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Jaime O'Daly: Enlightened Planter-Administrator
in Late Bourbon Puerto Rico, 1776-1829

Born in Galway, Ireland in the latter part of the 173075, James (Jaime) O Daly likely
belonped to an ancient Catholic gentry lineage. In the tradition of the Wild Geese, he
immigrated o Ciadiz, Spain in the early 1760's, and subsequently to the Dutch Caribbean, In
1772, he helped refit a Spanish [lola thal had capsized near the British-controlled island colony
of Anguilla. T'o compensate O'Daly, the Spanish Crown authorized him to export a fixed
quantity of agricultural products from Puerto Rico, Onee on the island, O Daly applied [or a
permit v stay permanently citing, among other reasons, his cagerness to promate commercial
agriculture on his own or by lending a hand at his brother, Tomas (Thomas) O Daly’s recently-
established sugar plantation. Although the Crown granted Jaime a two-year temporary
residential permit in 1775, he remained in Puerto Rico until his death in 1826. As onc of the
island’s leacding entreprenenrs, he came to embody the commercial-agrarian revitalization ol the
Hispanic Caribbean during the late Bourbon reforms. By 1784, he was in possession of 4
camprised of 10 caballerfas (over 2,000 acres) in the partide of Loiza, and a spacious house in
San Juan valucd at 11,000 pesos.

Except for a short dated article on his role in the expansion ol the tobaceo industry, little
is known of this colorful Irish immigrant who cmbraced Puerto Rico as his new home. Yet,

fragmented bits and pieces that 1 uncovered at Seville’s Archivo General de Indias (AGI

herealler) showed Jaime to be more than a pioneer tobacca farmer. He was one ol the most
informed, articulate, innovative, politically savvy, and well-connected persons of his day. His
transatlantic nelwork extended from Puerto Rico W the non-Hispanic Caribbean, Curope, and the
USA. His brather Tomas followed Ficld Marshall Alexandro O'Reilly on his mission to Cuba
and Puerto Rico lollowing the 1762 British occupation ol Havana. As head of the forlilicalion
works in San Juan, Tomas revamped the capital’s outdated defense inlrastructure. The Spanish

Crown named Jaime Director of the Real Compariia de Labacos. An uncle, Pedro O Daly served

in the Hibernia Regiment in Spain and 4 closc relative. Timoteo O'Daly, dicd heroically in the
battle of Pensacola [Florida] when Spanish forces fought the British during the American

Revolutionary War. After Tomas passed away around 1781, Jaime assumed custody of his



Creole nephew Demetrio, who became the Puerte Rican diputado to the Spanish Corles and a
staunch advocate for constitutional rule.

Although Jaime coltivated mutually beneficial relations with key members of Puerto
Rico’s lettered, colonial elite, he also attracted his share of detractors. He was repeatedly
accused ol commitling fraud. charges that he vigorously and consistently denied. A minovity
who harbored nativistic or xenophobic inclinations raised questions about his [orelgn-born status
and alleged disloyalty over and over again. Guvernor Ramoén de Castro even threw him in jail
and ordered his expulsion for allegedly providing intelligence to the enemy when the British
unsuccessiully tricd to wrest Puerto Rico from Spain in early 1797, However, the Spanish
Crown promptly intervened, and Jaime was released and exonerated. Jaime’s ability to fend off
accusations and personal attacks enhanced his growing reputation as a resourceful, privileged
“extranjero.” Still and all, in 1793 critics and political opponents managed Lo block his
nomination to the post of regidor in the San Tuan cabildo.

I am applying for a grant from the Irish Tatin American Research Fund to help subsidize
a research trip to Seville, Spain this year in order 1o examine primary documents on Jaime
(" Daly available at the AGI. The information | sketched out above originates [rom 4

representations [ound in the Scecion Audiencia de Santo Domingo addressed to the Spanish

Crown in 1775, 1776, 1784 and 1786 Lo legalize his stay in Puerto Rico. 1 found those records
while on a two-month rescarch trip at AGT for a different project, At that time, Tidentified but
did not annotate or photocopy additional materiuls about Jaime’s agricultural, commercial, and
administrative activities. I also would like to expand my search o other lepajos that T have not

vel consulled in the seecidnes Indiferente General, Escribania de Camara, and the digitalized

Ulramar and Ostado series from the Archive Histdrico Nacional, also available at AGL Onee 1
have collected the AGI data, T plan to visit Puerlo Rico's Archivo General for two weeks Lo
examine the protocolos notariales available for San Juan and Loiza to (race Jaime’s economic
transactions surrounding the founding, maintenance, financing, and output of his Hacienda San
Patriciv. Hopefully, these sources would also yicld valuable new insights aboul his links to
local colonial officials, planters, merchants, and the local laboring population.

Methodologically, | plan to use a variation ol the historical technique of prosopography,
or collective biography, to place the story of Jaime (' Daly in the larger context of the

landholding and commercial developments shaping Pucrto Rican society during the late Bourbon



reform cra, In carrying this project, 1 seek to stimulale lurther rescarch on Irish immigration in
the Spanish American colonial periphery, particularly in the traditionally neglected region of the
Hispanic Caribbean. The findings would be disseminated widely in publications sponsored by
TAHS, public lectures, conferences (such as the annual meetings of the Association of Caribbean
[Historians, Caribbean Studies Association, Latin American Studies Association, Conference on

[.atin American Ilistory, Pucrto Rican Studies Association) and/or other suilable fora,
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