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PREFACE

In the review of a recent book on Winston Churchill the New Statesman reviewer advised readers, and doubtless any writers who proposed to work in the field of the study of this great man, that ‘Of books about Winston Churchill there is no end … Newcomers to this field need either to bring with them a reputation already made or else to happen upon a theme that has so far escaped notice.’1 His conclusion about the book he was reviewing was that the author had done both. In the case of the author of the book you have in your hands no such claim can be made. Whatever reputation this author has is as a historian and political and military analyst of Latin America and not as a student of Churchill. On the other hand, he certainly has a firm belief that he has happened upon a theme that has so far escaped serious notice.

A keen reader of works on and of Churchill for many years, I had never ventured before into a field which had for obvious reasons attracted the attention of some of the greatest historians of the age. Sir Winston’s status as ‘The Greatest Briton of All Time’ according to a BBC poll at the beginning of the new millennium, and as at least ‘Man of the Half Century’ if not ‘Man of the Century’ according to Time magazine, was such that his story was the focus of the life’s work of several eminent historians, not a few psychologists and many other aficionados of all ages and from all climes. As a Latin Americanist, even one keen on Churchill, I could not see how I could do anything that would add in an important way to what was known of him. After all, he had shown little interest in my region and, great traveller though he was, had never spent any real time in the area. While I, like many people who work on Cuba, had a vague recollection that he had done something on the island during the wars for independence, I did not go into it any further than that.

My interest in the British connection with Cuba did exist, however, and I have studied for many years the nineteenth century, a period when British influence on ex-Spanish colonies was significant. Britain captured Havana and much of the western part of the island in the 1762 campaign of the Seven Years War as part of its exceptionally successful series of amphibious operations during that conflict which gave it Quebec, Manila and Saint Lucia as well as Cuba’s capital. And of course this war was not the first time the British had set their sights on this rich prize.2 In addition, the use by moderate Cubans of the Canadian model of ‘Dominion status’ as their goal short of full independence in the years before the 1895 war of independence ensured my interest in at least that aspect of the British imperial connection with Cuba in the second half of the nineteenth century.

I could not help but come across occasional mentions of Churchill and his time in Cuba but, other than knowing vaguely that he had come as a war correspondent and stayed at the city’s famous Hotel Inglaterra, I did not know much more. And I certainly had no idea of the exceptional moment, and formative experience in Churchill’s life it had been, including the preparation for it and the sequel to it, as well as the visit itself.

That interest, however, did bring me to a conference in 2002 for the 240th anniversary of the capture of Havana, the Cubans having a taste for commemorations that goes far further than the usual northern idea of celebrating only half-centuries or centuries, and certainly nothing less than quarter-centuries. There I listened to Celia Sandys, Churchill’s vivacious and engaging granddaughter, speak at the Hotel Nacional on the subject of her relative’s visit and what little we knew at that time of the subject.3 I was very interested in what she said but saw little connection between what I heard and the work I was then doing on Cuba in its first independence war of 1868–78.

A decade later, however, and after publishing my own first books on Cuban politics and history, there was another conference on Britain and Cuba, again focussed on the 1762 fall of the capital but dealing with many other elements of the bi-national story, and there Lourdes Méndez Vargas, the unofficial but no-less-real historian of the village of Arroyo Blanco in central Cuba, came to see me and told me about the work she was doing and on which she was speaking that day. She was interested in the stay of the then 20-year-old Winston in her village in the last couple of days of November 1895 and she was a source of considerable knowledge on those days and on what local lore has done with the story in the 117 years or so since. She was writing a book on the subject and was certain that, with full access to Cuban archives and a visit to those in Spain, she could find out much more than had hitherto been known about his visit.

I suggested it might be possible to work together and, after her book on the local context, attempt to do a second volume telling the full story of the visit, from the preparation to the sequel, and do so by gaining access to British archival sources as well as working thoroughly through the Spanish archives, military and diplomatic, in Madrid and Segovia. Ms Méndez does not have English so I could do the British part of the effort, she could do most of the Cuban with my helping out on the more strictly military issues, and we could both do the Spanish portion of the work. Regrettably, it did not prove possible to find the financial resources to work together on the larger book, which I had reluctantly to do by myself and which is the volume readers have before them. Since at that time my pension from the Royal Military College of Canada was covering all the costs of research, it was simply not feasible to cooperate and for me to pay for her trip to Spain and associated costs in Cuba. Hence she continued with her work on the more local story in Arroyo Blanco and I began to seriously deploy my efforts to the wider theme.4

The excitement I felt at delving into something which was clearly so new was palpable. I did the usual literature search to discover that, as I had expected, there was virtually nothing known on the subject. Biographer after biographer had run up against the same problems and short shrift was inevitably given to the visit with only the occasional slight hint produced of its likely importance in Churchill’s development. Most biographies included only a page or two on the adventure and several not even that. The importance of Churchill’s visit to New York on his way to Cuba, relatively easy to research and certainly of value to do, took the limelight away from the strictly Cuban part of the trip. Churchill’s admittedly significant meeting with Bourke Cochran in New York often took much more space than did the whole of the nearly three weeks on the Caribbean island covering Winston’s first war. This induced me even more to engage in a serious treatment of the subject especially as it became ever clearer the role the experience had in the forging of the Churchill we were to know and for what it told us about who he was even at this very young age. This was not just about eighteen days on a Caribbean island but rather at least five months of Churchill’s life during which Cuba dominated his thinking, his work and his movements, from late September/early October 1895, when the idea of the trip first struck him, until March 1896, when his last major article on the war there was written. The list of ‘firsts’ in his life that the visit represented was soon revealed to be a very long one, little known even among the most serious of historians studying his life.

