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The life and times of Rei D. Afonso VI 

This article is based on a talk given to the British Historical Society Porto 

branch by the author on 2nd June 2015. He wishes to dedicate it to Mrs. Pat 

Sinclair, without whose encouragement prior to her retirement as the Society's 

Porto representative in June 2015 it would never have come to fruition.1 

By Alan K. Dawber, M.A., M.Ed. 

 

Portrait of D. Afonso VI as a young boy 

Introduction 

The main connections between D. Afonso VI and Britain are the 

following: first, D. Afonso VI was one of the three brothers of Catarina 

de Bragança (1638 - 1705), who became the wife of King Charles II of 

                                           
1 For a brief report of the presentation, see https://www.bhsportugal.org/events/porto-

branch-talk-on-the-life-and-times-of-rei-d-afonso-vi. 
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England in 1662, remaining Queen of England, Scotland and Ireland 

until 1685, the year of Charles’s death2; and, second, during D. 

Afonso’s short reign, the English provided military support to Portugal 

for the defence of the realm, as they had done during the 15- year reign 

of his father, D. João IV. D. Afonso VI was the middle of three brothers, 

the eldest being Dom Teodósio of great promise, and the youngest 

being Dom Pedro, who became King D. Pedro II in 1683, having acted 

as regent for D. Afonso VI from 1668 to 1683. D. Afonso VI’s effective 

reign was short (1662-1667).3 

So why choose to concentrate on this king and his reign? Perhaps 

my fascination began by being slightly macabre. Since first coming to 

work in Portugal in 1970, I have been interested in this monarch who 

was kept imprisoned in a modest-sized bedroom at the Royal Palace of 

Sintra by his younger brother Pedro for nine years until his death in 

1683. On a visit to the palace and the room, we note the floor tiles which 

are said to have been so worn out by D. Afonso’s constant pacing to 

and fro throughout this long period. 

But D. Afonso VI reigned during a very important period of 

Portugal’s and Europe’s history, in which after a long struggle 

Portugal’s right to sovereignty and Independence was finally fully 

recognised by Spain. We wanted to ask and answer these questions: 

Why was this mentally and physically impaired monarch referred to as 

“The Victorious”? To what extent was he an innocent victim of 

usurpation by his younger brother, and to what extent was he justly 

deprived of his throne?  Was D. Afonso capable of governing? Was he 

capable of producing an heir? Was the process whereby he was 

condemned as unfit sound and legally valid? And lastly, did he 

‘deserve’ over five years of exile on Terceira (Azores) and nine 

following years of incarceration at Sintra?   

                                           
2 1685 was the year that Handel, J.S. Bach and the younger Scarlatti were born.  

Domenico Scarlatti spent some years as tutor and court composer in Lisbon. 
3 Only as long as Queen Mary Tudor’s (1553-58) – we recall that she was married to 

Philip II of Spain. 
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The European political background 

The period of the Portuguese Restoration began in 1640 with the 

proclamation by a small group of nobles4 of D. João IV, 8th Duke of 

Bragança, as king. This ended a 60-year period of Spanish rule, initiated 

by Felipe II of Spain and Filipe I of Portugal, who took over the 

Portuguese throne as the cousin of the deceased King Sebastião, who 

was killed at the Battle of Alcácer Quibir in Morocco in 1578.5   

Spanish governance of Portugal lasted from 1580 to 1660, though 

under the first two “Phillips” (Felipe II and III of Spain, Filipe I and II 

of Portugal), the Portuguese were allowed a lot of autonomy, and 

Portuguese nobles were generously represented in the Spanish Cortes. 

The new king's election was supported on condition that the Portuguese 

kingdom and its overseas territories should remain separate from Spain 

and that it should keep its own laws and Cortes (parliament). This 

continued to be the case until Felipe IV of Spain (Filipe III of Portugal) 

was proclaimed king in 1621. His rule over Portugal was more 

autocratic, he severely limited the powers and influence of the 

Portuguese nobility, increased taxes on Portuguese merchants, and 

attempted to turn Portugal into a mere vassal or colony of Spain. 

Increasing and continuing Portuguese unrest led to the proclamation of 

João, 8th Duke of Braganza, grandson of Catarina, Duchess of 

Bragança5, as king of an independent Portugal on 1st December 1640, 

and there was great public jubilation when the news of his proclamation 

spread.   

                                           
4 “Fidalgos” in Portuguese. 
5 Cardinal Henry, Sebastião’s great uncle, ruled Portugal as King Henry I from 1578 to 

1580, but he was old and in religious orders, and like his young nephew, died childless.   

Philip was a genuine contender to the Portuguese throne, though there were others with 

perhaps greater claims, including Infanta Catarina, Duchess of Bragança (not the later 

Catherine who married Charles II), then a woman of 40, and António Prior of Crato, 

Manuel I’s illegitimate grandson, who reigned for 20 (or 38) days before being defeated 

by the Duke of Alba and the Habsburg army at Santarém. He set up an alternative 

government in Terceira, Azores, but finally having been defeated, he sought exile in 

France, maintaining his claim to be Portugal’s legitimate monarch till his dying day. 



18                          48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Society of Portugal                  

 

However, Portugal’s independence hung in the balance for many 

years. João IV himself spent much of his time with his troops at the 

frontier, and the strain shortened his life.6 The big European players 

were France, Spain, the United Provinces (Holland, Belgium, 

Luxembourg) and England, and little Portugal was a pawn in their 

game. France, under the rule of “The Sun King”, Louis XIV, leant 

heavily on Portugal (through marriage, diplomacy, and threats) to keep 

the war with Spain going to distract Spain and thus enable France to 

pursue the aim of domination and conquest in the East, and over the 

United Provinces. Conflict continued between Portugal and Spain from 

1640 and the signing of two treaties proved disastrous for Portugal.  

   

           D. João IV of Portugal                Louis XIV of France 

The first treaty was the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, which 

brought an end to the 30 Years’ War, which had killed about 8 million 

people. However, Portugal hardly got a mention and was virtually 

excluded from the negotiations, leaving it isolated and in a weak 

position. The second was the signing of the Treaty of the Pyrenees 

between France and Spain in 1659 (ending the Franco-Spanish War of 

1648-1659), when Portugal ‘lost out’ as France agreed not to recognise 

or support Portuguese Independence. 

                                           
6 He was 52 when he died. 
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 Both these treaties allowed Spain carte blanche to continue its 

hostilities with its smaller neighbour and its claim of sovereignty over 

the whole of Iberia. But Castile was heavily committed to fighting the 

Catalonian Revolt or “Reapers’ War” from 1640 to 1659, which 

prevented Felipe IV from sending large forces to attack Portugal. It was 

this war that also finally ended with the signing of the Treaty of the 

Pyrenees.  

