
Independence 

Governor Canas called for delegates to meet on October 29, 1821. 

Knowing beforehand that town councils wanted independence from the Spanish 

empire, he tried to persuade and scare them. Then from Nicaragua on October 

29 at 3 AM, arrived the news of independence in other Central American 

provinces. Immediately the governor ordered muskets and cannons to get 

ready, to overturn any attempt of independence in Costa Rica. None of this 

helped. In the end the governor surrendered and patriots took the house serving 

as barracks at 5 AM. At once military officers declared independence in 

Cartago.17 In the morning, the same day Cartage's town council took the oath of 

independence from Spain in the presence of the governor Juan Manuel de 

Canas. Later on it was celebrated with a Te Deum. 18 Moreover Cartage's town 

council decided to continue the celebration of independence with music for three 

consecutive nights, a mass thanking God for freedom and independence, and 

street lighting for the next three days.19 

Now that the question of independence was decided Costa Ricans 

focused on the debate about the form of government. Town councils agreed in 

principle to form, a Junta Gubernativa. A period of hesitation and ambivalence 

developed among the town councils. Other town councils proclaimed their 

independence from Spain and assumed the government of their town 

jurisdictions. San Jose proclaimed its independence on October 29, 1821 and 

17 A. N. C. R. D. D., Serie Provincial Independiente, # 5, fl. 1, December 12, 1822. In this letter Jose 
Santos Lombardo tells how Costa Rica obtained independence in Cartago on October 29, 1821. 
18 Comisi6n Nacional, Actas del Ayuntamiento de Cartago, 134. 
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vowed to obey only its own town council. Ties and obedience towards Cartago 

were severed. San Jose also suggested that a Junta should govern the 

province. Alajuela hesitated about its future form of government. Heredia 

decided to obey the Junta Provincial from Leon, Nicaragua, and be part of the 

Mexican empire. In the other hand, Cartago made an effort to regain its 

importance as the capital town. 

On October 29, 1821, San Jose's town council decided to subordinate 

itself to the provisional government or Junta Gubemativa Provisional. That 

provisional government did not exist at the time. It was in the process of being 

approved among Costa Rican towns. San Jose put pressure on other town 

councils, and in this way the other town councils would approve the provisional 

government. In addition to this, the town council assumed all powers in San 

Jose's jurisdiction until the new government became known.20 The town council 

of San Jose stated its position since the beginning of independence in favor of a 

provisional government. However, it became hesitant and ambivalent when it 

tried to deal with the provisional government and the Mexican empire. On one 

hand, San Jose backed the idea of a provisional government. On the other 

hand, San Jose did not accept the Mexican empire. Its town council rejected the 

idea of becoming part of Mexico. Instead they wanted to be independent. By 

December 12, 1821, the provisional government was working officially with great 

support from San Jose's town council. 

19 Ibid., 135. 
20 Actas Municipales de San Jose, 212. 
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On December 6, 1821, Heredia's town council made its first move away 

from the provisional government. The town council ordered military officers of 

the town not to hand any weapons to anyone without the previous knowledge of 

the council, not even among the soldiers.21 This was the first step to break with 

the rest of the province. Freedom for a town, at the time, was based upon its 

weaponry and who controlled it. On December 11th, 1821, Heredia's town 

council adopted a resolution, which defined its position until April 14, 1823. 

Heredia ratified its loyalty to the Mexican empire and recognized the legitimate 

authorities of Leon. The town council stated that the existing situation of 

anarchy, disorder, and arbitrariness was the result of not having a legitimate 

government. Moreover, it clarified its dubious position of support for the Junta 

since October 15, 1821 saying that it resisted the invitations of Cartago and San 

Jose, because this behavior could violent peace, calm, and humanity. The 

prevention of which was the reason it had convened and named a delegate in 

the first place. Further, it said the Junta's true objectives were disguised and that 

in fact the Junta opposed the Mexican empire and the nation. As a result it 

revoked the power given to its delegate and rejected the pact of government 

among the main towns in the province. In addition, it rejected the provisional 

government and its faculties, and recognizing the peace of the province, except 

for a few citizens. Instead of the provisional government, Heredia council 

suggested that the political organization of the province be organized in the 

following form: the political branch in the hands of the first magistrate of Cartago, 

21 A. N. C.R. D. D .. Serie Municipal Heredia,# 67, 1152 V. December 6, 1821. 
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the military branch under the highest military officer, and the treasury in the 

hands of the treasury official.22 

Alajuela, as well as the rest of the province declared independence from 

Spain and Guatemala on November 1, 1821. After independence Alajuela sided 

with San Jose and Heredia on the matter of the provisional government. 

Alajuela sent two delegates to Cartage to get information about the provisional 

government. After the delegates explained the benefits to Alajuela's town 

council, it decided to send a delegate with ample powers to Cartago on 

November 12.23 As a result, Alajuela tied itself to the provisional government 

known as the Junta Superior Gubernativa. Alajuela followed the rest of the 

towns considering that a unanimous decision would not carry any problems to its 

town and the province. 