But why was this the case? What had made research into this subject so fraught with problems and meant that, even as late as 2012, this was still almost totally virgin territory for any historian trying to tackle the subject? It might have been expected that both British and Cuban historians would have had an avid interest in addressing the first overseas adventure Churchill had ever had. And historians of other countries might also have shown the same keen interest in this aspect of his life as they have in so many others.5 The reasons are both complex and actually in the end rather easy to understand.

In the first place, of course, Churchill’s life covers such a wide canvas, is so varied and is so important to the history of the twentieth century that there is an embarras de choix seemingly unending where subjects of interest to historians and the public are concerned. His actions on the North-West Frontier of India, in Egypt and the Sudan, in the Boer War, in politics before the First World War, in government and in the field in that massive conflict, in political life between the wars, and as a member of, and then leader of, the wartime coalition government of 1940–45, and hero of the free world in the downfall of Hitler and Nazism, has given more than ample scope for the work of many historians and writers over many years. This is attested to by new titles that continue to be published on his life, even after the 50th anniversary of his death in January 2015. Cuba simply did not seem like a major or perhaps even very interesting part of the wider story and this acted to stymie what little interest there might have been.

It is entirely clear too that without access to Cuban and Spanish archives, there is very little to go on in order to understand the whole picture of that adventure of late 1895. British archives and other sources in the United Kingdom help a great deal as of course do his own ‘letters from the front’ (articles for the press), his letters to friends and family at home, material from his regiment, private papers of those involved and the like. But it is only through the archives and published literature of Cuba and Spain that one can complete the picture.

This means access of course but also knowledge of the languages in question. English-speaking historians working on Churchill have rarely had Spanish and, especially since the rupture of relations with the United States and the rise of Soviet influence in Cuba after the victory of Fidel Castro’s Revolution in 1959, Cuban historians more and more rarely had English.

In addition, in Cuba, Churchill’s reputation for visceral anti-communism made study of him if not taboo at least hardly easy or a priority. And, though many Cuban historians would agree that he was the most famous visitor to Cuba of all time, they would have for many years been less than sure that they wanted to give him much praise or even close study of his time on the island. The Cuba of today has changed markedly, but for most of the period since 1959 academic freedom had been noticeable by its absence. Likewise candidates from abroad coming to study Churchill in Cuba, if they came from an English-speaking country, were often hamstrung, at least to some degree, by the poor relations existing between their countries and the island. US authors in particular found study of the island a challenge since both US and Cuban governments often seemed to do their best to make such efforts flounder. Often such permission as was needed was not forthcoming from either Washington or Havana, or even both. But even British academics do not find studying Cuba easy. Suspicions of London’s close links with the United States have at many times coloured Cuban governmental views of British academics to a considerable degree. Only the Canadians, with their relatively understanding approach to the Revolution since the beginning, and their refusal to bow to US pressures to break with Cuba or to join its embargo of the island, seemed to avoid most obstacles of a political kind, especially after the friendship between Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau and President Fidel Castro blossomed in the 1970s.6 However, Canada until recent years did not have many historians working on Churchill at any stage of his life.

There was also, of course, the usual vital question of funding. There is essentially no money available for Cuban researchers to spend long periods abroad. Especially since the beginning of what is called the ‘Special Period’ in the summer of 1990, that period after the collapse of the Soviet Union, COMECON and the ‘socialist division of labour’ from which it benefitted so much in trade, investment and even defence terms, Cuba has been in the midst of a deep economic crisis and the most stringent belt-tightening imaginable. It has been unthinkable to do research on anything not deemed essential and Churchill’s visit to the island more than a century ago would not have qualified for such an assessment of its centrality. Add to this that much of the research would have had to be done in London, a city in which it is expensive to pass much time, the idea of such a research project would have been a non-starter entirely for Cubans. And even for researchers from Britain and other countries, the expenses of sustained periods in Cuba and Spain would have been daunting.

Most of all, however, I suspect, the reason why it was not done is that no one actually thought of doing it. This was certainly the case for this author, whose gratitude to Ms Méndez is all the greater as a result. And, even if others had considered doing the research, they would have been dissuaded by the questions above and by the fact that seemingly what could be done had been done. This was especially true after the publication of a book by Douglas Russell in 2005 with a chapter on Churchill’s visit to Cuba.7 But even his excellent work is based essentially on the already known articles from Churchill in the press of the time, the letters he wrote to family, and other material in the Churchill Archive at Cambridge.

In my own case, I have had several advantages others have not enjoyed and these alone have allowed me to engage in this project. First, I was honoured to be made a Member of the Academy of History of Cuba, a privilege few foreigners have enjoyed, on the basis of other works I have done on Cuban history in the past. This credential opens many doors not easily passed through in facing and overcoming Cuba’s formidable bureaucracy.

Secondly, studying and working on and in Latin America for so long has meant that I speak fluent Spanish and have had to deal with archival material in that language all my working life. It has accustomed me to dealing with the often demanding Cuban academic and governmental maze, usually a challenge for even the most determined academics.

