
 

 

Jose de San Martin and South American Independence  

José de San Martín (1778-1850) was an Argentine General, governor and patriot who led his 

nation during the wars of independence from Spain. He was a lifelong soldier who fought for the 

Spanish in Europe before returning to Argentina to lead the struggle for Independence. Today, he 

is revered in Argentina, Peru and Chile where he is considered among the founding fathers of 

these nations.  

José was born in Argentina the youngest son of Lieutenant Juan de San Martín, the Spanish 

governor. When José was seven years old, his father was recalled to Spain. José joined the 

Spanish army as a cadet at the young age of eleven. By seventeen he was a lieutenant and had 

seen action in North Africa and France.  Following Napoleons invasion of Spain in 1811, San 

Martin returned to Argentina - where he had not been since the age of seven – intent on joining 

the Independence movement there. 

San Martin took a prominent part in organizing Argentine troops and soon became military 

governor of the north Spanish troops in Upper Peru. In 1814 he secured the governorship of the 

province of Cuyo at the foot of the Andes. Here for 3 years he recruited and trained his Army of 

the Andes, since he believed that Argentina could not be safely independent unless Spanish 

forces were dislodged from Chile and Peru. 

In January 1817 San Martín led his army of Argentines and fugitives from Chile over the Andes 

mountains and defeated the surprised Spanish army. After having captured and occupied 

Santiago on February 15, San Martín was offered the supreme dictatorship of Chile but declined 

in favor of his friend and colleague Bernardo O'Higgins. He made Chile completely free of 

Spanish troops by May 15, 1818, and began planning for an invasion of Peru. 



In August 1820 the army of San Martín was transported toward Peru, convoyed by British 

warships. Within a year San Martín’s army was able to occupy the capital of Peru, and on July 

28, 1821, he proclaimed the independence of Peru from Spain. On August 3 he accepted the 

position of supreme protector of Peru. 

However, considerable fighting was still needed before Peruvian independence was assured, 

since the bulk of the Spanish army had merely withdrawn into the mountains and was still a 

viable fighting force and a threat. San Martín considered that he did not have enough force to 

defeat the Spaniards and would need the aid of the armies of Simón Bolívar, who had just 

liberated the areas of Venezuela, Colombia, and Ecuador. For that purpose, San Martín and 

Bolívar met in Ecuador at a very significant meeting in the history of South America. 

San Martin and Bolivar disagreed on the best type of government to be instituted in South 

America now that the Spanish had been defeated. San Martín did not believe that the South 

Americans were ready for democracy, and he probably preferred a constitutional monarchy, 

whereas Bolívar believed, at that time, in complete democracy. San Martín left the meeting 

convinced that he and Bolivar could not work together, returned immediately to Peru, resigned 

his power and left Bolívar in undisputed leadership.  The Spanish eventually gave up all claims 

of territory in South America but over a century of political dictatordhips and economic 

instability followed in Argentina, Chile and Peru. 

The history of South America might have been very different had San Martín remained involved 

in politics: he believed that the people of Latin America needed a firm hand to lead them and was 

a proponent of establishing a monarchy in the lands he liberated.  His life was full of courageous 

decisions, from deserting the Spanish army to fight for Argentina to crossing the Andes to free 

Chile and Peru, which were not his homeland.  San Martín was an outstanding general, 

courageous leader and visionary politician and retains heroic status in the nations he liberated. 

 

 