Three towns formed the Junta Gubernativa Provisional of Costa Rica. Its 

installation took place at Cartago on November 12, 1821. A pact called Pacto de 

Concordia, the first constitution of Costa Rica, was recognized by Alajuela, 

Cartago and San Jose, and was substituted for the Spanish Law. According to 

the pact, this institution would exist while the Mexican empire sent orders to take 

the alliance oath and recognized their Junta and laws. Heredia did not take part 

in the provisional government and recognized only the Mexican empire and the 

authorities of Leon, Nicaragua. In sum, the provisional government started with 

a divided country and many challenges towards its legitimacy. 

22 Luis Dobles Segreda, Documentos Hist6ricos Posteriores a la Independencia, (San Jose: Imprenta 
Nacional, 1923), 50-52. December 11, 1821. 
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The Junta Superior Gubernativa 

To make matters more confusing for the researcher, there were several 

Juntas that "governed" most of Costa Rica between 1821 and 1824. The first 

Junta began on November 12, 1821 and finished its work on December 31, 

1821. The second Junta began on January 6, 1822 and ended on December 

31, 1822. The third Junta began on January 1, 1823 and ended on March 20, 

1823. Then the period known as the "triumvirate" began on March 20, 1823 

until March 29, 1823. After that a military dictatorship replaced the Junta from 

March 30, 1823 to May 10, 1823. Finally the fourth Junta began on May 10, 

1823 and ended on September 6, 1824. The following pages explain their 

significance. 

The First Junta 

November 12, 1821- January 11, 1822. 

The Junta's first difficulty was in getting the acceptance of all the towns, 

especially Heredia and Alajuela. For example, Heredia on November 11 decided 

to acknowledge as legitimate authorities the Mexican Empire and the town of 

Le6n, Nicaragua, avoiding in this way the 

"disastrous anarchy, disorder and arbitrariness in which some 
towns behave, resisted the ill-fated invitation that were made by 

23 Comisi6n Nacional, Actas del Ayuntamiento de Cartago, I 5 I. Letter sent to Cartago's town council on 
November 91

\ 1821. 
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the towns of Cartago and San Jose; however, premeditating that its 
resistance would occasion peace alterations, calmness and 
humanity, we named our delegate .... [this town council] revoke the 
power given to its delegate, and do not agree with the referred pact 
in any of its parts". 24 

Heredia rejected the Junta because it did not have the recognition from 

Leon and the struggle for power between two towns. This town also mentioned 

the problem of calmness and peace alteration, due to the fact, that militias 

obeyed town councils and problems among towns could generate a war or 

violent situations. 

The first Junta dealt with towns' ambivalence and divisions, and the 

political struggle for power. When the Junta took political, military and treasury 

powers on November 12, 1821 towns had different interpretations of its 

formation.25 Heredia and Alajuela made objections on November 15, claiming 

that their representatives had no power to decide for or against the Junta, and 

their representatives went back to their towns for an answer. Two days later the 

towns announced their acceptance of the Junta. Ambivalent positions like this 

lasted for a few days while the towns' real desire became known. For example, 

on December 11 Heredia again rejected the Junta, and adhered to the Mexican 

Empire. A few days later, on December 16, it revoked the minutes of December 

11, renamed the delegate and its power, and accepted the Pact. Again, on 

December 19, the town council revoked the minute of December 16 and stated 

24 Dobles Segreda, 50. The referred pact was Pacto de Concordia, the first written constitution of Costa 
Rica, dated December I, 1821 . 
25 Comision Nacional, Actas del Ayuntamiento de Cartago, 385. 
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its original position of December 11. Finally, on December 23, 1821 the town 

council rejected the Pact, a decision it would not reverse. 26 

Alajuela was another example of uncertainty and ambivalence. In the 

Junta's session of November 22, 1821 it is described Alajuela's hesitation to 

adopt the independence system and observe a mysterious conduct, due to the 

hostility of some public officials against the system and the behavior of its 

delegates in Cartago. As a result of this pressure, and because most of the 

towns joined the Pact, Alajuela became part of it. Although Alajuela's position 

was hesitant and controversial, in the end it entered into the Pact with the other 

towns. 

The Junta's power diminished 'after the secession of Heredia and the 

intervention of Guatemala appointing Lieutenant-Colonel Felix Fernandez as 

commander in chief of the province. He was the highest ranking military officer 

in Costa Rica. The letter dated November 26, 1821 gave him all the powers in 

the province. The Junta only acknowledged him as a military commander and 

answered back to Guatemala that Felix Fernandez could not be military 

commander in chief of the province because they had taken possession of all 

government branches in the country. 27 On the contrary, Cartago's town council 

acknowledged Fernandez position as provincial commander. However, it stated 

that a Junta already existed in the political and military branches, and Felix 

26 Dobles Segreda, 52-53. 
27 Francisco Maria Iglesias Llorente, Documentos Relativos a la Independencia, Vol. II, Actas de la Junta 
Gubemativa y del primer Congreso Constituyente, 25 de Octubre de 1821 al 29 de Marzo de 1823, (San 
Jose: Tipografia Nacional, 1900), 54. Session 22, celebrated on December 17, 1821. 
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Fernandez should deal with the Junta over this matter.28 Both visions differed 

greatly and show that Cartago's town council and the Junta had problems over 

political power. To complicate matters further, Heredia town council recognized 

Felix Fernandez as governor of Costa Rica. 