My previous books on Cuba were on themes potentially much more politically charged than this one and they have not brought down the wrath of the Cuban government, even though I was made to know that a variety of things I had written had not gone down well with some high authorities. Cuba has been a nation ‘under siege’ for well over half a century and that siege is conducted by a nation that is the greatest power in the history of the world, a country with a long tradition of military intervention on the island and in the region, and a source of hostility a mere 90 miles away from Cuba’s northern shores. And, while direct military attack and sustained economic warfare have been parts of the US strategy to unseat the Revolution, subversion has been even more constant and all pervasive. Little wonder then that the Cuban government takes foreigners who work on Cuba’s history and politics very seriously indeed. If these foreigners, like me, come from a proud country, a founding member of NATO and a close friend of the United States, and also work on defence-related affairs, the concerns in some governmental circles can be greater still.

In the end, in my case, books on such hot topics as the Cuban armed forces’ difficulties in the Special Period, and a military biography of Fidel Castro’s brother Raúl, the new president as of 2006, ensured the government would be wary of what I wrote.8 This worked in my favour in the long run, however, in that, seeing that the two books were hardly anti-Cuban and both attempted to be fair, bureaucratic patience with me seems to have grown. Thus I found that when I was proposed for membership of the Academy of History of Cuba, there were no objections, and when I began work on the Churchill in Cuba project, I found only good feelings and a desire to help whenever I needed assistance from members of the state bureaucracy.

In addition, I had the enormous advantage of having several senior and respected Cuban historians and other analysts who were friends and who had assisted in many ways in my previous endeavours and were willing to do so again. Especially important in this sense I had a very serious naval and military historian more than able and certainly willing to assist in the lengthy and sometimes tedious business of searching for newspapers, books, pamphlets, published speeches, documents, and other elements of this story. Gustavo Placer Cervera, my colleague in the Academy of History, a major force on the Cuban military history scene (and Cubans take their military history, like their history in general, very seriously), kindly offered from the beginning to help out with some of the more challenging areas of research, especially in the search for relevant Cuban periodicals of the time. 

My doctoral research had taken me to the Spanish archives and to the then Public Records Office in London; later research obliged me to return on occasion to those places to work. London and Madrid had each been my home at one time or another and a large part of my adult life had been in the United Kingdom, as student, army officer, professor, and simply visitor and theatre and opera buff. This meant that the friendship of many academics and others smoothed the way in myriad ways in capitals where Cuban historians find many significant challenges to successful research efforts not the least of which is financial. I was able to get some limited financial support, unlikely to have been forthcoming for a Cuban national, from a US donor keen on Churchill as well as from other sources to face those challenges.

Thus very few Cubans scholars have been interested in working on such a subject and few British ones were either. And those who might have been knew well that the difficulties of such a project might make its success unlikely. As a historian, a Canadian, speaking both English and Spanish, an academic equally comfortable in London, Madrid and Havana, and reasonably well seen by all the national governments whose archives I would need to consult, I alone seemed well placed to carry off the research required and, given the obvious importance and relevance of the work, I quickly chose to do so.



Hal Klepak

Academy of History of Cuba, Havana





Notes

1.    The book was Peter Clarke’s Mr Churchill’s Profession: Statesman, Orator, Writer, London, Bloomsbury Press, 2012. 

2.    Corsairs and pirates constantly raided Cuba, and even took Havana more than once, during the long wars with Spain of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Indeed, the famous Morro Castle at the entrance to the harbour of Havana, mentioned with admiration by Churchill in his first article, written in 1895, is often referred to as Drake’s Castle as its construction was in part to deter a further attack on the city by that famous corsair and pirate. And the British had attempted a more formal attack to establish a foothold in eastern Cuba in the ill-fated expedition of Admiral Edward Vernon in 1740–41. For these stories, see Francisco Pérez Guzmán, La Habana: clave de un imperio, Havana, Editorial Ciencias Sociales, 1997; and Olga Portuondo Zúñiga, Una derrota británica en Cuba, Santiago, Editorial Oriente, 2000.

3.    Celia Sandys, Sir Winston’s granddaughter, is herself a prolific author on the subject of her distinguished relative’s life. Her works include the highly engaging Chasing Churchill: The Travels of Winston Churchill, London, Unicorn Press, 2014, which includes an interesting chapter on Cuba.

4.    Lourdes Méndez Vargas’ book, subsequently supported by the British Embassy in Havana, was published in Spanish in March 2014 by Editorial Luminaria, a provincial press in Sancti Spiritus, with the title Arroyo Blanco: la ruta cubana de Churchill.

5.    To mention just two examples of this key moment escaping attention, neither Tuvia Ben-Mosha in his study of Churchill as a strategist nor James Lawrence in his book on Churchill and empire even mentions his time in Cuba where he made his first public comments on both those subjects. See Ben-Mosha, Churchill: Strategist and Historian, Boulder (Colorado), Lynne Rienner, 1992; and James Lawrence, Churchill and Empire, London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2013.

6.    Cubans term the economic warfare conducted against them by the US since 1960 a ‘blockade’ but for obvious reasons the US prefers the term ‘embargo’. For the Canadian role here, see John Kirk and Peter McKenna, Canadian–Cuban Relations: The Other Good Neighbor Policy, Gainesville, FL, University Press of Florida, 1997.

7.    Douglas Russell, Winston Churchill, Soldier: The Military Life of a Gentleman at War, London, Brassey’s, 2005.

8.    See Hal Klepak, Cuba’s Military 1990–2005: Revolutionary Soldiers in Counter-Revolutionary Times, New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2006; and Hal P. Klepak, Raúl Castro and Cuba: A Military Story, New York, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011.