However, Portugal did win five real battles against Spain between 

1644 and 16657, and Felipe IV (Filipe III of Portugal) never managed 

to regain the lost part of his erstwhile kingdom after 1640, despite 

several attempts. But from 1641 to 1668, when the two neighbouring 

nations were at war, Spain sought to isolate Portugal militarily and 

diplomatically, and Portugal tried to find the resources to maintain its 

independence through political alliances and maintenance of its 

colonial income. (This income continued to be threatened by the Dutch, 

who carried on their attacks on Portuguese colonial territories for 

several years). These 28 years, known as “the Restoration War” or “The 

Acclamation War”, proved a very difficult time, and the overriding 

goal, a formal pact with France, continued to evade Portugal.  

   

   The Acclamation of    Felipe IV of Spain,  

      D. João IV in 1640                Filipe III of Portugal 

                                           
7 See Appendix B. 
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The importance of three women   

Two women dominated the Portuguese court at different times, while 

the third played her part from England.   

The first was D. Luísa de Gusmão (1613-1666), who was Spanish, 

the daughter of the Duke of Medina-Sidonia. She was the wife, then 

widow, of D. João IV, who died in 1656. After her husband’s death she 

became Regent for D. Afonso VI. He was neither of an age of 

responsibility at that time, nor was he considered to be in possession of 

all his faculties.8 D. Luísa, as Regent, actually proved most effective, 

devoting all her allegiance and energies (despite being Spanish) to the 

cause of an independent Portugal and the conservation and continuation 

of the restored Portuguese monarchy. Her nobles were troublesome and 

powerful, so she formed a “Junta Nocturna” (nocturnal Cabinet), 

governing with her favourite ministers, circumventing or ignoring other 

powerful dignitaries who were members of the Portuguese ‘Cortes’.9  

The second woman of great significance was Maria Francisca 

Isabel de Saboia, Duchess of Nemours, cousin of Louis XIV of France, 

who first married D. Afonso VI, and after his forced abdication wed his 

younger brother D. Pedro II. More will be said about her below. 

The third important woman was Catarina de Bragança (1638-

1705), sister of D. Teodósio8, D. Afonso (she was five years his senior), 

and D. Pedro. She was born the same year as King Louis XIV of France. 

After several attempts to marry her off, she was finally sent, with a large 

entourage, in 1662 to marry Charles II, who was by then King of 

England. She had lived a very sheltered youth in a convent, so one can 

imagine the culture shock she suffered and the adaptation that had to 

                                           
8 It is fitting here to remember that D. Afonso had an elder brother, Dom Teodósio 

(1634-1653), the apple of his parents’ eyes, who was highly educated, militarily trained, 

brave, and equipped to be a leader and a king. But alas, he died suddenly of pneumonia 

in 1653 at the tender age of 19. 
9 There are echoes here of the English Carolingian and Commonwealth parliaments, 

which existed under Charles I, Charles II and Cromwell at the same historical period. 

 



48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Society of Portugal                          21 

 

take place on arrival at Charles II’s court. She served as ‘marriage 

fodder’ (like many young princesses) to cement a political relationship 

and further a longstanding alliance – the Anglo-Portuguese 

Alliance (or Aliança Luso-Inglesa) ratified at the Treaty of Windsor in 

1386.10 The dowry that had to be paid (both financial and territorial), 

almost bankrupted the Portuguese state, and in fact a large part of it was 

never paid. It was not quite a loveless marriage, as Charles II always 

treated his queen with considerable respect, and lodged her in handsome 

palatial accommodation complete with retinue and servants, etc. But 

after three miscarriages she never produced offspring, and Charles 

sought other feminine company, having at least four mistresses, to 

which Catarina had to adapt. Catarina’s wedding took place in 1662, a 

few months before D. Afonso VI became ‘effective’ king – i.e. after his 

mother D. Luisa de Gusmão had been ‘deposed’ in a coup and had taken 

refuge in a convent.11   

  

    D. Luísa de Gusmão         King Charles II & Catarina de Bragança 

                                           
10 This is the oldest alliance based on known history in the world that is still in force – 

with the earliest treaty dating back to the Treaty of Tagilde, which was signed on 10th 

July 1372 in Tagilde, a village in the municipality of Vizela, near Braga, which was 

later ratified by the Anglo-Portuguese Treaty of 1373 on 16th June 1373 between King 

Edward III of England and King Ferdinand and Queen Eleanor of Portugal. 
11 Catarina seems to have been close to her younger brother, perhaps due to a sense of 

‘protectiveness’ owing to his deficiencies and ailments. Occasionally she sent letters 

from England pleading in his support, both before and after he was deposed in 1667. 
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A word on Painters, Doctors, Clerics and ‘Fidalgos’ (the nobility) 

These four groups of people were very important in and for the lives of 

royalty at the time. All were treated with esteem. Painters, through 

their royal portraits, conveyed a crucial image of royalty throughout 

Europe, depicting the monarch in a frequently flattering and favourable 

light. This was almost certainly the case with D. Afonso VI.12 No 

portrait of D. Afonso VI shows any physical defect at all, neither his 

paralysis or distorted facial features, nor his supposed corpulence. 

Painters also painted other court scenes and battle scenes, etc. Doctors 

attended members of the royal family at all times and knew the intimate 

details of their habits and of their condition (in terms of the scant and 

largely unscientific medical knowledge of the time). Court Clerics also 

wielded enormous influence, their advice being often sought, and of 

course we take into account the religious context of those times, when 

superstition was rife and the Inquisition all-powerful, and life was short 

for the majority, so that their services were in great demand. 

The importance of the Nobility (‘Fidalguia’) is paramount. This 

powerful group was always jockeying for position at court. Some 

claimed family connections with the Royal Family (i.e. the Bragança 

line), and they were constantly putting pressure on a family in a very 

weak situation at that time, since (a) no king was of age and fit to 

govern; (b) this was a recently restored monarchy belonging to an 

ancient ducal family of Vila Viçosa; (c) there were constant military 

threats, mainly from Spain, but also from France and Holland; (d) there 

was a severe lack of funds, acute poverty and near bankruptcy, and (e) 

there were pressures from local councils – powerful representatives of 

the people – who tried to prevent the Royal Family and government 

imposing ever greater taxes.  

Eventually, two distinct parties emerged at court – (i) that 

supporting the interests of D. Luisa de Gusmão and her youngest son 

D. Pedro, more inclined to French interests and the influence of Louis 

XIV’s court, and (ii) the ‘Afonsistas’ – the party supporting D. Afonso 

                                           
12 Similar to the flattering painting of Anne of Cleves painted by Holbein a century 

earlier for King Henry VIII of England. 
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VI as the rightful monarch, interested in achieving peace with Spain 

(once Portuguese independence had been recognised) and cementing 

and counting on the old alliance with England.  

Two young noblemen in particular had found their way into D. 

Afonso VI’s favour – the powerful Luís de Vasconcelos e Sousa, 3rd 

Count of Castelo Melhor, then in his mid-twenties, who became Prime 

Minister (“Escrivão de Puridade”), wielding enormous power and 

influence, and António de Sousa de Macedo, who became Secretary of 

State.13 The Count was a brave man, also highly competent and 

patriotic, who had been in exile in France on suspicion of involvement 

in the murder of a rival count. On return, he fought bravely at the head 

of Portuguese forces, defending the Minho region against the Spanish, 

and was gravely injured. He recovered and returned to court. In 1659, 

three years after João IV’s death, he was appointed as “reposteiro-mor 

do Paço” (principal royal footman and treasurer), and by 1662 was 

serving as “camareiro de serviço” (chamberlain/valet), placing him in 

constant contact with members of the Royal Family. 

