsmmmofmc
Castile Canal and dam in Lorca, the project
on re-routing the rivér-beds of the Genil and Cubillas
rivers in the Granada Valley. The implementation of
the latter project caused a conflict between Betan-
court and the new Secretary of State of Spain,
Manuel Godoy, Duke de Alcudia.

The royal residence of Soto de Roma was situated
on the Genil river, about three miles downstream
from Granada. In September 1795, King Charles IV
transferred the ownership of Soto 1o Godoy, who
supported a project consisting of cutting down the
local forest in order to free up land for farming. Mas-
sive deforestation of the valley of Granada, in gen-
eral and in Soto in particular, was the result In
a region with no man-made hydrographic construc-
tions this in twm led to frequent floods, washing

away crops. In January 1803, Godoy sent Betancoust
to Granada ordening him to rectify the problems in
the shortest possible time. However, they soon
staried having differences of opinion. Godoy did not
agree with the overall concept of the project, as well
as with Betancourt’s proposals, which led to changes
n the management of neering works in the
region: in October 1805 ischarged him from the
project and handed implementation to mili-
tary engineers { & Camarero Bullén 2018:
619-620). e

The disfa the First Minister, who enjoyed

the special graces of Queen Maric Louise and
wiel : power in Spain than Charles IV him-
spif. n reality meant the end of Betancourt’s profes-

al gareer in his homeland, Taking into account
back in 1792 the Queen had succeeded in dis-
missing the “imeplaceable™ Minister Floridablanca,
it would be “child’s play™ for her to nun Betan-
court’s life and career. This is what Mumvyov-
Apostol meant when he reported from Madnd that
Betancourt was disnppomlod with ‘what was hap-
pening in this country™.

During this period of mmed relations with
Godoy, Betancourt was iptroduced to the Russian
diplomat. At the end of I804, he again met Mur-
avyov-Apostol to clarify the details of a possible
move to Russis. In the spring of 1805, before
leaving Spain, the Russian envoy wrote to Czar-
toryski in one of his reports: “If everything
waorks out, this will be the only good cause that
1 have dome in Spain. Pulling a talented person

t_of nowhere and relocating him to my country
ﬁl always be an object of glory and consolation

‘for me” (AVPRI 1804. 7501: 174). In 1807,

Betancourt went to France, but did not stay there
long. From the correspondence between Mura-
vvov-Apostol and his wife, whe in those years
lived with their children in Paris. it appears that
Betancourt was not going to stay in France: he
was prepanng to move 1o Russia, something that
he finally managed to do in 1808 (GARF.
1602-1.2)

3 RUSSIA: FAVORS AND DISFAVORS OF
ALEXANDER |

The talented engincer was favorably received by
Emperor Alexander 1. who gave him full carte
blanche. Betancourt worked on his projects together
with the leading architects of the time - Auguste
Montferrand, Joseph Bové, Carlo Rossi and others.
In 1809, he established the Institute of Engineers of
Communication Routes, which be directed practic-
ally until the last years of his life. The Institute was
mntended for preparing erudite professionals for the
Corps of Enginecers of Communication Routes,
which included specialists in water and land commu-
nication routes. The Duke of Oldenburg, Director (in
the rank of Minister) of the Impernial Main
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Directorate of Communication Routes, also headed
the Corps of Engineers.

Betancourt’s  concept  of building a  new
St Petersburg was the onc that  Alexander
I eventually supported. completely and uncondition-
ally trusting the Spanish engineer. In 1809, he was
promoted 1o the rank of Licutenant-General. In 1811,
the Emperor awarded Betancourt the Order of
St. Alexander Nevsky, one of the highest decorations
of the Russian Empire, This was particularly import-
ant given the fact that, in Russia, there was no trad-
ition of granting Orders to scientists, writers, artists;
this sign of monarchical favor was much more often
bestowed on military officers (Fortunatov 2008).
Russian monarchs honored foreigners with the high-
est stale awards to an even lesser extent. In
May 1816, Alexander | appointed Betancourt to
head the Committce on Buildings and Hydraulic
Works, which was the sole authority in formulating
urban planning policy in St. Petersburg and Russia.