The Junta's legitimacy depended upon the Interim Fundamental Social 

Pact or Pact of Concorde. This was a provisional constitution while the Mexican 

empire sent a new law. The Pact signed by towns' delegates on December 1, 

1821 , allowed the Junta to take control of the provincial government. 

The Second Junta 

January 12, 1822 to December 31, 1822. 

The second Junta started with a difficult task: to impose its control on the 

four main towns in Costa Rica. This control was ineffective after Heredia's 

secession. This town demanded on January 1, 1822, that because 

"none of the parts, chapters or articles of the social pact was 
approved, the Junta Gubernativa should be dissolve 
immediately, ... that Lieutenant-Colonel D. Felix Fernandez should 
be recognized as temporary governor, and province should adhere 
to the authority of Le6n". 29 

The Junta failed to enlist Heredia back into the Pact of the province. 

Heredia's demands were far beyond a political solution. Moreover, Heredia and 

its surrounding hamlets relied upon the authority of its town council, that 

28 Comisi6n Nacional, Actas del Ayuntamiento de Cartago, p. 160. 
29 Dobles Segreda, 56. 
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according to Heredia's town council, was the only legitimate authority. Thus, 

Heredia remained alone, obeying Leon, Nicaragua and challenging the Junta's 

power. 

In order to gain control over the province, the Junta decreed the formation 

of urban militias during 1822. Soldiers and weapons guaranteed provincial 

defenses against any problem. During 1822 mistrust and doubts about the Pact 

became notable. The exchange of accusations from the Junta and Cartago's 

town council had become common. Due to this mistrust and subjection, Cartago 

wanted to return to its original position, where the town council dominated all 

matters of daily life in its town. For this reason, Cartago's town council stated 

that "once the oath of allegiance has taken place to the empire, the Junta and 

the Social Pact should be dissolved, the town of Cartago remaining under control 

of its town council as it is the town of Heredia".30 Problems between Cartago 

and the Junta started until it became an issue between Cartago and San Jose. 

The Pact was not valuable anymore; town councils did not obey. They wanted to 

go their own way as Heredia did. Accusations and dissents divided towns. 

Finally, on October 28, 1822 San Jose's delegates rejected the authority 

of the Mexican empire. Meanwhile, Cartago and Alajuela's delegates recognized 

such authority.31 Moreover, Alajuela and Cartago demanded that the Junta take 

the alliance oath to the Mexican empire without any condition. Thus, towns' 

3°Comisi6n Nacional, Actas del Ayuntamiento de Cartago, 238-253. Even though the date is December 5, 
1822; Cartago signed the Pacto de Concordia in December I, 1821, thinking that after the oath the Junta 
would vanish. Perhaps the reluctance of another towns to swear to the Mexican empire forced Cartago to 
follow Heredia's example and swore to the empire without the consent of other towns. 
31 Igleisas Llorente, Vol. II, 241-243. 
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dissent and mistrust grew to the point of not attending meetings. The 

antagonism developed between Cartago, the old colonial capital and supporter 

of the Mexican empire, and San Jose, supporter of the republican system. 

Underlying Cartago's position was its fear of losing the primacy over the other 

towns that it had enjoyed under the old system, while San Jose sought the parity 

that the republican system offered. On October 30, San Jose refused to meet 

with Cartago.32 Thus, by the end of 1822 towns terminated their friendly 

relationships. The Junta had lost its control over them. Heredia's town council 

took the oath of allegiance to the Mexican empire in December. The Junta left 

the authority in each town council to decide what to do, to take the oath to the 

empire or not. 

The Third Junta 

January 1, 1823 to March 20, 1823. 

This was an active period where people faced fears, because there were 

threats of invasion from Nicaragua, civil war among towns, rumors of uprisings of 

towns and common people, and elite divisions. Due to these circumstances 

people and town councils changed their opinions daily, and the Junta had a hard 

time imposing its control over populations and town councils. Indeed, the Junta 

resigned when its members feared a possible invasion of the province and the 

lack of control among towns. 

32 A. N. C. R. D. D., Serie Provincial Independiente, #899, fl. 4. On October 30, 1822. 
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Opposition to the Junta had existed in Cartago for a long time. Some 

people believed the Junta exceeded its powers when it did not obey orders from 

the Mexican empire to dissolve and take the oath of allegiance. The Junta tried 

to stop any possible threat to its power by declaring that "any town council or 

public official from any class or condition who tried to usurp the governments 

authority and to upset the regime, would be fined 200 pesos, fired, processed 

with his accomplices as a seditious offender and judged according to article 44 

of the Social Pact".33 There were constant rumors about fighting in other 

provinces and the possible invasion of Costa Rica. These reasons made the 

authority vulnerable to people's passions. The actual government of the 

province ended in November 5, 1822 when the province received orders from 

the Mexican empire indicating new authorities and how the province should be 

ruled. 34 However, vacillation from town authorities, as well as the Junta delayed 

any attempt to subordinate Costa Rica to the Mexican empire. This vacillation 

ended on January 23, 1823 when the Junta received orders to cease its 

government, call for town representatives to let them know its situation and also 

to designate the new provisional Junta ordered by the Empire. Finally, the Junta 

warned the town councils to take the emperor's oath of allegiance in fifteen 

days.35 Except Heredia, town councils decided to follow the Junta's advice. 