Dom Afonso VI 

Dom Afonso was enthroned at a sumptuous ceremony in 1656 at the 

age of 13, after his father’s untimely death. But his mother D. Luísa 

Gusmão continued as regent until 1662, when there was a palace coup. 

He was then almost 20 years of age.14 At the age 3 or 4 he had suffered 

a severe illness, possibly a form of meningoencephalitis, which had 

affected his central nervous system, partly paralysing his right side and 

causing him to limp badly. His brain was also affected and, although he 

could have lucid and calm moments, he was also prone to uncontrolled 

violent angry outbursts.  

                                           
13 Antonio de Sousa de Macedo, first Baron of Mullingar (1606 -1682), a journalist and 

author of several books in Portuguese, Spanish and Latin. He 

studied law in Coimbra and had a brilliant political career. A Restorationist, he was 

secretary to D. João IV’s ambassador to England and the ambassador in the Netherlands.  
14 Due to the shortness of life in those times, there was no such thing as ‘enjoying 

childhood’, and those from the upper classes were thrust into positions of responsibility 

and importance at an age we would find horrifying today. 



24                          48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Society of Portugal                  

 

 

The Royal Palace in Lisbon before the 1755 Earthquake 

In addition, his general behaviour was said to be ‘immoral’ and 

degenerate. He mixed with a crowd of young petty criminals who he 

observed from his palace window, which overlooked the street and the 

main square in those days, being right by the river where ‘Praça do 

Comércio’ is today. One of these, António Conti, a young Italian trader, 

enticed him down into the street. After some time, he became Afonso’s 

‘valido’ or favourite, and as D. Afonso had been given his own suite of 

rooms in the palace, and could choose his own servants and aides, Conti 

was installed in the palace (to the horror of other members of the Royal 

Family and important members of staff) and became Afonso’s personal 

butler. Afonso’s night forays with this gang of bad boys and ex-convicts 

(led by Conti and his brother) became notorious. 

On one occasion, returning home at dawn from a night of ‘fun’ and 

damage infliction, he was confronted by three young revellers with 

swords, who failed to recognise him due to his disguise. He unsheathed 

his sword and a fight ensued, in which he was punctured in the groin 
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and through the testicles. This is thought to have affected his virility 

(already perhaps suspect, due to his earlier illness) for the remainder of 

his short life, preventing him from ever being able to perform a 

satisfactory sex act, let alone produce offspring. It was this – the fear 

that he was incapable of producing an heir to the Bragança line, 

which contributed significantly to his downfall, rather than his erratic 

behaviour and incapacity in other respects to govern, though all 

doubtless contributed.  But he was very brave in most respects. He was 

fond of hunting and bullfighting, and despite physical incapacities, was 

an accomplished horseman. He really knew no fear.  

D. Pedro (later Pedro II), his younger sibling, was brought up 

closely with him, and was probably influenced by his bad behaviour.  

He was certainly no angel, but (as we shall see) there are some things 

to be said in his favour.  

“The Divine Right of Kings” 

The idea of The Divinity of the Monarchy – perhaps not exactly “The 

Divine Right of Kings”, was very important and was believed in. D. 

Afonso’s enthronement was considered a divine ‘gift’. He was 

eulogised and compared with ancient Greek and Roman gods. This idea 

of “divineness” may be why the paintings of him show him in an 

extremely favourable light. Several are the writings15 which praise him 

and exalt him to a super-human status, both while he was effective 

monarch and after death.  

It was also very important to boost and elevate the new Bragança 

monarchy to the highest extent. Afonso VI was only the second 

monarch of the new dynasty, and these were very turbulent and insecure 

times for the newly independent nation.   

                                           
15 See Barreto & Cardim – Reis de Portugal, D. Afonso VI, p345 ff.  Works (including 

poems) were written in praise of D. Afonso VI, which were either banned during the 

Regency or altered (in favour of D. Pedro II) during Pedro’s reign. The ‘Afonsistas’ 

produced several writings eulogising D. Afonso VI. 
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The palace coup of 1662 and the Count of Castelo Melhor 

D. Luísa de Gusmão continued as regent long after D. Afonso VI 

attained 14 years of age in August 1657. Convinced of his unfitness to 

govern, she extended her regency until 1662, when on 22nd June Luís 

de Vasconcelos e Sousa, Count of Castelo Melhor, and D. Jerónimo de 

Ataíde, Count of Atougia (both powerful ‘fidalgos’ and members of D. 

Afonso’s household whom he liked and trusted), took him from the 

Paço (Palace) de Ribeira to the Paço de Alcântara. This was definitely 

a coup, also involving a third person, Sebastião Cesar de Meneses, 

Bishop of Porto and Coimbra, for none of the official court procedures 

and courtesies were followed. This was a true triumvirate (and was 

known as that), based on and influenced by the Roman triumvirates of 

the days of Julius Caesar and Octavius (later the emperor Augustus). As 

in Roman times, only one member of the triumvirate became all 

powerful. Sebastião Meneses fell from grace, and the Conde de Atougia 

died a year later, leaving the 3rd Conde de Castelo Melhor all powerful 

as D. Afonso´s “Escrivão de Puridade” (prime minister).  

The intention was to change the government, proclaim D. Afonso 

VI as “effective king”, and then rule in his own right, and bring D. 

Luísa’s regency to an end once and for all. It was strongly believed 

(with good reason) that she intended to pass the crown to D. Pedro, her 

youngest son. Five days earlier, some powerful nobles (fidalgos) had 

entered the king’s private quarters, including the Duke of Cadaval, D. 

Nuno Alvares Pereira Melo, related to the Royal Family through the 

Bragança line. He was a very powerful member of the faction 

supporting the wishes of D. Luísa de Gusmão, and hence the claims of 

D. Pedro and the French cause. He had given D. Afonso a ‘dressing 

down’ about his behaviour, lecturing him about the need to behave in a 

manner befitting a royal (and divine) sovereign, and informing him that 

António Conti and Conti’s brother had been banished to Brazil.  His 

mother D. Luísa was also behind that act. 
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The Count of Castelo Melhor 

now took matters into his own hands.  

Annoyed that, as perhaps the closest 

aide to the young king, he had neither 

been apprised of nor consulted about 

this intrusion, that the sanctity and 

privacy of the private apartments had 

been wrongly violated, and that the 

powerful Duke of Cadaval owed him 

friendship and allegiance, he arranged 

the coup, persuading the king that his 

mother was about to ‘snatch’ the 

throne from him and hand it to Pedro. 