However, whereas in Spain “favor” and “dis-
favor™ in Betancourt’s life were associated with the
transition of First Ministers, in Russia they turned
out to be dependent on the mood swings of a single
person - the autocratic Emperor. Betancourt’s open-
ness. independence and European democratic style
impressed the young Russian Emperor at the
moment when he met the Spanish scholar and gave
him guarantees of building a career in Russia and of
his favorable Imperial attitude towards the imple-
mentation of his engineering plans. After the vi
over Napoleon and his participation in

Napoleonic settiement of Europe, the view® of the
Russian Emperor became much more ‘ative,
and his temper worsened. Accordi Philippe

Vigel, Betancoun’s secretary, “he jBe .
no boundaries in either the Tsar's £

considered everything to be
consider it necessary to miake acquaintances, which,
in difficult times, could samchow serve 1o suppont
him” (Vigel 1865: 41).

Young. intelligent and weil-educated, Philippe
‘ court’s Secretary at 1816
, fluent in English and French,
did not know & word of Russian. In St. Petersburg at
the begiining of the 19th century, in the position that
this was not particularly necessary: Betan-
colrt’s entourage, his subordinates and higher digni<
tarics freely spoke French. However, © the
professional documents that went to Betancourt’s
department were often written in Russian. "Vigel had
to deal with their translation into French Working
alongside Betancourt almost every day, he, better
than anyone, realized what led to the sudden dismis-
sal of his patron. @

In addition to Betancourt’s independent character
and his unwillingness w0 find protectors [“The
number of Betancourt’s encmies in the highest gov-
emmental circles, aggrieved by him, increased
every day”™ (Vigel 1865: 41)], as well as the

Printed by: nikita.nikitovich.russian@gmail .com. Pn'nting is for personal, private use ounly;“No paﬁ of this book may be
reproduced or transmitted without publisher's prior permission. Violators will be prosecuted.

evolution of the political views of the Russian
Emperor, Vigel names another, rather common,
reason — envy. According to the secretary of the
Spanish engincer, “the architects hated Betancourt
because of Monitferrand, the engineers detested him
because of Rand [another assistant to Betancourt],
all the nobles were jealous of the distinction which
he enjoyed: many saw him as a foreigner who des-
pised their homeland, and everyone rebelled against
a kind person, who was only blinded by his suc-
cesses” (Vigel 1865: 20).

There was not a single project in the implementa-
tion of which Betancourt did not succeed. He was
never even accused of embezzlement. Alexander
I admired his creative ideas. The discord between
them began in 1820, In 1819, Augustine Betancourt
became a member of the inet of Ministers and
Director of the Imperial in Directorate of Com-
munication Routes, as sell a8 head of the Corps of
Engineers. The Di ale was responsible for con-
structing new roadg@nd maintaining the condition of
existing ones. M his new high position, Betancourt
went on a ng trip around the country. He
visited theCaucasus, Georgia and the Crimea: in
Sevastopol, Kerch and Feodosia, he inspected the
poris ©f the Black Sea. The engincer inspected |
nd roads, designed locks and wharves. After
ng to St. Petersburg, he prepared a for
ﬂieEmpau.inwhicﬁhenmedthcunsamm
ition of the means of communication - both
and water. The Emperor was offended by such
sharp criticism of the state of affairs in his domain,
but at first did not show it.

Betancourt’s  numerous ) who. being
aware of the Emperor’s favorable attitude towards
him, had carlier been afraid of criticizing him in
front of the Sovereign, seized the moment. Betan-
court was let down by erooked subordinates and an
unwillingness to delve into financial matters. His
enemics found an opportune moment to write an
accusation addressed to the Emperor. This denunci-
ation was supported by Alexei Arakcheev, the Chief
of the Impenal Chancellery, Emperor Alexander's
favogte. “Arakcheev, whose patronage he [Betan-
cngm neglected, was keeping an eye on every-
thing,” wrote Vigel, “. He was not hostile, but not
two affectionate toward lam™ (Vigel 1865: 41).

The seeds fell on fertile soil. According 10 Alex-
ander’s aide-de-camp, at an audience requested by
Betancourt, the Emperor expressed dissatisfaction
with the fact that Betancourt had not been able 10
fulfill the tasks required in the position entrusted to
him. Neventheless, he stated that he undersiood
Betancourt’s difficulties, speaking about “the many
enemics that he, as a foreigner, had in Russia, and
announced that he had invented a means to give him
strong support” (Vigel 1865: 43). This “support”
materialized in the form of a German Duke - Alex-
ander Wilrttemberg — uncle of the Emperor and
brother of his mother, Maria Feodorovna. The Queen
Mother had a great influence on her son and did not
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count Betancourt among her favorites. The Emperor
offered the Duke the post of Director of the Imperial
Main Directorate of Communication Routes. This
was an absolutely machiavellian decision, given that
this position had previously been held by the Spanish
engineer himself.

