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The 1739-43 War of Jenkins' Ear was a significant conflict in the early 18th
century that played a crucial role in shaping the geopolitical landscape of
the Caribbean and the broader Atlantic world. While often overshadowed by
other major conflicts of the period, this war was a notable episode of
colonial rivalry, maritime warfare, and political tension. The key question
that arises when exploring this conflict is: The 1739-43 War of Jenkins' Ear
was fought between Britain and what European power? The answer is that it was
primarily fought between Britain and Spain. This article delves into the
origins, course, and consequences of this war, emphasizing its context within
European and colonial history.

---

Understanding the Background of the War

Context of Early 18th Century European Politics

The early 18th century was marked by intense competition among European
powers for colonial dominance, maritime supremacy, and economic prosperity.
The major players in this global struggle included Britain, France, Spain,
and the Netherlands. Among these, Britain and Spain had longstanding
rivalries, especially in the Caribbean, Central America, and the Atlantic
trade routes.

The War of the Spanish Succession and Its Aftermath

The roots of the conflict can be traced back to the War of the Spanish
Succession (1701-1714), which ended with the Treaty of Utrecht. While the
treaty redistributed territories and established a balance of power in
Europe, tensions persisted, especially over control of colonial holdings and
maritime rights. Spain's declining dominance in the Caribbean and the
Americas created opportunities and provocations for Britain and other powers
to challenge Spanish interests.

The Inciting Incident: The Attack on the Spanish
Coast and the Ears of Robert Jenkins

The immediate trigger of the war is famously linked to the incident involving
Robert Jenkins, a British merchant and maritime official. In 1731, Jenkins
was boarded by Spanish coast guards off the coast of Florida, and his ear was



cut off as a punishment for suspected smuggling. Jenkins later displayed his
severed ear to the British Parliament, fueling anti-Spanish sentiment.
Although this incident occurred years before the official declaration of war,
it symbolized the tensions between Britain and Spain over trade rights,
sovereignty, and maritime conduct.

---

The Course of the War: 1739-1743

Major Battles and Campaigns

The war was fought primarily in the Caribbean, along the Florida coast, and
in the waters of the Atlantic. Key events include:

British Naval Raids: The British launched numerous naval raids against1.
Spanish holdings, capturing key ports like Cartagena and Havana
temporarily.

Spanish Counterattacks: Spain responded with attacks on British colonies2.
and privateers disrupting British trade routes.

The Capture of Forts and Colonies: The British successfully seized3.
several strategic locations, although they failed to hold onto them
permanently.

Naval Engagements: Major naval battles took place, with the British4.
Royal Navy gaining dominance over Spanish fleets in certain areas.

The Role of Privateers and Maritime Warfare

Privateering was a significant aspect of the war, with both sides
commissioning private ships to attack enemy commerce. This form of irregular
warfare heightened the conflict's brutality and economic impact.

European Theatre and Broader Impacts

While the primary fighting occurred in the colonies, the war also had
implications in Europe, especially as the conflict merged into the larger War
of the Austrian Succession in 1740. The war’s naval confrontations and
colonial battles influenced trade routes, territorial claims, and diplomatic
relations.

---



The Resolution and Aftermath of the War

Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle (1748)

The war concluded with the signing of the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748,
which largely restored the status quo ante bellum. However, some territorial
adjustments were made:

Britain gained minor territorial concessions, including trading rights
and some control over parts of the Caribbean.

Spain attempted to recover lost territories but to limited success.

The conflict laid the groundwork for future colonial disputes and global
rivalry.

Significance and Legacy

The War of Jenkins' Ear was a precursor to larger conflicts and demonstrated
the importance of naval power and colonial strategy. It highlighted the
ongoing rivalry between Britain and Spain over empire and commerce, shaping
subsequent treaties and military campaigns.

---

Why Is the War of Jenkins' Ear Often
Overlooked?

Despite its significance, the War of Jenkins' Ear is sometimes considered a
minor conflict, overshadowed by larger European wars like the Seven Years'
War or the War of the Austrian Succession. However, its impacts on colonial
boundaries, maritime policy, and Anglo-Spanish relations are profound. The
war exemplifies how localized incidents, such as Jenkins’ severed ear, can
ignite broader geopolitical conflicts.

---

The Key European Power Fought Against Britain
in the War

The answer to the central question is clear: Spain was the primary European
power Britain fought against during the War of Jenkins' Ear. Spain’s
territorial ambitions, naval defenses, and colonial holdings in the Caribbean
and Central America made it a natural adversary for Britain during this
period.