The king, infuriated (especially at having been deprived of his 

closest friends and confidantes), concurred and was whisked away to 

the Paço de Alcântara. From here he ‘wrote a letter’ to his mother, 

saying that he had taken this step (a) to relieve her of the tedious and 

onerous duties of state, which she had carried 

out assiduously over so many years, and (b) 

because the country was in a parlous state, 

threatened on all sides by Spain, with its 

powerful armies, and in danger of losing its 

overseas territories. D. Luísa, despite the 

powerful faction of nobles around her, 

retired to a convent, where, a few years later, 

in 1666, the same year as the Great Fire of 

London, she died aged 53. It is said that D. 

Afonso showed no remorse or grief at his 

mother’s death, and even when she was 

dying, he was in no hurry to visit her.16    

                                           
16 It is also recorded that when he had known that his elder brother (and intended heir) 

D. Teodósio was gravely ill and at the point of death (with pneumonia), his only words 

were “Good….. that means I shall soon be King”. 

Conde de Castelo Melhor 

D. Afonso VI 
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The short effective reign of D. Afonso VI 

D. Afonso VI’s reign lasted just over five years, from mid-1662 to the 

final days of 1667. Throughout that time his degenerate habits 

continued, but he signed documents and attended State meetings when 

he had to, largely leaving the reins of government in the very effective 

and efficient hands of the Count of Castelo Melhor and his secretary of 

state, António de Sousa Macedo.13  

Meanwhile, resentment clearly built up among those powerful 

‘fidalgos’ excluded from court and all governmental posts (now filled 

by the Castelo Melhor faction, including his own family), as well as 

from any political decision making. Some had even been banished to 

other parts of the kingdom, and others had fled to Spain. But Castelo 

Melhor was an excellent, capable and industrious prime minister, and a 

born organiser and leader of men, with military experience ‘in the field’. 

Though there is neither time nor space here to deal in greater detail 

with the reign, the following events deserve our attention: (1) the three 

essential battles against the Spanish fought during this reign, and two 

prior to the ‘effective ‘reign, five in all, with brilliant planning and 

leadership (which included the assistance of two foreign generals – 

Turenne and Schomberg17, but was mainly Portuguese-led), and (2) the 

marriage of D. Afonso VI in 1666 to his French queen, Dona Maria 

Francisca Isabel de Saboia, cousin of the Sun King, Louis XIV of 

France.  

                                           
17 Frederick, 1st Duke of Schomberg, was a Huguenot and thus a Protestant. Born at 

Heidelberg, he began his military career under Frederick Henry, Prince of Orange, and 

in 1634 passed into the service of Sweden, and then of France in 1635. After the peace 

of the Pyrenees (1659), Portuguese independence was threatened by Spain, and 

Schomberg was sent as military adviser to Lisbon, with the secret approval of King 

Charles II.  Schomberg took command of the 3,000-strong English brigade, many og 

whom were ex Royalist and New Model Army troops from the Civil War.  The 

Portuguese commander António Luís de Meneses, 1st Marquis of Marialva, together 

with Schomberg, won the victory of Montes Claros on 17th June 1665 over the 

Spaniards. Schomberg had a long life for a military commander of those days, being 

killed at the Battle of the Boyne in Ireland at the age of 75! 
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The five battles were absolutely vital in cementing the full 

independence of Portugal and ensuring that Spain would never again 

try to reconquer its smaller neighbour. In chronological order, they 

were18: (i) The Battle of Montijo (near Badajoz) (26th May 1644); (ii) 

The Battle of the Lines of Elvas (14th January 1659)19; (iii) The Battle 

of Ameixial (8th June 1663); (iv) The Battle of Castelo Rodrigo (7th July 

1664), and (v) The Battle of Montes Claros (17th June 1665). The last 

battle, which was fought near Vila Viçosa (home of the Bragança 

family), between the Spanish and Portuguese, was the final decisive 

battle of the Portuguese Restoration War. It was a great Portuguese 

victory, considered one of the most important battles in the country’s 

history. The war terminated in the Treaty of Lisbon (13th February 

1668)20, through the mediation of England, in which Spain finally 

recognised the legitimacy and sovereignty of Portugal’s new ruling 

dynasty, the House of Bragança. Infanta Catarina, former Duchess of 

Bragança (1540 – 1614), grandmother of D. João IV, was 

retrospectively acknowledged as a legitimate heir to the throne. For the 

last three of these outstanding victories of a smaller and poorer country 

over its mighty Spanish neighbour, D. Afonso VI became known as “O 

Vitorioso” – The Victorious. 

We must emphasise what a master planner the Count of Castelo 

Melhor was (having been a brave leader of fighting men himself). He 

appointed suitable generals, took account of their ideas and suggestions, 

completely re-organised the army and put most of it on a proper paid 

footing, helping to mastermind the plans of battle. The last three 

decisive battles took place in successive years on his watch, it can be 

noted. The assistance he received from England in the form of infantry 

and cavalry commanded by the Huguenot general Schomberg and the 

French general Turenne was crucial. D. Afonso trusted him implicitly 

in every aspect of his reign. 

                                           
18 See Appendix B 
19 During the Regency of D. Afonso´s mother, Dona Luísa de Gusmão. 
20 See Appendix B. 
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D. Afonso married D. Maria Francisca Isabel de Saboia (Savoy) in 

1666. Another very influential woman, she was apparently 

outstandingly beautiful. She promoted and promulgated the influence 

of the French cause in Portugal. It was in France’s interest to keep the 

war between Portugal and Spain 

alive, since Spain’s might, strength 

and attention were diverted to 

fighting the aforementioned battles 

with its much smaller neighbour, 

while France could strengthen its 

power, influence and empire 

elsewhere. Was she a ‘spy’ for the 

French court of her cousin, Louis 

XIV? Was the marriage a 

(Portuguese) political attempt to 

bring France to Portugal’s side?  

She also participated in affairs of state and government meetings 

at the Portuguese court, until Castelo Melhor, with whom she did not 

get on, put a stop to her ‘interfering’. In fact, the two hated each other. 

She then sided with D. Afonso’s brother Pedro, and the two probably 

fell in love long before she married him. She claimed that her marriage 

to D. Afonso was never consummated, and that the king was totally 

incapable of ‘bedding’ a woman and achieving intercourse. Hence, she 

averred she was a virgin at the time the marriage was annulled (on 24th 

March 1668). There were others who also attested to this (including 

doctors, close servants and ladies of the bedchamber) – that the king, 

due to his disabilities (caused by childhood illness and the accident 

above referred to), was incapable of producing an heir.21  

                                           
21 The intimate details discussed regarding the King and Queen’s private life would 

make any modern magazine or Sunday paper look very tame! The Royal ‘problem’ was 

even discussed at court and in meetings of the ‘Cortes’. Royal marriages throughout 

Europe were seen as purely political alliances, with the majority being to seal an alliance 

or produce a male heir and keep the royal lineage going. This one was no exception. 

