
Figure I. Captain Arturo Prat (1848-1879), the Chilean hero of the
Battle of Iquique, has appeared on many of the bank notes of his
native land. The above portrait is from a 1978 50 pesos note (P-118).
A quiet studious man, devoted to his family, yet able to show great
bravery under fire, Prat has been the supreme hero of Chile ever
since his death.

On the same day, May 16, 1879, the Peruvian squadron
had left Callao going south in search of the Chilean squad-
ron. The two fleets unknowingly passed each other at sea.

Stopping at Arica, the Peruvian commander, Captain
Miguel Grau (Figure 2), learned that only two Chilean ships
remained at Iquique. He decided to take his two ironclads,
the Huascar and the Independencia, to Iquique and break the
blockade. Both ironclads were protected by 41/2 inches of
armor, armed with heavy guns, had armored rams, and were
twice as fast as the Esmeralda and Covadonga.

At dawn on May 21, 1879, the captain of the Covadonga,
Carlos Condell, was informed by his lookout that two ships
were aproaching from the north. Condell recognized the ships
as the Independencia and the Huascar. He put his men on
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B ECAUSE of the Battle of Iquique both the victor,
Miguel Grau, and the vanquished, Arturo Prat, be-
came naval heroes in their native lands and both men

have been commemorated many times on the bank notes of
Peru and Chile. The battle which took place in 1879 was the
first major naval engagement of the War of the Pacific
(1879-1883).

The War had its origin in the nitrate-rich Atacama Desert
shared by Chile, Bolivia and Peru. In the 1870s the principal
mining activity was in the Antofagasta area of Bolivia, but
the companies doing the work were for the most part owned
and operated by Chileans. Added to this was a long-standing
dispute over the border between Chile and Bolivia. In 1874,
the two countries signed a treaty in which Chile agreed to the
24th parallel as the border in exchange for Bolivia's promise
not to impose new taxes on the Chilean nitrate companies
operating in its territory. But in 1878, Bolivia imposed new
taxes on the companies and when they refused to pay them,
confiscated their property. Chile protested this action and in
January 1879 sent troops to occupy Antofagasta. Bolivia then
declared war on Chile. The latter, knowing of a secret treaty
of mutual aid between Bolivia and Peru, asked Peru to de-
clare its neutrality; when it refused, Chile declared war on
both countries in April 1879; Peru then officially came into
the war on Bolivia's side.

Chile quickly occupied all of Bolivia's Pacific coast terri-
tory up to the Peruvian border, while the Chilean navy
carried the war into Peruvian waters.

A Chilean naval squadron under Admiral Juan Williams
Rebolledo blockaded the Peruvian port of Iquique as soon as
war was declared. On May 16, 1879, most of the squadron
left that port to sail north to Callao to launch a surprise
attack on the Peruvian fleet while it lay at anchor. Only two
ships were left to maintain the blockade, the corvette
Esmeralda and the gunboat Covadonga, with Captain Arturo
Prat (Figure 1) of the former as the officer-in-charge. The
two lightly armed wooden ships were in poor condition, no
doubt the reason they were left behind. Prat was a well-edu-
cated and devoted officer; he was also one of a small group
of officers who had been critical of Admiral Williams Rebol-
ledo's lack of aggressive action against the Peruvian navy.
Now that the Admiral was going on the offensive, he used the
opportunity to take revenge against one of his critics by mak-
ing Prat remain at Iquique rather than going with the fleet to
Callao to participate in what was hoped to be the decisive
battle of the war.

Lee E. Poleske collects banknotes from Latin Ameri-
can countries, Portugal and Portuguese colonies. He
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He is the librarian for the Latin American Paper
Money Society.
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Figure 2. Miguel Grau (1834-1879), Peru's greatest naval hero, de-
feated Prat at the Battle of Iquique only to fall in battle himself
some months later. He started his naval career at 18 and had worked
his way to the rank of captain by 1868. This fine portrait of him
appears on the 1000 soles de oro note of Peru (P-116).

alert and rowed to the Esmeralda to notify Prat, who without
any hesitation decided to stand and fight. Showing his
characteristic concern for the well-being of his men, Prat
made sure that breakfast was served on both ships, then as
the battle was about to begin he addressed his crew: "Our
colors have never yielded to the enemy. I hope they will not
have to do it on this occasion. While I live that flag will
flutter in its place. If I die my officers will know how to fulfill
their duty."' The crew answered with a Viva Chile!

The Huascar, Grau's flagship, fired the first shot of the
battle at 8 a.m. At an early point in the battle, the action split
into two separate engagements, one between the Hukscar and
the Esmeralda, the other between the Independencia and the
Covadonga.

One of the Esmeralda's old boilers exploded at the start of
the battle, greatly diminishing her ability to maneuver.
Throughout the fighting, the ship was not only being fired on
by the ironclad, but also was receiving musket fire from the
Peruvians on the shore. The battle settled into a stalemate;
the Esmeralda's guns had little effect on the ironclad and due
to the poor marksmanship of the Peruvians, the corvette, al-
though hit several times, was not in danger of sinking. At 11
a.m. Grau tried to break the stalemate by ramming the Es-
meralda (Figure 3). As soon as the Huascar hit the corvette,
Prat shouted out the command "Board !" but in the confu-
sion of the moment only Sergeant Juan de Dios Aldea heard
him and jumped with him onto the deck of the Peruvian ship.
Before anyone could join them, the two vessels pulled apart;
Prat and the sergeant were almost immediately shot down.