CHAPTER 1

1895: A YEAR AND A CONTEXT

So little time, so much to do.



This story is a complicated one, full of many of the surprises that seem to almost always accompany Churchill’s life. It is important to set the scene for this discussion in order to fully understand the context for this formative experience of the man we later come to know so much more fully and who, in William Manchester’s delightful phrase, showing the traits that would make him famous and a hero for countless millions around the world, ‘saved civilization’.1

The year of Churchill’s visit to Cuba, 1895, began as one more or less typical of the period of the Pax Britannica, which had dominated the global political scene since the victory over Napoleon eighty years before in 1815. That political context had seen a series of arrangements reinforcing European peace that had passed through what was known as the Concert of Europe and, after the great revolutions of 1848, subsequent alliances and balances of power, was moving steadily into the seemingly firm peacetime blocs of the 1882 Austro-German-Italian Triple Alliance and the 1892 Franco-Russian Alliance.
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Britain

Just as important to world peace as the balance of power in Europe was, as the name Pax Britannica implies, the unmatched power and strategic reach of Great Britain in the century following Waterloo and Trafalgar, and the opposition of London to the outbreak of regional conflicts in Europe that might damage British trade, and increasingly British investments in Europe and in the growing colonial empires of several of the countries of the continent. In a quip of the time, ‘Britain wishes to keep the rules in Europe so she can break them everywhere else.’ That is, British policy aimed generally, but with exceptions, over time, at measured expansion outside its already established empire, joined to diplomacy and military influence aimed at peace in Europe.

British naval power, unequalled in the history of the world at that point, ranged over the world’s oceans, made and broke governments, assisted some governments and political movements while stymieing others, pressured reluctant governments to move in directions sought by London, brokered peace treaties, established blockades, ended piracy and helped massively in ending the international slave trade. With improvements in communications, especially the telegraph after mid-century, the Admiralty could increasingly coordinate those efforts with its worldwide deployments based on the major naval bases along eventually all the world’s major seaborne trading routes: Halifax, Bermuda, the Falklands, Simonstown (South Africa), Gibraltar, Malta, Cyprus, Aden, Suez, Singapore and Hong Kong, and of course greater India and the British Isles themselves. The resulting ‘All Red Route’, named thus after the red colour usually used to portray the British Empire on maps of the time, meant a maritime empire with its solidity and communications assured by the might of the Royal Navy, a force able to best those of any other two naval powers combined, if war did come. If it had been the lands of the seventeenth-century Spanish Empire that were first termed ‘the empire on which the sun never sets’, it was the British Empire of the nineteenth century to which that term has best applied.

Wars had nevertheless broken out in Europe during the course of the Pax Britannica in the period 1815–1914. Some, such as the Italian wars of national unity, the Austro-Prussian War of 1866, the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71 and the Crimean War of 1854–56, had been major struggles involving more than one great power. But no war had engaged the full efforts of all or even most of the great powers over that 100 years, which was novel in the context of the constant warfare on that continent in previous centuries. This relative peace was what made the period so special and such a ‘golden age’ for those who were soon to face the horrors of twentieth-century warfare in geographical scope, weaponry employed, frequency and scale of destruction.

The British Empire seemed to many to epitomise this era of peace, leading as it did so many of the advances of the age in government, industry, science and the arts. London was a vast metropolis, the largest the world had seen, and Britain’s cities and their industries produced the finished products of the empire and much of the rest of the world. Britain was by far the greatest trading nation in the world, its biggest investor, its most important centre of international finance, and the home of its greatest merchant navy, as well as its greatest fleet. The Union Jack and British subjects were almost guaranteed respect in most of the world and British influence, and, often enough, pretentions, seemed boundless.

While in some key areas of industrial production there were reasons for concern, such as the growth of German steel production in the immediately preceding years, or the rise in the importance of the Paris Bourse for international development and loans, the splendid overall dominance of Britain went largely unchallenged. Indeed, the peaceful context for world commerce provided by the Royal Navy was most welcome to other trading nations such as France, Germany, the United States, Italy and Japan, and even more so to smaller trading states such as the Netherlands or the Scandinavian countries.

Germany’s challenge to Britain on the high seas was still in the future. And, though its financial and trading competition was beginning to be felt, that challenge was hardly central to British concerns of the time. France remained suspicious of Britain but was so engaged in its deep difficulties with a united Germany that it could spare scarce time or effort to think of competing. Russia’s ambitions in Asia, to be sure, could conflict with Britain’s but there too British naval power allowed for powerful force to keep those elements of Russian landward expansion into that continent at bay. 

Britain’s empire included protectorates or informal arrangements, such as those with the emirates of the Persian Gulf, as well as formal territorial domination. Even more striking were dominant commercial and other connections with important developing states such as Argentina, the ‘informal empire’ as it was often called. The end of the ‘first British Empire’ with the independence of the United States in 1783 seemed a far-away memory compared with the often thrusting expansion of the ‘second Empire’ especially after mid-century. Australia and New Zealand became new settlement colonies on something of the model of Canada, the administration of India, the ‘jewel in the crown’, was regularised after the mutinies of 1857, real expansion to obtain the ‘Lion’s Share’ of Africa had begun, South East Asian colonies such as Malaya and Hong Kong saw truly modern development trends come into play, and Britain seemed to be top of the pack in most valued fields. Churchill was a classic product of this empire and of this era of peace. But this visit was to be to a colony of another European empire – that of Spain.