Maria Francisca Isabel de Saboia 
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The Royal Wedding   

D. Maria Francisca’s entry into Lisbon and wedding celebration was a 

sumptuous affair (she had first been married to D. Afonso ‘by proxy’ in 

La Rochelle, France, on 27th June 1666.) She disembarked at Lisbon on 

19th August at the start of a grand procession and sumptuous ceremony 

which almost emptied the coffers of the exchequer!22 But it is said that 

D. Afonso didn’t even attend the ceremonials, neither the procession 

nor the sumptuous wedding feast afterwards, probably influenced by 

his inability to succeed sexually, and his limited mental powers, though 

he did have moments of complete lucidity. One can sympathise with a 

beautiful young queen finding that she was married to a fat, incapable 

cripple who was also mentally unstable and unable to satisfy her. It must 

have been an awful situation (for both of them).  

The Count of Castelo Melhor’s demise and D. Afonso VI’s 

abdication 

The five years in which Castelo Melhor ran the government together 

with his Secretary of State, António Sousa de Macedo, had been highly 

successful and significant. Three conclusive battles with the Spanish 

had been won, the result of brilliant planning and good leadership and 

of a certain military assistance from the English. By the Spring of 1667 

Spain was financially and physically exhausted, after fighting on many 

fronts, not least in Catalonia, and a peace treaty with Portugal was 

signed on 30th May 1667, after which a political alliance was 

established. However, matters leading to Castelo Melhor’s demise and 

the forced abdication of the King rushed on apace. A confrontation took 

place between the Queen and António Sousa de Macedo at the end of 

August 1667. She made a disparaging reference to the Portuguese while 

complaining about a servant and Sousa de Macedo is alleged to have 

responded sarcastically and to have touched her royal garments, which 

                                           
22 There were various arches depicting scenes from Classical antiquity and emphasizing 

royal divinity and the historical significance of the divine hand in cementing royal 

marriages.   
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was unheard of, as it was inexcusable for a subject to touch the ‘divine’ 

robes of a sovereign. A complaint was made, and D. Pedro insisted that 

Castelo Melhor punish his Secretary of State. The Count made excuses 

for him, leading to a direct confrontation with D. Pedro. The Count 

tendered his resignation after pleading in vain with the ‘Infante’ and he 

was then banished from court (15th September 1667) and forced to flee 

into exile. The Cortes was summoned (January 1668), by which time 

the Queen had retired to the ‘Convento de Esperança’, asking for the 

annulment of her marriage and that her dowry be returned and that she 

be allowed to return to France.23 

D. Afonso VI was pressed into abdicating from effective rule on 

November 23rd 1667. He was forced to sign a letter of abdication in his 

royal apartments, not an easy task for his enforcers, considering his 

temper and his veritable armoury of weapons, including his sword and 

a blunderbuss! He had been completely deserted by his friends and 

counsellors, and especially by his powerful Prime Minister and his 

Secretary of State. For the final two months of his effective reign (from 

September to November 1667) he was entirely bereft of aides and 

courtiers in the Palace, while his enemies and detractors were building 

up their plot and final coup. Word had clearly got around Europe of the 

king’s impotence and the Queen’s dissatisfaction and lack of an heir. 

This was a scandal! Portugal was beginning to be seen as the laughing 

stock of European court circles. For the Queen to return to her homeland 

on the grounds that she was still a virgin after over a year of marriage 

was an outrageous prospect. Furthermore, Portugal had long since spent 

all of the dowry on financing its Spanish wars! As the Queen’s ‘liaison’ 

with D. Pedro was an open secret in any case, the Cortes attempted to 

persuade her to marry the ‘Infante’ at the earliest opportunity, as this 

would at least avoid the problem of the Queen’s returning to France and 

Portugal having to return a non-existent dowry! 

                                           
23 Retiring to a convent seems to have been ‘the done thing’., i.e.: (a) when one saw 

one’s effective rule being over, or (b) when a female member of the royal family was 

confronted with an insoluble problem, or (c) when one was a royal daughter, as was the 

case with D. Pedro’s and Mª Francisca Isabel’s only child, D. Isabel Luísa Josefa. 
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D. Pedro was formally declared heir to the throne and Regent of 

the Kingdom on the on 21st January 1668 – note that he had not yet been 

declared monarch! In his favour it must be said that for the remainder 

of his brother’s life – 15 years – he refused to accept the crown and 

become king, despite pressures from “The Three Estates” – the nobles, 

the common people, and the Cortes, and had to fight off much pressure 

to do so. For the longer he remained Regent, the more likely were plots 

in favour of the deposed King, and accordingly ‘Afonsismo’ remained 

quite strong for a considerable period of time.  

“O Processo do Rei”24 and the Marriage Annulment  

A disgraceful farce now took place, in the opinion of many. In the early 

months of 1668, a ‘trial’ was held to prove that D. Afonso’s marriage 

had never been consummated, and to seek the pope’s dispensation for 

annulment. The couple had only been effectively married for 15 months 

(29th August 1666 to 21st November 1667). The following points are of 

importance: (a) at no point in the ‘trial’ was D. Afonso VI allowed to 

appear, nor was any official legal appointee there to represent him; (b) 

no physical examination was ever undertaken of either D. Afonso or D. 

Maria Isabel – e.g. to ascertain whether she was or was not still a virgin 

(one can think of an obvious reason for this;) (c) of the many witnesses 

called to attest in intimate detail to the king’s lack of sexual prowess, of 

his misshapen sexual appurtenances, his inability to perform properly 

and  of his pleas not to be forced to sleep with the Queen (because it 

would be torture for him), not one was on the King’s side! These 

witnesses included: several women of low repute (and also convent 

nuns!) with whom the king was said or known to have had relationships; 

court doctors, who knew the king’s most intimate functions; tutors, 

advisers and palace aides; and senior clerics who were D. Afonso’s 

‘confessors’.  The whole process was a travesty of justice. It is almost 

certain that the Queen had already been having an illicit affair with D. 

Afonso’s younger brother and it is well attested that they were deeply 

                                           
24 Refer to the Bibliography below. Title of very good Portuguese/French film (1989). 
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attracted to each other. She might even have become pregnant. Physical 

tests would soon have shown whether she was a virgin (as she claimed) 

or not. If she had been shown not to have been, then it was perfectly 

possible to argue that D. Afonso, her lawful husband, had achieved 

‘coitus’. The risks were clearly too great to (a) carry out a physical 

examination, (b) allow D. Afonso to appear in person (it was he who 

was being judged and condemned, and not the Queen), and (c) allow 

any witnesses to testify on his behalf.   

The marriage was declared void on 24th March 1668, and the 

wedding of D. Pedro and D. Maria Francisca took place on the 2nd April 

of that year! Why the haste? Pope Clement IX’s dispensation permitting 

the marriage is said to have arrived after the marriage ceremony! On 6th 

January 1669, D. Isabel Luísa Josefa was born to Pedro and Maria 

Francisca – their only child. The Bragança dynasty was desperate for a 

male heir, and it was easy consider that it was a judgement of God that 

this infant girl remained their only child. She only lived to her early 

twenties, being confined to a convent, despite efforts to secure a 

husband for her from among European royalty and the fact that the 

Cortes (with her father’s blessing) declared her the rightful heir to the 

throne on 20th January 1674). However, no suitor was found and she 

died young and unmarried, without ever taking up the reins of power.  