3
~ Ricardo Fernandez Guardia, La Independencia y otros episodios, (San Jose: Trejos Hermanos, I 928), 8 I. 

Session celebrated on January 3. I 823. 
·'
4 Iglesias Llorente, Vol. II, 307. Session 14 celebrated on January 23, 1823. 

35 Joaqufn Bernardo Calvo, Apuntamientos Geograficos, Estadfsticos e Hist6ricos de Costa Rica, (San Jose: 
lmprenta Nacional, I 886), 250. 
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News from the rest of Central America changed the panorama in Costa 

Rica. When mail arrived in each town, town councils assumed new political 

positions depending on who was winning in the Central American political arena. 

News in February of an insurrection of San Salvador and the possible invasion 

from Nicaragua tended to define the political panorama in each town council in 

Costa Rica. 

February 1823 started with a series of measures to conserve peace and 

security in the province and to keep under guard barracks and weapons in each 

town. In this month several disturbances threatened Costa Rica. On the one 

hand, there were constant calls for order in the towns. There were rumors about 

uprisings against the Junta's government. Yet, the Junta forbade any meetings, 

due to disaffection in volatile towns such as Alajuela, Cartago and San Jose. 

There were constant calls to maintain peace in Costa Rica; even priests pleaded 

with their congregations to keep peace in the country. In the second half of 

February 1823, towns turned more aggressive and mistrustful. Towns alleged 

that Heredia called troops from Nicaragua; Alajuela warned Heredia and the rest 

of the towns about their patriotism. At the same time, news arrived in Costa Rica 

saying the Bishop of Nicaragua and Costa Rica supported and demanded the 

oath of allegiance of all priests to the Mexican empire and that Saravia, the 

governor of Nicaragua was coming to subjugate Costa Rica.36 This news 

caused concern in town councils and people divided in two groups. To gain 

political support leaders of the republican system organized popular movements 

36 Iglesias Llorente, Vol. II, 326-327. Session celebrated on February IO, 1823. 
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in Alajuela, Cartago and San Jose.37 These popular movements pressured town 

councils and people to take a definite side in the political arena. Towns 

remained divided about support for any political movement in particular. Now 

external events seemed to threaten political independence and a possible 

military invasion. In response the towns prepared for a possible defense and the 

main topics in town council minutes became order and security, the interception 

of letters from abroad, especially those from Nicaragua, and the repair of 

weaponry. 

The fall of San Salvador, a republican town to the forces of the Mexican 

empire, shook the mood of republicanism in Costa Rica as the news arrived in 

main towns on March 9, 1823.38 Its defeat meant changes in peoples' views, 

especially those who had supported the republican system. News also brought 

rumors of revenge in rebellious towns and a possible invasion of Costa Rica to 

punish those who supported the republican system. Rumors of San Salvador's 

defeat arrived a few days before, causing political activity in the towns. In some 

towns this caused a change in the decision to support a republican system and 

in other cases it created fear among the common population and leading 

citizens. Towns decided their political position during these days. Alajuela 

embraced the republican system on March 11 th 
, 1823. People in Alajuela knew 

of the republican system, because, in a town meeting, the instructions of the 

republican government were read, and the people proclaimed their freedom and 

37 Pedro Perez Zeledon, Gregorio Jose Ramirez y otros ensayos, San Jose: (Editorial Costa Rica, 1971 ), 
149. Also, Fernandez Guardia, 96-98. Rafael Osejo traveled to Alajuela, Cartago and San Jose to proclaim 
the republic and adhesion to Colombia. 
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declared that they would sustain it with their blood.39 Amidst these reactions, 

and fearing possible revenge, the Junta dissolved itself on March 15, 1823. On 

the same date the Junta resigned and an elected government of three people 

called the triumvirate took office. 

The Triumvirate 

It was a common practice in politics, at least in Costa Rica, to avoid 

responsibility at all cost. People and institutions vanished before trouble 

emerged. The town delegates decided on March 8, 1823, to dissolve the Junta 

and instead named three people in charge of the country.40 In this way, many 

would save their properties and life if a military invasion occurred and also would 

obey orders sent by the Mexican empire. Division of government was in three 

branches, one person for each branch: political, military, and treasury affairs. 

This new way of government, the triumvirate, began on March 20, 1823.41 

Difficulties started the same day of its inauguration due to the country's division. 

Before the Junta's cessation, each town decided which political system to follow. 