Spain’s Colonial Interests and Naval Power

Spain’s empire in the Americas was vast, covering territories from the
Caribbean islands to Central and South America. Its naval power was vital for
protecting these holdings and maintaining control over vital trade routes.
The conflict with Britain was driven by:

Protection of Spanish colonies from British privateers and naval1.
attacks.

Defense of maritime trade routes in the Caribbean and Atlantic.2.

Maintaining Spanish sovereignty over key ports and territories.3.

Spanish Strategies and Challenges

Spain relied heavily on its fleet to deter British aggression but faced
challenges such as:

- Outdated naval technology compared to the British Royal Navy
- Logistical difficulties in defending widespread colonies
- Diplomatic pressures from other European powers

Despite these issues, Spain remained a formidable adversary, and its
conflicts with Britain during this period were part of a broader struggle for
empire.

---

Conclusion: The Significance of the War of
Jenkins' Ear

The War of Jenkins' Ear was a pivotal conflict that exemplified the intense
rivalry between Britain and Spain in the early 18th century. Fought primarily
in the Caribbean and Atlantic, the war underscored the importance of naval
power, colonial strategy, and maritime commerce in shaping European and world
history. While the war ended with limited territorial change, its legacy
influenced future conflicts, colonial policies, and international relations.

Understanding that the 1739-43 War of Jenkins' Ear was fought between Britain
and Spain helps contextualize the broader struggle for empire and maritime
dominance that defined the age of sail and colonial expansion. It remains a
fascinating chapter of history that reveals the complexities of diplomacy,
warfare, and trade during a transformative period in global history.

---
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was the War of Jenkins' Ear fought over between
Britain and its opponent?

The War of Jenkins' Ear was primarily fought over trade disputes and
territorial claims between Britain and Spain in the Americas and the
Caribbean.

Which European power was Britain at war with during
the War of Jenkins' Ear?

Britain was at war with Spain during the War of Jenkins' Ear.

How did the War of Jenkins' Ear get its name?

The war is named after an incident in which a British captain's ear was
reportedly cut off by Spanish coast guards, symbolizing the conflict's
tensions.

Did the War of Jenkins' Ear involve conflicts outside
Europe?

Yes, it involved battles in the Caribbean, Florida, and along the American
coasts, making it a colonial and maritime conflict.

Was the War of Jenkins' Ear part of a larger
conflict?

Yes, it was considered a precursor to the larger War of the Austrian
Succession, and the conflicts were interconnected.

What was the outcome of the War of Jenkins' Ear?

The war ended with the signing of the Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle in 1748,
which restored some territories but failed to resolve underlying tensions.

How did the War of Jenkins' Ear impact British-
Spanish relations?

It heightened tensions between Britain and Spain, leading to further
conflicts and territorial disputes in the subsequent years.

Additional Resources
The 1739-43 War Of Jenkins Ear Was Fought Between Britain And What European
Power?



The War of Jenkins' Ear (1739-1743) is a lesser-known but historically
significant conflict that pitted Britain against a major European power of
its time. Named after an incident involving the severed ear of Captain Robert
Jenkins, the war was rooted in complex colonial and maritime rivalries,
primarily centered around trade disputes and territorial ambitions in the
Caribbean and Central America. While it is often regarded as a localized
skirmish, the war had broader implications, contributing to the larger
geopolitical struggles of the 18th century. In this comprehensive review, we
explore who Britain fought against during this conflict, the causes and key
events of the war, and its lasting impact on colonial history.

---

Understanding the Context of the War

Background: Colonial Rivalries and Maritime Tensions

The early 18th century was marked by intense competition between European
powers over colonial possessions and trade routes. Britain, France, Spain,
and the Netherlands vied for dominance in the Caribbean, South America, and
Central America. This rivalry often manifested in naval confrontations and
trade blockades, with each nation seeking to protect its economic interests.

In particular, Spain's vast empire in the Americas and its control over key
ports like Havana and Cartagena made it a prime target for British
encroachment. Conversely, Spain was eager to defend its colonies from British
incursions, especially as British merchants sought to expand their influence
in the Caribbean and Central American regions.

The Spark: The Incident with Captain Jenkins

The war's name derives from a specific event in 1731 involving Captain Robert
Jenkins, a British merchant ship captain. According to reports, Spanish coast
guards boarded Jenkins' ship off the coast of Florida, found supposed
contraband, and, during the search, severed Jenkins' ear as a punishment or
warning. Jenkins later presented his severed ear to the British Parliament as
evidence of Spanish cruelty and aggression.