Spain

Spain of 1895 could hardly have presented a more contrasting picture to that of Britain. The once greatest empire in the world, defender of Catholicism at home in Europe in the face of the Reformation, standard bearer of that faith outside Europe, its dominions included the Low Countries, Portugal, including for a time (1580–1640) its vast empire, large parts of Italy and Germany, the majority of Central and South America, with, in name at least, North America, and the islands of the Caribbean Sea, the Philippines, the Marianas and Guam. It had by now fallen on hard times indeed.

The gold of Peru, silver of Mexico, and other precious metals, woods and high-value goods had for long ensured the access of the Spanish Crown to power, and to vital loans as well. For two centuries the great treasure fleets had assembled in Havana, waiting for the Spanish Navy to escort them to Cádiz in one of the famous flotas (fleets). And, though corsairs and pirates, usually from England, Holland or France, were only occasionally able to seriously disrupt the arrival of the fabulous wealth of the Indies, Spain had to spend vast sums to deter or defeat them.2

But all this was a thing of the past. Spain in the eighteenth century went from one disaster to another. The century opened with a war over the Spanish royal succession. It was not only largely conducted by foreign forces but Spain itself became a battlefield instead of being, as it had been for well over two centuries, the source of invading forces heading for other lands. Its new dynasty, a branch of the Bourbons, tried to establish the closest of links with its northern neighbour and such ‘family compacts’ brought great advantages to Spain, which needed the modernisation and new ideas of a France then dominating European politics, military affairs, thought and culture. But those connections also helped to bring new wars which almost always ended with Spain being on the losing side. Indeed, the rise of British and, before that, Dutch naval power was largely at the expense of a Spain unable to find an effective reply to the challenges Britain and the Netherlands posed to its imperial status. Soon, as the American naval thinker and strategist Alfred Mahan pointed out in the 1890s, the Spanish Empire was transformed into a maritime empire, but with insufficient naval power to support that status, a combination doomed at some time to extract a high price.3

By the end of the eighteenth century, though Spain had lost much of its island empire in the Caribbean, it had at least been able to hold on to most of its continental possessions in the southern part of the Americas. Even this was not to last and the new century was to prove even more disastrous. Madrid tried everything it could to stay out of or at least profit from the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, but instead found itself at various times an ally or even a vassal state, and was further humiliated by French occupation and the imposition of one of Napoleon’s brothers on its throne. Its honour was only saved by national resistance of epic proportions, which caused unending grief to the occupiers and was crucial in assisting the British, eventually under the Duke of Wellington, in driving the French out. The guerrilla, or guerrilla warfare, the Spanish waged at this time became the model for others including much of what came to be seen in Cuba later in the nineteenth century.4

As if this were not enough, that usurpation of the throne and invasion gave the opportunity, over the years after 1808, for some of the once deeply loyal colonies of Spain in the Americas to be taken over by less loyal elements of the local aristocracies and militias. Anti-Spanish revolutions were soon sparked in much of the region and no metropolitan forces were available to quell them: Spain needed to drive out the French invaders before even thinking of countering separatist movements thousands of miles away. While local royalist forces were initially very effective at dealing with the rebels, with time and a combination of Madrid’s bad government and the metropolitan army’s incompetence, the forces of independence eventually got the upper hand. By 1826, after some three centuries of colonial rule, all of Spain’s continental American possessions had become independent and Madrid proved powerless to reassert its rule anywhere. Spain in the Americas retreated to its bastion, long-time base and ‘always loyal’ colony of Cuba, with its small and dependent island territory of Puerto Rico, sole places where the colours of the Spanish ‘bicolor’ still flew in the western hemisphere.5 Elsewhere the vast empire was reduced to the Philippines, some smaller island neighbours in the western Pacific region, and tiny posts surrounded by Morocco in North Africa.

Spain for decades then went from one system of government to another, reactionary absolute monarchy to constitutional monarchy, from one dynastic pretender to another, and from one civil conflict to another. Modernist and traditionalist forces vied for power with no decisive victor until the civil war a century later. The economy, weak at the best of times, suffered the consequences. The Spanish Navy ceased to be a serious force, and the army became almost totally engrossed in politics and thus the arbiter of the national destiny. Under such circumstances little attention was paid to good colonial government or reform, and the general conclusion from the Spanish-American revolutions seems to have been that Spain had been too gentle to the locals and should have adopted an even more intransigent line than the one which had largely brought about those risings.6

In the decades before Churchill’s visit to Cuba, Spain had had a series of unstable governments, none of which could grasp the nettle of real economic progress, significant governmental reform, including of colonial administration, or military modernisation and depoliticisation. While the country would still know some economic progress in the boom times of the second half of the nineteenth century, it tended to be minor in comparison with other large European states.