18 Calvo, 253-252. 
19 Iglesias Llorente, Vol. II, 231-232. 
40 Ibid., 387-389. 
41 Ibid., 342. The Junta ceased on March 15, 1823 and was replaced by the Triumvirate that took office on 
March 20, 1823. The three people in charge were: Rafael Osejo, Manuel Marfa Peralta, and Hermenegildo 
Bonilla. 
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As soon as the triumvirate assumed office, it tried to dominate the 

political panorama in the province. In order to stop any more towns or people 

from switching to the Mexican side, the triumvirate made it a crime to mention 

that Costa Rica was part of the Mexican empire.42 The escalation of political and 

military turmoil brought things to the brink of war. 43 Moreover, the triumvirate 

emitted measures against anyone who wanted to take an oath of allegiance to 

the Mexican empire and forbade meetings and nightly walks. It also alerted 

barracks and reinforced guards on these buildings.44 The triumvirate's intentions 

were to restore power over the town councils. 

At the end of March 1823, polarized political positions obliged military 

officers to take command of political life, due to the failure of civil political 

institutions and growing divisions among people. Escalation of the dispute 

reached the top when a well-planned coup happened on March 29, 1823 under 

the command of Don Joaquf n Oreamuno, commander in chief of Cartago. 

Military officers planned a coup to depose the triumvirate and their town council. 

Immediately, Joaqufn Oreamuno became the commander in chief, and in his first 

action he deposed the town council and reappointed the council elected in 

December 1822. This was a pro-Mexican town council elected and later 

annulled by the Junta. In his second action he set up a day to take the oath of 

allegiance to the Mexican empire in Cartago and declared its town as part of 

such government. This measure broke the pact among towns in Costa Rica. 

42 Ibid., March 20, 1823. 
43 A. N. C.R. D. D., Serie Cartago Municipal,# 229, fl. 41-42, March 24, 1823. 
44 Iglesias Llorente, Vol. II, 375-376. March 26, 1823. 
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Communications sent to Heredia and San Jose, stated the new political situation 

in Cartago. Heredia recognized the new authorities and communicated that 

Barva and the hamlets of Ojo de Agua, Targuases and Homos had joined the 

Mexican Empire. On the other hand, San Jose and Alajuela did not answer. 45 

Instead, on March 31, 1823 Alajuela decided to maintain its neutrality and rights. 

To prevent any trouble Alajuela named arms commander Gregorio Ramfrez with 

the express consent of the militia, which was already on alert.46, Thus, Gregorio 

Ramfrez became the commander and the political chief in Alajuela, and the town 

council ceased to exist. San Jose recognized Gregorio Ramfrez on April 1. On 

this date, San Jose rejected Cartago's idea of becoming part of the Mexican 

Empire. Henceforth, Alajuela and San Jose manifested their support for a 

republican system. 

In both towns, the town councils ceased to exist. Minutes were no longer 

taken, only military orders. Military officers took power in these towns and 

because of the differences in their political views a clash was inevitable. On April 

5, troops of Alajuela and San Jose marched against Cartago. As the battle 

ended without winner or loser, troops from San Jose and Alajuela requested to 

camp in Cartago. Once the troops of San Jose and Alajuela had entered the 

town, effectively occupying it, their commander Gregorio Ramfrez declared them 

victorious and they proceeded to disarm the Cartago militia and take control of 

the town. In this way Cartago was defeated on April 5, 1823. Gregorio Ramfrez, 

as military commander, now dominated three towns and governed Costa Rica. 

45 "La Guerra de 1823," Revista de Costa Rica en el Siglo XIX, Vol. I ( 1902): I04. 
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As soon as Cartago fell into the troops of Alajuela and San Jose, Gregorio 

Ramfrez negotiated with Heredia to find a political solution and to rejoin Costa 

Rica. Military officers substituted political powers in each town and after the war 

Gregorio Ramfrez became the commander in chief of Costa Rica. 

The Dictatorship 

Gregorio Ramfrez assumed power in Alajuela as military commander in 

chief on March 31, 1823. From April 1 to April 5, he was dictator of Alajuela and 

San Jose. After the battle of Ochomogo on April 5, he became dictator of 

Cartago, when San Jose and Alajuela's troops entered and took political control 

in Cartago. Subsequent to this military victory, Ramfrez agreed with Heredia's 

town council to rejoin Costa Rica. Thus, he assumed the total dictatorship of 

Costa Rica. Under Ramf rez' orders town delegates met on April 16, 1823 to 

form the national assembly. Thus, the delegates formed a provisional 

commission to name a new Junta. The Junta assumed office on May 10, 1823. 
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The Fourth Junta 

May 10, 1823- September 6, 1824 

On May 8, 1823; the town delegates swore in the new Estatuto Polftico of 

Costa Rica, the new constitution. In reality it was the old constitution reformed. 