As for D. Maria Francisca, who had so desperately tried to arrange 

a suitor for her daughter, she became aware of her husband’s increasing 

infidelities, and became furious and disillusioned. Unable to have more 

children, she was largely ‘abandoned’ in a convent, and died three 

months after her lawful first husband, D. Afonso VI, on 27th December 

1683, of painful dropsy, which had been developing for some time.  She 

was only 37. In that superstitious age, many instanced this as being 

God’s judgement for her having deserted D. Afonso and married his 

younger brother! The part the French government had played in the 

marriage annulment and in Mª Francisca’s schemes to bring down D. 

Afonso’s government and end his reign was not insignificant. 
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The last years of D. Afonso VI and his death 

D. Afonso was led aboard a ship under guard on 24th May 1669 and 

taken to Angra do Heroísmo on Terceira, Azores, where he was kept 

until August 1674 in a house in the grounds of Forte de São João 

Baptista. At first, he had limited freedom, and could go out and even go 

hunting, though he was increasingly isolated within the fort, owing to 

plots and rumours of plots against D. Pedro’s regency. Plenty were the 

‘Afonsistas’ who sided with the plight of the King and wished to restore 

him and his government to power. The regency of D. Pedro did not 

prove popular with many, mainly because Portugal was poverty-

stricken and also as D. Pedro and his government kept demanding more 

taxes. Another reason was that D. Maria Francisca Isabel was very 

unpopular. Many rumours, however, turned out to be false. 

Communications between the islands and the mainland were not exactly 

good or frequent, and months passed without any ships arriving or 

leaving and without any direct news coming or going, which was a ripe 

environment for rumours to spread. 

   

Forte São João Baptista, Terceira, the Azores 
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An actual plot to unseat D. Pedro (while still the Regent) was 

discovered, and D. Afonso was brought back to Lisbon (arriving on 20th 

September 1674). He was incarcerated for the last nine long years of 

his life on the top floor of the Royal Palace of Sintra, first in a very 

small and humid room known as the “Quarto dos Infantes”. However, 

this room was deemed to be prejudicial to his health and he was moved 

soon afterwards to the notorious (and larger) room nearby, where he is 

said to have paced the floor constantly and worn out the tiles. The other 

reason for this move was because there was a view across to the 

mountain and the castle from the window of the first room, and known 

sympathisers could apparently signal to him from across the valley. A 

close watch was kept on D. Afonso by his guards, his main jailer being 

Manuel Nunes Leitão de Sintra, a man of ‘rude aspect’ and rough in 

manners. He treated the King with great disrespect and frequently 

insulted him. The King’s constant pleas to have him removed fell on 

deaf ears. The palace was also guarded by 200 cavalry and a permanent 

contingent of infantry! He had no chance of escape! 

   

The Royal Palace, Sintra and the room where D. Afonso VI was imprisoned 

Thus, in Sintra D. Afonso had no freedom at all. He was let out of 

his ‘cell’ once a week only – on a Sunday – to attend Mass in the chapel 

opposite his room. He was led down a few stairs and allowed to watch 

the Mass from an upstairs gallery, specially adapted so that the 

congregation below could not see him through his screen. He was then 

escorted back to his room. 
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The move back to Sintra (from Terceira) worked in D. Pedro’s 

favour and that of his faction, for the numbers of ‘Afonsistas’ dwindled. 

The ‘big plot’ had been foiled in 1674, and the main perpetrators (actual 

and suspected) had been publicly and cruelly put to death in the 

‘Terreiro do Paço’ in Lisbon, and thus talk of further plotting was 

limited. D. Afonso was being quietly forgotten. However, D. Pedro’s 

regency was not easy. As stated above, there was much discontent 

during the early years of his regency and subsequent reign, and several 

were the plots made against him. Nor were all of his ‘fidalgos’ (nobles) 

happy.25 

At the beginning of 1683 D. Afonso’s health noticeably worsened. 

He was ‘bled’ several times, and had a bout of serious illness in May of 

that year. Finally, in the early morning of 12th September he became 

very agitated and insisted on being taken to hear Mass in the chapel. He 

was carried there, extolling God and begging for forgiveness for his 

sins. He is said to have shouted, “I will be the first to go, but very soon 

the Queen will follow me to give account before the Awful Tribunal of 

the evils which she has done. Lord, forgive me for my sins!” (The 

Queen died three months later). 

He then became seriously ill and suffered painful convulsions, and, 

having returned to his bed, was given final absolution by his priest and 

confessor, Padre António da Fonseca, after which the King is quoted as 

having said, “Come here my Father and firm friend, give me your hand” 

(the expression “Amigo fixo” – firm friend – was known to be a 

favourite expression of D. Afonso’, which he only used with those 

whom he really liked and trusted). Then he could say no more and he 

clutched his priest’s hand ever more tightly, going into more violent 

convulsions than before and passing away.  

 

                                           
25 They were uneasy, knowing that D. Afonso was still the ‘rightful’ King, while 

acknowledging that he was unfit to govern per se. 
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The Funeral and Burial 

Two points in particular are worthy of note: (a) the funeral preparations 

were elaborate and long as much had to be arranged, and workmen 

came from Lisbon (at that time a journey of several hours) bringing 

materials and implements with them, taking several days to make 

everything ready; and (b) D. Afonso VI was afforded all the due rites 

and respect of a deceased monarch of the realm. Nothing was spared in 

honouring him, just as nothing had been spared to guard and imprison 

him. Women were hired to make, sew and embroider funeral cloths, 

curtains and clothes, not only for the corpse but also for all the servants 

and dignitaries employed at the Palace of Sintra. A special coffin of 

suitable size for D. Afonso’s now corpulent and weighty body was 

made at short notice in Lisbon and brought to Sintra. The body had to 

be specially embalmed, due to the heat of that time of year, but even so, 

it began seriously to decompose. 

The body then lay in state in 

the “Sala dos Cisnes” (Swan 

Room) in the Palace of Sintra for a 

few days. Finally, on 18th 

September, the grand funeral 

procession headed to the Convento 

de Belém, a journey of six hours. 

After a Mass conducted by many 

clerics, D. Afonso was buried 

behind the main altar alongside his 

brother Teodósio and his sister 

Joana (who had died young). All 

the city’s church bells tolled and a 

salvo was fired from the 

battlements of the ‘Castelo de São 

Jorge’. Another large ceremony was held in his honour nine days later 

and other services were held soon after in October, when sermons were 

preached praising the period of his reign and glorifying his ‘victories’. 

Sala dos Cisnes, Palacio de Sintra 
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All five Bragança royal siblings are now buried at the Mosteiro de 

São Vicente de Fora in Lisbon beside their father D. João IV, who had 

expressly stated in his will that he wished all his children to be buried 

there with him, although this occurred years later in the 19th century. 

 

The Bragança tombs at the ‘Mosteiro de São Vicente de Fora’ 

Final verdict/assessment 

My story has almost ended. What of my opinion?  D. Afonso VI was a 

very unfortunate king who was mentally and physically disabled, on 

whose head cruel fate placed the Crown and the responsibilities of 

office (which he could not sustain alone) during a period of great 

uncertainty for the new Bragança monarchic line after the Restoration. 