Frustrations with its decline also led to often ill-conceived attempts to relive former glories. In the 1860s, Spain sought to take advantage of the essentially suspended status of the Monroe Doctrine caused by the United States Civil War to regain some influence in the Americas. This doctrine, issued by President Monroe in 1823, and more importantly backed by the power of Britain and its fleet, stated that the region was no longer available for further European colonisation. Spain defied this ban, in order to back France in its ill-starred attempt to establish a European monarchical regime in Mexico, by briefly re-establishing Spanish rule in the Dominican Republic on the advice of particular political elements in that troubled country, and by creating a context in which a rogue Spanish admiral was able to range the Pacific coast of South America bombarding Chilean and Peruvian ports in a contemporary but preposterous attempt to re-establish Spanish influence.7 

Such moves brought little prestige and no profit to the Spanish Crown. The monarchy was actually abolished following the 1868 September Revolution, though re-established under a different dynasty three years later. That dynasty likewise soon succumbed and, in the face of a weak Republican movement and a discredited Republican experiment, the Bourbons were soon back on the throne having, once again in that dynasty’s history, ‘forgotten nothing and remembered nothing’. Socialism invaded key sectors of the growing mining and industrial parts of the economy, and anarchism became a force to reckon with, including serious terrorist actions in many places over the last years of the century with attempted and sometimes successful assassinations of both politicians and members of the royal family. In 1895 Spain had a population of 18.5 million of which 64 per cent was illiterate and 65 per cent of the labour force was in agriculture, figures among the highest in Europe.8

Cuba

The Cuba of 1895 was greatly changed from the ‘siempre fiel’ garrison island of seventy years earlier. Several generally small conspiracies, often similar to slave risings of the past, had taken place in the years between the achievement of independence by continental Spanish-American states and the outbreak of revolution in Cuba in the latter year. More troubling, a real independence movement had been developing as Spanish abuses had continued, no autonomy or even colonial dignity was granted to the island for its past loyalty, and taxation grew to unsupportable levels.9

Successive sugar booms of the decades prior to 1895 had, however, done much to cool such separatist sentiments. The west of the island in particular was peaceful and little inclined to revolution, though disgust at Spanish rule was widespread even there. In the poorer east, dissatisfaction was almost generalised. The differences between the two halves of the long island had been meaningful and deep-seated almost since initial settlement in the west had followed close upon that of the east. Oriente, as the east was called, had known much less sugar-related development and continued to have a more varied economy, one more dependent on other products such as coffee and tobacco. It had likewise been hit not only by more hard times but also by more destructive hurricanes than the west in the years immediately preceding Churchill’s visit.

Repeated promises by Spain to reform colonial administration, and especially to grant a special status within the empire to the island, had resulted not in progress but in backward movement. Cuba had always been governed by a military governor, never therefore knowing civilian rule, a situation with no parallel among the major colonies of Spain. In addition, despite its loyalty, large and sophisticated white population, and massive contributions to imperial finances, Cuba was never allowed any sort of status in the empire beyond that of a simple colony and military base. And all attempts to have a government on lines similar to what was known in the British Empire, and especially in nearby British islands and even in Canada, were met with stony rejection by Madrid.

When the latest attempt to find a way forward failed in the mid-1860s, what followed was what in Cuban history is known as the Guerra Grande, the Big (or Great) War, or the Ten Years War for its duration from 1868 to 1878. This conflict took thousands of lives and divided the country terribly with enormous destruction in the war zones. However, it should be noted that the west was hardly affected as the rebels, strong in the east but almost unnoticeable in the west, were unable to bring the war to the more prosperous regions and were eventually defeated in 1878 in a carrot and stick campaign led by General Arsenio Martínez Campos, Captain-General of Cuba, of whom we will hear more. While the Cuban rebel forces, known as mambises, held much of the countryside of the liberated zone of Cuba Libre, they were not able to take and hold any towns, nor were they able to establish a capital with a functioning government.10 But it is important to note that there was a ‘Republic in Arms’, often mobile, but always able to maintain some semblance of order in its territory and keen to receive the recognition of any power so that it could obtain more easily the arms and material needs of war, without which victory proved impossible.

There followed a brief interregnum where the promises made by the general in order to bring the rebels to lay down their arms were to some extent implemented. These included the right to form political parties and freedom of the press. At the same time steady movement towards the abolition of slavery, always a complicated issue in an economy so dominated by sugar production, culminated in the complete end of the practice in 1886.11 The result of this reformist atmosphere was for the first time the consolidation of a political party (the Liberal or Autonomist Party) which soon represented majority opinion among Cubans born on the island. Newspapers and magazines reflecting its views were founded in many cities and the debate on what kind of regime Cuba should have in the future was active and constant. In general, the call was for the ‘Canadian solution’: a government where complete autonomy would be enjoyed by the island but where defence and foreign affairs remained in the hands of an imperial government in Madrid. This, for the Liberals, had many advantages. Spain could have more success in deterring US tendencies to acquisition of the island, ensure that rebellions by the large black portion of the population had no chance of success, and continue to add prosperity through military spending in many parts of the colony’s territory. This call for what would have been essentially ‘dominion status’ was backed by a majority on the island but mattered little because of Spanish manipulation of the electoral rules. Those related to being accepted as a voter ensured that the minority intransigent movement in favour of the status quo, termed integrista in Cuba, almost always had its man elected in the political contests from the 1878 peace up to 1895.12

This possible way to avoid another bloody independence war and the likely total loss of the island to Spain did not prosper. As the main historian of the movement puts it in the conclusion of her book on the autonomist movement, the problem was that ‘Cuba was not Canada and Spain was not England’. Instead, a Spain accustomed to ‘tax Cuba dry’ was little inclined to grant it any status whereby it would no longer be contributing in a major way to the imperial treasury. Even Spain’s military adventures in the region, such as the interventions in Mexico and the Dominican Republic, were paid for in large part by the Cuban colonial treasury. The fact was that Cuba was a milch cow of great importance to the Spanish state and in many ways a captive market for several major Spanish industries, as well as essential for the prosperity of the merchant marine.13