The next day town delegates considered the process finished and relinquished 

their power to the new Junta to rule the country. Consequently, on May 10, a 

new Junta swore in the constitution and assumed office. On the same day the 

Junta took office, May 10, 1823, changes happened in the country. A new flag 

and coat of arms were granted. Also, a decree mentioned measures against 

anyone who dissented from the political system, with the threat of expulsion from 

the country.47 Obviously, the Junta tried to gain political strength after the war 

and subordinated military power to its political power. The first step was to have 

all weapons stored in a near by place.48 Weapons gave power and prevented 

any rebellion against San Jose. At the same time, the Junta subordinated and 

used militias as its tool to maintain control over towns and people, and in any 

case to defend its legitimacy. The second step was to make sure military 

officers respected and subordinated themselves to the Junta and the new 

constitution. With this objective the Junta demanded that each town council, 

military, clergy and common people take an oath of allegiance. Military officers 

47 Fernandez Guardia, 161. 
48 Ibid., 165. Most of the weapons from Cartago arrived to San Jose in the days after April 5, 1823. After 
the fourth Junta took office all weapons from Cartago and Heredia arrived to San Jose. Only those for 
barrack soldiers remained in each town. 
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who belonged to the Disciplined Militias took the oath on June 8, 1823.49 If 

military officers accepted the new government, the Junta had support and 

protection in case of trouble in any town. Consequently, the oath of allegiance to 

the new constitution took place the same day military officers embraced it. Thus, 

towns and militias recognized the Junta and its political power over town councils 

and military commanders. Concentration of political and military power was the 

purpose of the Junta, because resulted in easy control of the country. As soon 

as the common citizens and military officers took the oath of allegiance, the 

Junta started to assume control of Costa Rica. 

The Junta decided to reform the militias " dissolving the old Battalion of 

Provincial Militias ... and meanwhile keeping two existent companies of this town 

[San Jose] and one from Alajuela". 50 The Junta believed Costa Rica was in 

union, peace and harmony. Consequently reducing the number of companies to 

three in all the country left many military officers without jobs, in particular the 

provisional commander. As soon as the Junta enforced this decree, multiple 

problems with military officers began. The general commander had been ill for 

a long time and retreated to his hometown, Alajuela. Thus, acting as provisional 

commander, Colonel Cayetano de la Cerda, opposed any diminution of military 

force resulting in a clash between military officers and the Junta. The struggle 

49 Iglesias, Vol. III, Actas de la Asamblea Provincial y de la Junta Gubernativa 1823-1824, (San Jose: 
Tipograffa Nacional, 1902), 96. On Session 18, celebrated on June 6, 1823. Only captains from the 
Disciplined Militias came to San Jose to take the fidelity oath. Most of them supported the republican 
system and were named in their ranks by the Junta. There were nine captains: Santiago Bonilla, Isidro 
Oreamuno, Onofre Garcia, Joaqufn Prieto, Camilo Mora, Francisco Alvarado, Joaqufn Hidalgo, Manuel 
Saenz and artillery commander Antonio Pinto. 
50 A. N. C.R. D. D., Serie Gobernaci6n, # 23013, fl. 23. Decree by the Supreme Government on June 27, 
1823. 
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for power between Cayetano de la Cerda and the Junta worsened on July 7, 

1823 when Cayetano de la Cerda ordered the expulsion of Rafael Gallegos, one 

of the most prominent figures of San Jose and at the time part of the Junta. As a 

counter-measure, the Junta, on the next day ordered the formation of a 

"patriotic" company composed of one hundred men to support the existing 

political system and its commander was the first magistrate of San Jose's town 

council. From its inception this company depended totally on the will of the Junta 

and the government supplied weapons and the veterans to train it.51 On the 

same date, the Junta confirmed Gregorio Jose Ramfrez as General Arms 

Commander.52 This game for power escalated into a deeper struggle threatening 

the whole political system and proving who really was in charge. Cayetano de la 

Cerda said " he would make prisoners of Juan Mora and the five members of the 

Junta". 

By July 10, 1823 there was great alarm in San Jose when the provisional 

commander sent troops and cannons into the streets of the town.53 De la Cerda, 

did not obey Ramirez' orders and even made a mockery of the Junta and its 

president in an openly rebellious attitude.54 The crisis arrived to its peak on July 

14, when Cayetano de la Cerda announced that he would not obey any order 

from the government and was ready to proceed to take power.55 In the end, his 

threats against the Junta were just words and he did not take power. However, 

51 Ibid., fl.27. San Jose July 8, 1823. 
52 Ibid., Serie Cartago Colonial,# 1088, t1. 325. July 8, 1823. Ibid., Serie Cartago Colonial,# 1088, fl. 325. 
July 8, 1823. 

·
1 Fernandez Guardia, 178. 

54 Jose Luis Vega Carballo, "Militarismo en Costa Rica", Revista respuesta, No. 5 (San Jose: 1979), 30. 
55 Fernandez Guardia, 178. 
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centralization of weaponry proved a disastrous factor, especially when a new 

government tried to get organized and the military provisional commander was a 

foreigner. A negotiation occurred between Cayetano de la Cerda and the Junta, 

and because of this the crisis ended as fast as it appeared. Again on July 16, 

the Junta recognized Cayetano de la Cerda as Colonel and provisional 

commander. Suddenly, the next day Cayetano de la Cerda resigned as 

provisional commander.56 The agreement between Cayetano de la Cerda and 

the Junta was not to reduce any power from the militias. 