This meant that the rival noble factions – in a sense the political parties 

of that age – had enormous power and jockeyed for position (i.e., the 

pro-English v. the pro-French party), with one of these being headed by 

the very capable, dedicated and patriotic Luís de Vasconcelos e Sousa, 

Count of Castelo Melhor, who gained the upper hand for a while. D. 

Afonso VI was used rather as a pawn, although he completely trusted 

Vasconcelos e Sousa, who never let his King down.  
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Meanwhile the European power struggles had a key influence, in 

particular that between France and Spain, and Portugal was being leant 

on by France (with the young Queen’s connivance) to keep the Spanish 

at war. There is little doubt that the Queen was duplicitous and was 

working for her own ends and for those of her country of origin, France. 

We cannot say that D. Afonso VI deserved his fate. In theory 

Castelo Melhor and his faction could have continued to rule the country 

indefinitely. However, the supporters of the French cause, and the 

ambitious D. Pedro got the better of the pro-Afonso26 party, resulting in 

the young King being abandoned and isolated, which sealed his 

downfall.27 Given that he couldn’t really help his behaviour, his violent 

outbursts, his impotence and his irrationality, the last years of his life – 

especially the final nine in Sintra – were cruel indeed. On the other 

hand, the notoriety of his impotence and lack of ability to produce an 

heir had spread throughout the courts of Europe. Undoubtedly this 

constituted the most serious obstacle to his continuance in power and 

proved to be the main reason for his forced abdication, notwithstanding 

the illegalities and sheer farce regarding the way that the ‘Processo’ was 

conducted. Ironically, his younger brother was equally unsuccessful in 

producing an heir with his first wife Dona Maria Francisca – at least a 

male heir – and his only daughter lived a short life, dying aged 20 or so. 

In his brother Dom Pedro’s defence, one must say this: (a) he 

steadfastly refused to accept the Crown as long as D. Afonso VI was 

alive, thus tacitly acknowledging that the latter was still in fact the 

rightful king. He acted as Regent on the grounds that his brother was 

unfit to govern, which in a sense was true, just as his mother D. Luísa 

de Gusmão had extended her regency for the same reason; (b) he had 

little choice but to banish D. Afonso to the Azores as initially the 

                                           
26 Often referred to as the ‘Afonsistas’. 
27 There is no doubt that the greatest, most essential achievements of the Restoration 

War occurred during the five years of D. Afonso VI’s effective reign, under the 

‘tutelage’ of Luís de Vasconcelos e Sousa, Conde de Castelo Maior. That is the irony 

of the reign, a weak and disabled king who was yet accorded the title “O Vitorioso”, 

and a decisive Victory over the Spanish, leading to and terminating in lasting peace. 
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numerous plotting ‘Afonsistas’ remained vociferous and when the 

deposed King was imprisoned in Sintra, they even threatened D. 

Pedro’s own life; (c) even after D. Afonso’s death, D. Pedro hesitated 

to take up the crown, being minded to marry off his young daughter 

Isabel Josefa and give the crown to her. However, various nobles and 

clerics put pressure on him citing various illogical facts in his arguments 

that prejudiced the kingdom, and he accepted his role as rightful king, 

reigning for 23 years, until his death at the age of 58, in 1706. There is 

no record of a grand coronation ceremony, nor of any overt celebration. 

After being widowed, D. Pedro was remarried to Dona Maria Sofia 

de Neuburg of Germany, and they had seven children! His second-born 

(1689) became D. João V, guaranteeing the continuation of the long line 

of the Bragança dynasty, ending the 

insecurity (if not panic) regarding the 

succession. His sister, Catarina, was 

finally allowed to return to Portugal in 

1692, seven years after the death of her 

husband, Charles II of England (1685).28 

She was received with great rejoicing. 

She died in 1705, at the advanced age of 

67, just one year before her younger 

brother D. Pedro II died, having spent the 

last 13 years of her life back in Portugal. 

She acted as Regent when D. Pedro II 

became incapable in 1701. 

And what of the Count of Castelo Melhor? He went into exile in 

Paris and then in London, where he was well received by King Charles 

II and Catarina de Bragança. He was permitted to return to Portugal in 

1685, where he joined the Court. D. João V made him a Councillor of 

State in 1706. He held further positions of distinction and was the 12th 

Captain-Major of Ilha de Santa Maria, Azores, where he died in 1720. 

                                           
28 She had wanted to return much sooner, after Charles II’s death, but it was her brother 

Pedro, and especially his first wife, who had denied her this wish, not the English. 

Catarina de Bragança  



42                          48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Society of Portugal                  

 

——  ooOOoo  —— 

APPENDIX A 

Bibliography 

Barreto A. & Cardim P. (2008), D. Afonso VI (Reis de Portugal), 

Circulo de Leitores. 

Pires de Lima J. A. (1937), D. Afonso VI, Livraria Simões Lopes Porto. 

Ed. Balão A. (1925), Causa de Nulidade de Matrimónio, Coimbra 

University Press. 

De Silva C. (no date), report entitled O Conde de Castelo Melhor, João 

Romano Torres & Cª. 

Johnson D. (2013), The Life & Times of Catherine of Bragança, 40th 

Annual Report, the British Historical Society of Portugal. 

https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/the-life-and-times-of-

catherine-of-braganza 

Stilwell d’Andrade (1995), The Causes for the 1667 Revolution in 

Portugal, 22nd Annual Report, the British Historical Society of Portugal. 

https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/the-causes-for-the-1667-

revolution-in-portugal 

Dr. Serrão J.V. (no date), DVD on Reis de Portugal. D. Afonso VI, ‘O 

Vitorioso’, Countdown Produções. 

Riley J. (2014), The Last Ironsides – the English Expedition to 

Portugal 1662-1668, Helion & Co. 

Video/DVD, Director João Mãrio Grilo (1989), O Processo do Rei, 

starring Carlos Daniel, Aurelle Doazan, and Antonino Solmer. 

Retratos de la História: Isabel Luisa de Portugal, la ‘Siempre-Novia’, 

retratosdelahistoria.blogspot.com. 

 

https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/the-life-and-times-of-catherine-of-braganza
https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/the-life-and-times-of-catherine-of-braganza
https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/the-causes-for-the-1667-revolution-in-portugal
https://www.bhsportugal.org/library/articles/the-causes-for-the-1667-revolution-in-portugal
file:///C:/Users/User/Documents/MY%20DOCUMENTS/MARK'S%20DOCUMENTS/British%20Organisations/BHSP/Annual%20report/2021%20Edition/PenforPrinter_2021/retratosdelahistoria.blogspot.com


48th Annual Report, ©2021 British Historical Society of Portugal                          43 

 

APPENDIX B 

Details of: (a) The Treaty of Lisbon; (b) the major battles fought 

during the regency and reign, and (c) António Luís de Meneses. 