The years of what in Cuba is called the ‘the profitable truce’, 1878–95, saw enormous change on the island. The sugar boom in the west continued but slowed in intensity especially in the serious slump of the early 1890s, while the economy of the east continued to decline steadily, and the arrival of tens of thousands of freed slaves into a free labour market was a dramatic change. In addition, prosperity in the west attracted tens of thousands of Spanish immigrants to Cuba, usually young and poor bachelors in search of bettering their lives by working in the cities’ many shops and small industries or starting their own farms, while other immigration schemes founded new agricultural villages especially in the centre of the colony. In 1882–92 almost 100,000 Spaniards came to Cuba to stay, with a prosperous economy stimulating demand for them. All this meant a whiter population with all the political consequences that such a new situation implied. Already by 1862 the white population had grown larger (54 per cent of the total population) than the black and multiracial, but by 1887 their percentage of the population had reached almost 68 per cent.14

Another major trend was that towards US dominance of the Cuban market. While Spain might try to control the commerce of its colony, the power of the US attraction, joined to the fact that Spain could not provide from its own industries and agriculture all the goods Cuba needed and the US was so near, meant a natural involvement of the northern country in providing Cuba’s imports. While not as central in receiving Cuba’s exports, even in that area the US was very important indeed. The US began soon after the end of its Civil War to rank high as a destination for Cuban exports but by the 1880s was far and away more important than Spain in Cuba’s international trade.15 In effect, the island had one political metropolis, Spain, but quite another economic one, the United States.

Finally, the period saw the continuing trend towards unstable conditions for the export of Cuba’s major crop of sugar. In what has been termed the ‘sugar revolution’, the whole context for production changed over these years. The destruction caused by the first war, the formation of ever larger sugar complexes (centrales) to replace the smaller ‘estates’ (ingenios) of earlier years, the abolition of slavery and the arrival of a free labour market, the utter dominance of the US market, the beginning of significant competition by beet sugar, and other tendencies transformed the sugar industry.16

During this whole period of seventeen years the Cuban independence movement continued to build its strength. Shattered by defeat in the Ten Years War, and especially the causes of the defeat, which were largely disunity in the insurgent ranks and the inability of the Cuban exile community abroad to provide enough men, weapons and ammunition to those fighting on the island, the various groupings were slow to garner their potential again. The movement was numerous enough with branches in New York, Tampa and Key West, these last two with the participation of the large number of Cuban cigar workers who immigrated there, and in Jamaica, the Bahamas, Central America and Paris. But the membership was divided on many central issues, including the value of incorporating Cuba into the American Union – an idea termed in Cuba ‘annexationism’ – the place of blacks in an independent Cuba, the direction for future immigration, the conduct of the war, the timing for its renewal, its leadership and a host of other matters.

In this context it fell as a priority to the aspiring leader of the movement to bring unity and provide better communications among all its branches. José Martí Pérez, born in 1853, had been too young to fight at the beginning of the previous war for independence but had written letters and articles urging rebellion against Spain. For that he was arrested and deported. In exile in New York and in a variety of Latin American capitals, Martí became by 1880 a central figure in the movement, founding newspapers supporting the cause of independence, writing and speaking in public, and planning its new phase.17 In 1892 he created the framework of the constitution of the new Partido Revolucionario de Cuba (Cuban Revolutionary Party) and was elected as its head with the title of Delegate after it was proclaimed by Cubans in exile in Key West, Tampa and New York. 

In December 1894, he planned with military commanders the next rising on the island, moving to the Dominican Republic to recruit the services of Máximo Gómez, the key general from the previous war, an excellent ex-Spanish Army officer and Dominican citizen who had commanded mambí forces in that conflict, and to issue a joint call for rebellion from the Dominican village of Montecristi. The revolution broke out in late February 1895 and, in stark contrast to the first rebellion twenty-seven years earlier, had some quick success in spreading outside the immediate area of Oriente. But to a great extent the lack of leaders with prestige from the first conflict, but not actually present on the island, meant that relatively few answered the call to arms. It was only in April, with the arrival of Martí, Gómez, the great multiracial commander Antonio Maceo, amongst others, that the rebellion gained steam. The seventeen further years of Spanish misrule and intransigence, the seeming defeat of the Liberal autonomist more moderate and peaceful option, economic disorder and problems especially in the east, reductions in the perception of a threat from the blacks as a result of the smoothness of the emancipation process all combined to make this rebellion more successful.18

The Spanish moved quickly to try to control the situation. Martínez Campos was almost immediately recalled from his post as recently appointed Captain-General of Madrid and sent out to Cuba for another tour as captain-general there. Reinforcements were quickly despatched from the metropolis to the island. The revolution, once again strongest in the east, spread rapidly now that it had both political and military leadership of high quality. Gómez, now 58 years old and looking his age, showed, however, that he had lost none of his former tactical and strategic sense and Spanish forces proved entirely unable to crush the rebels, even after Martínez Campos took over effective command in mid-April. Refusing, as he had done in the previous war, to meet the Spaniards in open battle, Gómez carried on with the harassing raids, lightning attacks and general wearing down of the enemy that had been his hallmark in the earlier conflict. Though he spoke of a ‘Cuban Ayacucho’, referring to the decisive victory of the Spanish-American rebel forces in the wars for independence in South America, his approach was rather different. He said that, since the Spanish Army in Cuba was so large, reaching eventually more than 200,000 men and the largest European force ever sent to the Americas, it would be necessary to defeat it bit by bit, day by day, and not by a major pitched battle on a single occasion.19