On August 29, some congressmen complained that since the previous 

night there had not been civic communication because downtown was under 

siege by weapons and cannons on the streets. This practice was only used in 

case of war or when the city was under enemy threat. Obviously, de la Cerda 

tried to pressure the assembly and threatened to take over. In response the 

assembly commissioned Felix Bonilla to talk to Cayetano de la Cerda, again a 

negotiation in which terms were not written down. However, in the same session 

Cayetano de la Cerda came with San Jose's town officials responsible for 

guarding the public interest. This was a remarkable situation, because he came 

to congress without any invitation and demanded an assembly session. Before 

the session opened De la Cerda and the town officials stated that " on this 

session depends the general good or bad for this Province". 57 Again, an 

agreement was reached between the provisional commander and the 

government. This time people from San Jose supported the provisional 

56 Iglesias, Vol.III, 24. Session 2, July 16, 1823. See also, 26. Session 3, July 17, 1823. 
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commander because to suppress the armed forces would have left San Jose 

without any defense against any other town. Towns rebelled against their town 

councils if they found that there were no weapons. For this reason De la Cerda 

came with people responsible for the public interest. 

Once Cayetano de la Cerda left Costa Rica, and the government learnt of 

the mistake of concentrating all weapons and troops in San Jose, it decreed "the 

reestablishment of the Battalion of Disciplined Militias ... containing ten 

companies".58 Companies were shared among the main towns of Costa Rica 

and armament sent with disciplined soldiers to the towns, although most of the 

weaponry remained in San Jose. At the same time, the government reduced the 

number of active soldiers in the barracks to its lowest level. Amazingly, 

according to the Junta, there was no risk or discontent in Costa Rica. The 

reestablishment of the militias assured the command of any military unit under 

the Junta, due to the loyalty of the general commander and his subordinates. 

People from Cartago resented the humiliations after the war and the loss 

of its capital status. There was also a deep-rooted hatred for the general 

commander Gregorio Ramirez and the Junta. Upon Ramirez' death, on 

December 4, 1823 reactions were different in Cartago and San Jose. In San 

Jose, people mourned his death and the Junta declared mourning. In this town 

he was loved and respected. In contrast, at Cartago people celebrated his death 

with joy. According to Ricardo Fernandez, the houses of Jose Santos 

Lombardo, Joaquin and Salvador Oreamuno, Manuel Maria Peralta and Juan 

57 Ibid., 68-70. Session 31, August 29, 1823. 
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Freses showed their happiness with fireworks. Furthermore, Jose Santos 

Lombardo paid for a mass.59 The celebration was open to popular participation, 

and indeed people participated as well as clergy. This situation disrupted even 

more the relation between the two town councils. The Junta was angry and 

ordered an investigation. On Gregorio Ramf rez' death, the Junta assured its 

control over military officers due to the fact that a new provisional commander 

was Antonio Pinto from San Jose, a strong supporter of the Junta and the 

political system. 

The year 1824 passed in relative calm until the transference and adoption 

of the Central American constitution in September. When troops were asked to 

take the oath of allegiance, reactions in towns differed. In San Jose common 

people swore with happiness; nevertheless, the troops answered with words of 

insubordination and swore in bad faith after the commanders talked to them. In 

Cartago troops dismissed in tumult, except the officers, veterans and some 

soldiers. The greater part of the people did not take the oath of allegiance and 

went home. Heredia rejected it totally; people from all classes did not take the 

allegiance oath, nor did the troops. The same happened in Alajuela. 60 

58 Ibid., 186-188. Session 99, September 30, 1823. 
59 Fernandez Guardia, 207. Gregorio Ramirez died in Alajuela on December 4, 1823; at 11 AM. 
60 Hernan de Peralta, Agustfn de Iturbide y Costa Rica, (San Jose: Editorial Costa Rica, 1968), 358. The 
oath to the Central America Federation was on September 6, 1824. 
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Chapter 3 

The Functioning of Political Institutions in Towns 

Manuel de Jesus Jimenez described Costa Ricans at the time of 

independence as, "meek by nature, simple by education, peaceful by habit ". 1 

Contrary to this assertion, Costa Rica had well-organized militias during the time 

of independence. Also the above statements cannot explain the behavior of the 

military officers. Their acts were motivated by the pragmatism of circumstances, 

the defense of their honor and their towns' interests. 

Military officers took over the main town councils between 1820-1824.2 

Military officers were an elite in the militias, as well as a part of the state's 

political and economic elite group. Furthermore, most of these military officers 

belonged to the leading families in the society. These families had rank and 

status, and had all held power and political posts since colonial times. 

Paraphrasing Robert Putnam, in the elite there were those citizens who 

decided to participate in politics and others whom preferred to be simple citizens. 