Figure 5. Atiibal Pinto (1825-1884), the president of Chile at the
start of the War of the Pacific, as seen on a Banco de Chile 50 pesos
note (P-90). A scholarly man, moderate and conciliatory by nature,
he entered the presidency in 1876 during a time of grave economic
problems, which necessitated drastic cuts in military expenditures
making Chile ill-prepared for war when it came and forcing Pinto to
initially pursue a defensive policy, which proved unpopular but
necessary at the time.

Lieutenant Luis Uribe now took command of the Esmeral-
da. The Huascar rammed the corvette again; this time Lieu-
tenant Ignacio Serraneo and a few sailors jumped on board
the Huascar and suffered the same fate as Prat. A third
ramming successfully overturned the Esmeralda; a last shot
was fired by marine guard Ernesto Riquelme; and at about
12:30 p.m. the Esmeralda, with its flag still flying on the
masthead, sank. About 60 of the 200-man crew survived the
battle.

Meanwhile Captain Condell had decided to use the shallow
draft of his gunboat to escape. He edged out of the port and
headed south keeping near the coast line, fighting a running
battle with the pursuing Independencia. Trying to ram the
Covadonga, the Independencia struck bottom, crushed its
prow and keeled over; Condell now turned back and opened
a heavy fire on the helpless ironclad. The timely arrival of the
Huascar drove the Covadonga off, but the Independencia
was a total wreck.
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Figure 4. In 1979, on the centennial of the Battle of Iquique, Peru issued this commemorative 5000
soles de oro silver coin. The obverse was similar to a medal presented to Admiral Grau by the women
of Lima in 1879 for his victory over the Esmeralda.

Figure 3. A vignette of the Hukscar ramming the Esmeralda during the Battle of Iquique appears on the back of the 20 pesos note of the Bank
of Curia); appropriately enough, Captain Prat appears on the face of this 19th century private bank note. (P-A138 in Pick III)
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Grau returned to Iquique where he gave Prat and the other
Chilean dead an honorable burial. He later wrote a letter to
Prat's widow saying that her husband had died "a victim of
his excessive intrepidity, in the defense and for the glory of
the flag of his country." Grau sent Captain Prat's personal
effects with the letter and said, "I sincerely deplore this
mournful event and in expressing my sympathy I take the op-
portunity of sending the precious relics that he carried on his
person when he fell, believing that they may afford some
slight consolation in the midst of your great sorrow."'

Grau received a hero's welcome at Callao and was pro-
moted to rear-admiral (Figure 4). But the fact remained that
as a result of the battle, Peru had lost its best ironclad, while
Chile had only lost a worn-out corvette.

Once the circumstances of the battle became known in
Chile, Prat was almost universally hailed as a hero, even a
martyr, while the wreck of the Independencia was credited to
luck and Condell's conduct during the battle was considered
somewhat questionable. The reasons for proclaiming Prat a
hero were varied. His heroism against overwhelming odds
made the loss of the Esmeralda seem less important; also Prat
had proved that Chile's warrior traditions were still alive; his
act both bolstered national morale and provided a rallying cry
for revenge. Those who opposed President Pinto's (Figure 5)
conduct of the war were especially loud in their praise of
Prat, contrasting his spirit of sacrifice with, in their view,
Pinto's too cautious approach toward defeating Chile's
enemies.

It was in the five months after the Battle of Iquique that
Admiral Grau performed his greatest service to Peru and
proved himself a true hero. Eluding the Chilean naval ships
looking for him, he sailed up and down the coast of Chile
bombarding towns, capturing shipping and by tying down the
Chilean navy to the defense of its own coast prevented an
invasion of Peru. Peru's major cities could best be reached by
an invasion from the sea and until Chile had uncontested con-
trol of the Pacific coast, it could not hope to launch and
supply a successful invasion.

Then on October 8, 1879, a six-ship Chilean squadron
came upon the Huascar and the wooden corvette Uni6n off
Angamos Point near Mejillones. Outnumbered, the Peruvian
ships steamed north. The Uni6n, although pursued by two of
the Chilean vessels, was able to reach Arica safely that night.
The Chilean ironclad cruiser Cochrane was faster than the
Huascar and was able to force Grau to stand and fight. One
of the first shots fired by the Cochrone hit the conning tower
of the Huascar where Grau was directing the battle, and the
explosion literally blew him to pieces. His next in command
continued the battle until he too was killed; the next two
commanding officers were also killed, and the final one was
severely wounded. Since the two ships had outdistanced the
rest of the squadron, for a while the battle was evenly
matched, but then the ironclad Blanco Encalada and the
Covadonga arrived on the scene. Heroically the crew of the
Huascar fought on as her guns were silenced one by one. The
last shot of the battle was fired by the Covadonga. Rather
than surrender the ship, the last commander of the Huascar
ordered the engineer to open her valves and sink her, but the
Chileans were able to board the ship and take control of it be-
fore it sank. The Huascar was towed to port and after being
repaired was incorporated into the Chilean navy. The battle
off Angamos Point was of great interest to students of naval

warfare and naval architects of the time because it was the
first engagement fought at sea by ironclads (the Monitor and
the Merrimac had fought in a harbor).

With the loss of Grau and the Huascar, Peru lost control
of the sea and Chile was able to invade and eventually defeat
its two opponents. As a result of the war Bolivia lost its
Pacific coast, Peru lost two coastal provinces, and Chile be-
came the dominant Pacific power in South America.

Ever since the Battle of Iquique, Prat and Grau have been
honored by their respective nations for the spirit of bravery,
patriotism and sacrifice they both epitomized. What the
Chilean newspaper El Ferrocarril said about Prat on June 1,
1879 could equally as well be said about Grau: "He was a
standard of what ought to be expected of the sublime abnega-
tion of our men of war, the active dedication and vigilance
which the public demands of its forces ... the spirit of those
who sacrifice their lives in the nation's defense."'
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