In that slow wearing down of the Spanish Army, his main weapon was disease. Of course many European armies had over the years of colonial conflict in the region learned to their cost of the dangers of campaigning on any Caribbean island. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, mothers, wives and sweethearts would take news of their loved one’s departure with the army to the Caribbean as essentially news of his death. In the 1762 campaign to take Havana, the British Army lost 4,708 men to disease, out of a total of 5,366 dead, with yellow fever being the most fearful of several diseases.20

While service in the region had become more salubrious by the mid-1890s, it was still highly dangerous. Spanish forces suffered terribly and certainly much more than the insurgents, although it must be said that the insurgents’ claim to be invulnerable to these diseases is belied by statistics and personal accounts from the field and the rebel camp.21 Yellow fever, the infamous vómito negro (black vomit), was the main killer, though acute dysentery, smallpox and typhoid also thinned the ranks of both young and old soldiers sent from the peninsula to preserve what was called ‘national unity’ or the territorial ‘integrity of Spain’.

The other main enemy was the climate, even beyond its links with disease. The heat of Cuba in summer is intense and in winter it can still be beyond the imagination of a Spaniard, especially one from the north of Spain. And that heat is often and for long periods joined with levels of humidity even more rarely felt in the old country. In addition, the long rainy season makes conditions for marching extremely unpleasant with the tracks and roads of the island, never in particularly good condition, even worse. Long marches on these terribly rutted and often almost impassable routes exhausted the troops, and the fearfully powerful sun, endless swarms of mosquitoes and short but sharp rain storms soaking men, animals and equipment were the incubators of diseases of all kinds.

These challenges must have seemed, at least to the majority of the troops most of the time, much more of a hazard than the occasional if vicious attacks of the enemy in the field. It is surprising, and a compliment to the qualities of these soldiers, that morale was really quite high in the field army and that loyalty to country, regiment, and above all comrades was palpable.

The Lead-up to 1895 for the Young Winston

Long before his trip to Cuba began 1895 was a deeply marking year for young Winston Churchill. The young man he had become was the result of what must be described as an unhappy childhood, marked by parental indifference, dreadful experiences overall at a variety of schools, few if any real friendships and, at least until his recent experience at Sandhurst, neither intellectual nor physical prowess in most of his pursuits.

He settled at Harrow in the spring of 1888, but this was only after several attempts to find him a school where he would feel more at home instead of having a troubling time emotionally and educationally at places he hated and where he advanced only slowly while causing major disciplinary problems for his masters. Forced to study the favoured subjects of the day, classics and especially Latin, he had shown rebellion and obstinacy from the beginning. While enjoying English, History and at times French, he disliked almost all the others and showed his dislike openly.

Only at Harrow, one of the two truly great English public schools, was he to feel slowly a bit more comfortable, particularly after September 1889 when he was allowed into the army class. At the time many such schools had a separate stream for students who wished to eventually join the army, or at least whose parents so wished. The boys could then concentrate on subjects which would be helpful in passing the examinations for the two military academies of the day, Woolwich for the artillery and engineers, Sandhurst for the cavalry and infantry. He had already joined the Harrow Rifle Corps, a typical nineteenth-century cadet corps, shortly after arriving at the school. But now, in addition, he would take part in field days, be more active in the army cadet corps and engage in basic musketry, field craft, map reading, military history, army organisation and other elements of army training. He was also able to begin the sport of fencing in which he soon did very well, winning important prizes within the school and beyond. It was clear that military pursuits fitted in well with his personality and deep-set interests.

Winston, who had hated school with such a passion, began to like at least those parts of the curriculum which were finally more suited to his interests. Early on in his childhood he had loved playing with toy soldiers with a keenness and seriousness which surprised many. Indeed, the discovery of this passion by his father, Lord Randolph Churchill, on one of his rare visits to where his son found himself in their home, led to the question as to whether Winston would like to go into the army. It seems that this short exchange led to Winston’s long journey to public life through military service.22

It was not to be an easy trip. Winston did well in the subjects he liked but continued to be recalcitrant when it came to those he did not. Attendance at Woolwich was out of the question, given his marks in several subjects and given not only its demands in mathematics and the hard sciences, but also the unromantic army branches, from Winston’s perspective, for which its students were destined. It is unlikely that it would have suited Winston in any sense and it is difficult to imagine him in one of the more intellectual and less dashing technical corps instead of the infantry or the even more splendid cavalry.

Be that as it may, he failed in his first two attempts to get into Sandhurst and only scraped by in his third. Even then, his success, such as it was, was due to the hiring of a crammer, specially brought in for his third attempt at the examination. But once there, for the first time in his life, he simply flourished. He had found an atmosphere in which he was thoroughly at home, studying subjects he enjoyed almost exclusively and at which he did well. His favourites were tactics and fortification but he also studied military law, map reading, drawing, explosives and army administration, some of which he had already dabbled in at school. Entering the college for the sixteen-month course in September 1893, he could expect to graduate in December 1894. His time there passed quickly and his passion was soon to extend to horses. He excelled at riding and won prizes for his equestrian prowess, which gained him a respect among his peers utterly absent from his previous life, except for his Harrovian fencing exploits. His father arranged for him to have extra riding lessons and it paid off. Even more telling, he began to make friends and enjoy having them.23
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