Those who participated in politics were directly involved in national policy making 

and they were the decision makers.3 Taking this into consideration, in a small 

society like Costa Rica, the elite group was small and each town was governed 

by such an elite, although each elite was divided according to people's 

1 Manuel de Jesus Jimenez, Dona Ana Cortabarrfa y otras noticias de antafio, (San Jose: Editorial CR, 
1981 ), 27. Manuel de Jesus Jimenez states that Costa Ricans were "man sos por naturaleza, sencillos por 
educaci6n, pacfficos por costumbre". 
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profession and interests. A meeting of the San Jose elite in 1821 counted 

among it "the gentlemen of this Noble Town council, venerable clergy and public 

employees, Chiefs and officers of Militia Corps of this town, Licenciado don 

Rafael Barroeta and other leading neighbors and numerous people of all 

classes"4 

Every town in Costa Rica, during the 1820s, had its own elite, which 

controlled the town councils. Although the members changed annually, the 

same families or their blood relations occupied the posts most of the time. 

Military formation of Costa Rica 

The Batalf6n de Milicias Disciplinadas de Cartago5 (disciplined militias) 

1820-1823 was made up of eight infantry companies and one company of 

grenadiers. Each company had a captain , a lieutenant, and a sublieutenant. In 

addition, the disciplined battalion had a plana mayor, command staff, composed 

of the provincial governor, colonel, lieutenant colonel, three sergeant majors, 

two flag bearers ( ensigns), two chaplains, a surgeon, a drum major, a cabo de 

2 Military officials are: Colonel, Lieutenant Colonel, Captain, Lieutenant, Sublieutenant, First Sergeant 
(Veteran with prize), any other official from either Disciplined or Urban Militia. 
3 Robert D. Putnam, The comparative study of political elites, ( New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc., 1976), 11. 
4 "Actas Municipales de San Jose, Julio 24 de 1820 a diciembre 20 de I 821," RAN No. 1-12 (1-12, year 
XXXIX, I 975): 225. "En la ciudad Libre e Independiente de San Jose, a primero de Noviembre de mil 
ochocientos veintiuno, el primero de su livertad, haviendose juntado en la Sala Principal y portales de la 
Casa Capitular los sefiores de! Noble Ayuntamiento, el venerable clero y funcionarios publicos, los Gefes y 
oficiales de los cuerpos de Milicias de esta ciudad, el Licenciado Rafael Barroeta y otras personas o vecinos 
principales y un pueblo numeroso de todas las clases". 
5 Also known as Batall6n de Milicias Nacionales or Batall6n de Milicias Disciplinadas de la Provincia de 
Costa Rica. It received the name of Batall6n de Milicias Disciplinadas de Cartago because the 
administrative center of the Spanish crown was in that town. 
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jurisdiction of the ordinary court system and established a separate system of 

military courts with their own privileged jurisdiction".12 This judicial system proved 

to be one of the main reason for being a military man, because in most criminal 

or civil cases the military would claim its fuero militar and would be judged by the 

officer of highest rank in his company or battalion. Most of time the judging was 

very lenient because if the officers knew the person, or they were family, they 

were able to bargain for later favors and loyalty to the military officer or officers. 

The fuero applied to all men in the military. Military men were those who 

belonged to the regular royal army and later to the disciplined militias. Also, men 

from the urban militias claimed fuero militar. Disciplined militia companies were 

trained to protect and maintain order in each province. Urban militiamen were 

those from fourteen to fifty years old who composed volunteer companies in 

case of an emergency or when the disciplined militias and the regular army were 

absent. The fuero allowed those of the regular army to enjoy military jurisdiction 

in criminal and civil cases, as well as military concerns. These rights were 

extended to their family, children, wife, even his widow and servants if there were 

any. 

Fuero militarfor militiamen varied, depending upon whether the militiamen 

were active or inactive, disciplined or urban. Generally, militia officers invoked 

the fuero, when they wanted to exercise their rights or claim certain privileges. 

When active, both the disciplined or urban militia had full military fuero. When 

12 Jorge I. Dominguez, "lnlernational War and Governmenl Modernizalion : The military-A Case Study," 
Rank and Privilege: the military and society in Latin America, editor Linda A. Rodriguez (Wilmington: 
Jaguar Books on Latin America, 1994 ), 3. 
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formation. For this period it was a constant struggle between the Junta and the 

town councils to control the country. 

Even though most towns accepted its powers, the Junta had to defend its 

legitimacy. Town councils held political and military power. First, for security 

reasons the town council gave power to the military commander of the town, 

most of the time the highest-ranking officer of each town. Second, this military 

officer had to work closely with the first magistrate and urban militias of each 

town.36 Each first magistrate was also the commander in chief of the militias in 

town. The Junta united the two most powerful means to maintain and control 

power over the inhabitants of each town. Officers were loyal to their highest­

ranking officer in town, not to a Junta that had no power over town councils. 

According to Hernan G. Peralta, "the criollo insisted that town councils were 

sovereign".37 People at the time believed in town council power, more than any 

Junta or any other way of government. The only government then relied upon 

was their town council. The Junta did not take away the control of the town 

councils instead it competed with them for power. 

Rather than falling into anarchy as it has been suggested, the vacuum left 

behind by the colonial administration, was filled out by the military without 

creating a state. The military were the only ones who could assure security in 

each town. Through their weapons, submission of the population and control of 

the town council they kept peace in each town. Actually, each council governed 

quite effectively. The town council covered any needs the people required. 

36 Iglesias Llorente, Vol. II, 33. Session 12, dated November 22, 1821. 
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