A) The Treaty of Lisbon (1668) was a peace treaty signed between 

Portugal and Spain, concluded at Lisbon on 13th February 1668, 

through the mediation of England, in which Spain finally recognised 

the sovereignty of Portugal’s new ruling dynasty, the House of 

Bragança. The regent of Spain, Queen Mariana of Austria (acting in the 

name of her young son Carlos II), oversaw the negotiation on behalf of 

Spain. Pedro II of Portugal (then Prince-Regent) represented Portugal 

in the name of his ‘deposed’ brother, D. Afonso VI. The negotiator was 

Edward Montagu, 1st Earl Sandwich, an envoy of Charles II of England. 

The key terms of the treaty:  

i) The Spanish Habsburgs finally recognised the legitimacy of the 

Bragança dynasty, and the Infanta Catarina, former Duchess of 

Bragança (1540 – 1614), grandmother of João IV of Portugal, was 

retrospectively acknowledged as a legitimate heir to the throne. 

ii) Portuguese sovereignty over its colonial possessions was 

reconfirmed, except for the African enclave of Ceuta, which did 

not recognise the House of Bragança as the new ruling dynasty. 

Portugal therefore ceded Ceuta to Spain, (Seven years earlier, 

nearby Tangiers had been awarded to Charles II of England as part 

of the dowry of Catherine of Bragança). 

iii) Agreements on the exchange of prisoners, reparations, and the 

restoration of commercial relations were reached. 

B) (i) The Battle of Montijo was fought in May 1644, well before the 

Regency of D. Luísa de Gusmão and the reign of D. Afonso VI, and 

thus only passing reference is made to it. It ended up as a victory for the 

Portuguese under Matias de Albuquerque, although both Madrid and 

Lisbon claimed victory! It was most certainly a battle, and not like one 

of the many skirmishes that took place between 1650 and 1668! 
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(ii) The Battle of the Lines of Elvas was fought on 16th January 1659, 

during the last years of the regency of D. Luísa de Gusmão. Under the 

brilliant leadersip of António Luís de Meneses, Count of 

Cantanhede, and that of the cavalry commander, General André de 

Albuquerque Ribafria (who was killed in battle), a large Spanish army 

led by D. Luiz de Haro was eventually completely routed. The fortified 

town of Elvas had been besieged for several weeks and bombarded, and 

it is alleged that 300 people a day died from disease within the walls. 

Had the Spanish captured the fortress and the town, the road would have 

been open for them to march on Estremoz and then to Lisbon. However, 

the infantry and cavalry that Meneses had brought in from eastern 

Portugal, Viseu and Madeira won the day, with the use of brilliant 

tactics. And at a certain point the forces trapped within the walls of 

Elvas were instructed to issue forth and join the battle. The Spanish lost 

many thousands of soldiers, and the Portuguese pursued those survivors 

not taken prisoner into Spain as far as Badajoz, harrying them for three 

days. The Portuguese suffered only 200 killed and 700 wounded. 

(iii) The Battle of Ameixial (10 kms north of Estremoz), 8th June 1663. 

In the Spring of that year, the Spanish had undertaken their most 

successful attack on Portugal since the start of the War. Under the 

command of John of Austria (the Younger), the natural (illegitimate, 

but lawfully recognised) son of Philip IV of Spain, they overran the 

greater part of Southern Portugal. Évora was taken on 22nd May, 

threatening a march on Lisbon, 135 kilometres to the west.  However, 

the Spanish army’s lack of ammunition, food and money paralysed the 

advance. Meanwhile, the Portuguese had raised 17,000 men and 

marched against them. The Spanish commander decided to retreat to a 

strategic position to the north-east of Évora and await the enemy, 

leaving a garrison of 3,700 in that city. The Portuguese, led by brilliant 

generals and reinforced by a body of foreign troops, including 2,000 

English troops under the command of the Huguenot general 

Schomberg, stormed forward and captured D. John of Austria’s 

standard, which was later presented to D. Afonso VI of Portugal in 
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person. Spanish casualties were very high and all their artillery and 

baggage was captured, with their army being forced (again) to retreat to 

Badajoz. The 3,700 men of the Spanish garrison at Évora capitulated 

on 24th June 1663, leading to the end of the failed expedition. The 

Independence of the Kingdom of Portugal prevailed and D. John of 

Austria’s reputation was severely damaged. A memorial stone was 

placed on the site of the battlefield and remains there to this day. 

(iv) The Battle of Castelo Rodrigo (7th July 1664). This was a much 

smaller battle, but of importance nonetheless. It is also known as the 

“Battle of Salgadela”. After a number of skirmishes, the Duke of 

Osuna attacked the castle of Castelo Rodrigo with 7,000 men and 9 

pieces of artillery. The castle was only defended by 150 Portuguese. 

However, the province’s military commander, Pedro Jacques de 

Magalhães, raised 3,000 troops and moved to the rescue. A battle took 

place near the village of Mata de Lobos. An initial attack by the Spanish 

was repelled, and the Portuguese counter-attack proved decisive. Many 

prisoners were taken and all the Spanish artillery was captured. It is said 

that Osuna and John of Austria escaped disguised as monks. A 

memorial stone was placed on the site of the battlefield. 

(v) The Battle of Montes Claros, which was fought on 17th June 1665, 

was the final decisive battle of the War of Restoration. Fought near Vila 

Viçosa, home of the Bragança family, it constituted a great Portuguese 

victory, and is one of the most important battles in the country’s history, 

as it definitively secured Portuguese independence from Spain. The 

Spanish did not attempt another invasion and the defeat at Montes 

Claros led to a treaty being signed between England and Spain in 

Madrid in 1667, which was ratified by the Treaty of Lisbon and which 

was signed by Portugal and Spain a year later. Portugal's new ruling 

dynasty, the House of Bragança, had finally been recognised and was 

to rule until the First Republic in 1910. 
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C) António Luís de Meneses (1603-1675), 1st Marquis of Marialva and 

3rd Count of Cantanhede was born into a noble family. He was one of 

the key 40 conspirators in the Restoration revolt against the Spanish 

Habsburgs on 1st December 1640. A brilliant general, he played an 

active role in storming the residence of the Duchess of Mantua, who 

governed Portugal in the name of Felipe IV of Spain (Filipe III of 

Portugal) and in her capture. In 1641 he became general-commander 

(mestre-de-campo) of the Portuguese forces loyal to D. João IV of 

Portugal, and organised the county’s defences against Spanish attacks. 

He took part in almost every battle of the Portuguese Restoration War 

between 1641 and 1665. His greatest victories were the Battle of the 

Lines of Elvas in 1659 and the Battle of Montes Claros in 1665 and he 

received the title of Marques of Marialva on June 11th, 1661, after the 

success of the Battle of the Lines of Elvas. He was present at the signing 

of the Treaty of Lisbon on 13th February, 1668. However, his political 

career after the War was not as successful, and sources state that he 

ended up penniless and committed suicide in Cantanhede in 1675. He 

was buried in the Convent of Santo António in the same town. 

   

   António Luís de Meneses      Monument to the Battle of Montes Claros 
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