This incident inflamed public opinion and heightened tensions between Britain
and Spain. Although the event occurred years before the official declaration
of war, it became a potent symbol of Spanish hostility towards British
commerce and contributed to the diplomatic breakdown that led to war.

---

The European Power Opposed by Britain



Spain: The Main Opponent

The War of Jenkins' Ear was primarily fought between Britain and Spain.
Spain, under the Bourbon monarchy, aimed to protect its colonial holdings and
suppress British trade interests in the Americas. The conflict was part of a
broader struggle between Britain and Spain that included other wars such as
the War of the Austrian Succession.

Key features of Spain's involvement include:

- Defense of its Caribbean and Central American colonies
- Efforts to curb British influence in the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean
Sea
- Naval campaigns aimed at disrupting British trade routes
- Fortification of key ports and strategic points

Pros of Spain's stance:

- Strong defense of colonial interests
- Maintained control over vital ports and territories
- Mobilized a significant naval force to counter British incursions

Cons of Spain's stance:

- Overextension of resources in defending distant colonies
- Difficulties in coordinating naval and land campaigns
- Vulnerability to Britain's growing naval power

It is important to note that while Spain was the main adversary, the war was
intertwined with broader European conflicts, especially as alliances shifted
and other powers became involved.

---

Major Campaigns and Battles

Caribbean and Central American Theater

The Caribbean was the primary battleground during the war. British forces
aimed to seize strategic ports and disrupt Spanish trade, while Spain sought
to defend its colonies through naval and land operations.

- Capture of Forts and Ports: British expeditions targeted Havana, Florida,
and other key ports, with mixed success. The most notable was the British
capture of Porto Bello in present-day Panama, which was a significant blow to
Spanish control in Central America.
- Naval Engagements: The war saw numerous naval skirmishes in the Caribbean
and the Atlantic, with British squadrons challenging Spanish ships and supply
lines.



European Theater and Broader Conflicts

Though primarily a colonial conflict, the war was connected with the larger
European conflicts of the period:

- The war was part of the ongoing struggle between Britain and Spain, which
was also linked to the War of the Austrian Succession (1740-1748).
- Spain sought alliances with France and other powers to counter British
naval supremacy.

---

Features and Outcomes of the War

Features:

- The war was characterized by small-scale naval skirmishes, amphibious
assaults, and sieges.
- It involved both naval and land forces, with significant operations in the
Caribbean and along the Florida coast.
- The conflict was influenced by issues of trade, territorial control, and
national prestige.

Outcomes:

- The war ended with the Treaty of Aachen (or the Treaty of Vienna) in 1748,
which largely restored the pre-war status quo.
- Britain gained control of some territories and established a stronger naval
presence in the Caribbean.
- Spain retained most of its colonies but suffered a blow to its maritime
reputation.
- The conflict underscored the importance of naval power and colonial
dominance in 18th-century geopolitics.

---

Legacy and Significance

The War of Jenkins' Ear was a relatively short but intense conflict that
highlighted the importance of naval power, colonial rivalry, and trade in
18th-century geopolitics. Though it did not result in significant territorial
changes, it set the stage for subsequent conflicts, including the wider War
of the Austrian Succession and the Seven Years' War.

Pros of the war's legacy:

- Increased British naval influence and colonial holdings in the Caribbean
- Demonstrated the importance of maritime power in empire-building
- Brought attention to the strategic importance of Central America and the
Gulf of Mexico

Cons:

- Costly for both Britain and Spain, with limited territorial gains



- Contributed to ongoing tensions that would flare into larger conflicts
later
- Highlighted the fragility of colonial borders and the risks of maritime
warfare

---

Conclusion

The War of Jenkins' Ear was fought primarily between Britain and Spain, two
major European powers with competing colonial and trade interests in the
Americas. While the conflict was rooted in specific incidents like Captain
Jenkins' severed ear, it reflected broader issues of colonial rivalry,
maritime dominance, and economic control. The war's outcome reinforced
Britain's naval strength and laid the groundwork for future imperial
conflicts, while Spain continued to defend its vast colonies despite
setbacks. Overall, the war exemplifies the complex web of diplomacy,
conflict, and empire that defined the 18th century and shaped the modern
world.

---

In summary:

- The war was fought mainly between Britain and Spain.
- It was fueled by colonial disputes, trade conflicts, and specific incidents
like Jenkins' ear.
- The conflict highlighted the importance of naval power in imperial
competition.
- It ended with a status quo ante bellum, but with Britain gaining strategic
advantages.
- Its legacy influenced subsequent global conflicts and colonial policies.

Understanding this war provides valuable insight into the dynamics of
European colonial rivalry and the development of global maritime empires
during the early modern period.
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