This is how the Russian “Manuel Godoy”
appeared on Betancoun’s horizon. The Duke of
Wiirttemberg and the Duke de Alcudia were similar
in many ways. Both were from the poor and rose
through the ranks. The Spanish Duke entered gov-
emment service in 1784, At the age of 18, he rose to
prominence, and later became rich. This was essen-
tially due to his acquaintance with Marie Louise,
Queen of Spain. The German Duke was originally
from a small German state, After the marriage of his
older sister to Tsarevich Pavel, Catherine Il pro-
moted him — at the age of 11 - to the rank of Brigad-
ter in the Russian army. In 1800 he was accepted
into Russian military service with a rank of Licuten-
ant-General. In 1816, when his niece, Catherine, the
younger sister of Alexander 1, married King Wilhelm
I, the Russian Imperial family became even closer o
the Wiirttembergs. *"ﬁ 4

Wiirttemberg  showed demonstrative  di t

for his predecessor. He refused 1o meet with Betan-
court, appropriated, in his absence, all documents
from his office, expelied his family,

along with the entire Institul
munication Routes, from the
Spanish engineer was fi to rent an apartment
near the new building of nstitute. In response o
i plaint, the Emperor told him that in

Bis dependence on Wiirttemberg,

m from the position of Director

ined only as head of the Committee on
ings ind Hydraulic Works. He also oversaw |

Novgorod Fair (Vigel 1865: 41). The situation was
fundamentally different from the events in Spain 16
years ago. Betancourt could not leave Russia: there
was no Muravyov-Apostol at the Rgssian Court in
1822, who could plead for him before the monarch
of another state. His age did low him to travel.
Betancourt could not abandpn his children and his
unfinished “pet projects™ ia. In the summer of
1823 Caroline, his gher, died. In February 1824,
broken by grief ang ‘disfavor, Betancourt resigned
from all his posts, a request which the Emperor
accepted. Less than six months later, in July 1824,
“Europe's most knowledgeable mechanic™ was gone.

Disfavor, however, pursued him even after his
death. Although the Duke of Wirttemberg allowed
the employees of the Institute to convene for
a funeral service, and the Emperor issued a decree
on continuing financial assistance to Betancourt’s
wife and children, some of his colleagues tried to
appropriate his scientific achievements and destroy
the memory of him as of one of the greatest engin-
cers of his time. Auguste Montferrand was one of

these, as evidenced by Vigel. The young secretary,
who was constantly at the Spanish engineer’s side
and who was present at the origin of many engincer-
ing and architectural solutions discussed by Betan-
court and his colleagues. unreservedly recognized
the technical talent of his patron. When mentioning
the comstruction of St Isaac’s Cathedral in
St. Petersburg, he wrote: “General Betancourt was
appointed a member of this commission for the man-
made part, that is, as a real ¢ tor; but it was
Montferrand, an architect by’ . who was hon-
ored with the title of constructor™ (Vigel 2019: 162).
Pointing to the gemius of the engincering solutions
during the construetion’of the Alexander Column on
Palace Squarc in St rsburg, he very figuratively
needed to be a genius of mechan-

building like an ordinary twig”. A%
1 continues, emphasizing the unseemly g
of rench architect. “The machines invented by
[Betancourt] served as a great help to Montfer-
rand, and afier his death they became his [Montfer-
rand’s] legacy™ (Vigel 1865:20).
o

4 CONCLUSION -/
4
This was written decade$ after the death of Betan-
court. To this day thesé words are an imporant testi-
mony to the skills'and achievements of the Spanish
engineer, 1o the proper attnibution of the technical
inventions | ed by him, they are a recognition of
his nmqw engineering talent and his contribution to
creating the contemporary image of St. Petersburg.

The diplomatic and personal comrespondence of
Tvan Muravyov-Apostol tumed out to be an important

{"'sancc not only for understanding Russian politics i

the early 19th century, but also for clarifying import-
ant details of the biography and professional career of
the “Russian Spaniard”, Agustin de Betancourt.
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