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INTRODUCTION


NEW YORK CITY, 1899

It was the grandest parade New York City had ever seen. It began with the ships—243 of them, battleships, cruisers, torpedo boats, armored yachts, practically every ship in the American Navy, alongside dozens of private craft, carrying 150,000 sailors and passengers, gathered in the early evening of September 29, 1899, off the eastern coast of Staten Island, to celebrate the American victory in the Spanish-American War a year before. As fireworks ripped into the sky from scores of sites around New York Harbor, the fleet sailed forth, cruising through the Narrows between Brooklyn and Staten Island. Under the glare of red, white, and blue starbursts, three and a half million people—two and a half million New Yorkers and another million visitors, who came from as far as California—watched along the harbor shorelines. To accompany the fireworks, the fleet beamed hundreds of spotlights on the crowds and buildings along the waterfront. “Wherever the eye turned, it was blinded by the magic light . . . and all the cities seemed to be bathed in harmless fire,” wrote one observer. For two hours this went on, and there was more to come: The next day 30,000 soldiers, led by a 130-piece band conducted by John Philip Sousa, marched from Morningside Heights to Madison Square, in Manhattan, where artisans had erected a triumphal arch of lath and plaster, modeled on the Arch of Titus in Rome.1

In just a few months in 1898, the United States had defeated Spain and captured Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines; in a separate move, it had annexed the Hawaiian islands. The United States and Spain had signed a peace treaty at the end of the year, but it took nine more months to coordinate a celebration with so many men, and so many ships, some deployed halfway around the world, to meet in New York. To the millions of avid onlookers, the delay was of little consequence. The celebration was less about the nation’s recent past achievements than what those achievements foretold: a new, confident, global American empire. “Surely no Roman general, surely no Roman Emperor ever received such a tribute from the populace of the Eternal City,” wrote the New York Times.2

Riding that day at the head of the New York State National Guard as it marched along the parade route was Theodore Roosevelt—naturalist, historian, war hero, and now governor of New York. Dressed in a frock coat, top hat, and kid gloves, he was the most powerful politician of this mighty state and a scion of the city’s patrician class. But he was more than that: Perhaps no single person better embodied the excitement and national pride the war elicited, and the newfound martial fervor that followed. At the outbreak of the Spanish-American War, he had resigned from his job with the Department of the Navy to help lead the First United States Volunteer Cavalry—better known as the Rough Riders—during the invasion of Cuba. Roosevelt had trained the regiment, one of twenty-six in the invasion force and totaling nearly 1,000 men, then led them to Cuba and into battle, culminating in a desperate, riotous charge up a hill outside the city of Santiago, on the island’s southeastern coast. He returned victorious and world-famous, an American Caesar who took Albany a few months after taking Santiago and now, everyone said, was poised to take the presidency, too. Though the parade’s official man of honor was Admiral of the Navy George Dewey, who had defeated the Spanish Pacific fleet at Manila at the outbreak of the war, it was Roosevelt whom many in the crowd wanted to see that day. Halfway through the march, at 72nd Street, he paused to tip his hat to a reviewing stand. The crowd exploded, shouting “Teddy! Teddy!” and “Roosevelt for president!” Onlookers, trying to get close, pushed into the street; police had to hold them back. Aside from Dewey, the Times wrote, “the interest and admiration of the thronging people were expressed more uniformly and enthusiastically toward Governor Roosevelt than toward any one else.”3

Roosevelt’s experience as a wartime leader raised his national profile and changed him utterly. Until then, his career had included politics, ranching, history writing, and biology; he was good at most of these pursuits, frighteningly so, but he had struggled to unify them into a single intellectual project. A man with powerful friends, many people nevertheless dismissed him as a gadfly and a blowhard. By 1895, he worried that history had passed him by: “There will come a period in which I shall be whirled off into some eddy, and shall see the current sweep on, even if it sweeps in the right direction, without me,” he wrote to a friend. He ended up, in early 1897, as the assistant secretary of the navy and an ardent advocate of war with Spain. When he quit that job to join the Army, his friends all said he was crazy—that even if he wasn’t killed, he had cast off his career one time too many.4

Instead, he blossomed as a leader. He trained and led his men into battle, then watched over them during a grueling three-week siege outside Santiago, in which the bigger enemies, more so than the Spanish, were heat, disease, rats, and rainstorms. He kept his men in line, and he kept them loyal—years later, when Roosevelt was president, groups of Rough Riders would stop by the White House for a visit, and they were always allowed to skip past the crowd outside his office. It was these skills, as much as his charisma and unending appetite for work, that made Roosevelt such an effective public executive—as governor and, in 1901, as president.

Roosevelt blossomed intellectually as well. The experience with the Rough Riders, and his time at war, helped him hone his ideas about America, its place in the world, and his philosophy of the “strenuous life” that governed his approach to the presidency. It helped him clarify his complicated and flawed ideas about American unity—he embraced the notion of a country brought together by common values and a mission to bring those values to the world, even as he endorsed its exclusion of a large swath of its population behind disenfranchisement and Jim Crow. Roosevelt’s time in Cuba also brought home for him the importance of what his generation called the manly virtues—the social Darwinian notions of competition, often violent, between men, and between nations. He did not discover these ideas on the battlefield, but the battlefield offered all the evidence he needed of their veracity, as well as the prestige to spread them among his adoring public. He became, wrote the historian Gail Bederman, “a walking advertisement for the imperialistic manhood he desired for the American race.”5

The story of Roosevelt and the Rough Riders is not just a matter of presidential biography. The regiment, often dismissed by historians and pop culture as a cartoonish band of cowboys, in fact played a central role in the emergence of a new idea about American power, and in particular the military’s role in projecting that power. It was unlike anything America had ever seen. Organized hastily to supplement the meager 28,000 men who comprised the Regular Army in 1898, the regiment brought together Westerners and Easterners, cowboys and college kids, New York City cops and frontier sheriffs, football stars and gold miners. They were men like Theodore Miller, the son of an Ohio industrial magnate and a promising New York law student who quit his studies to join the regiment. James McClintock was a journalist from California. Hamilton Fish was the product of a storied New York political family who had dropped out of Columbia University to work on a railroad. Bill Larned and Bob Wrenn were the first- and second-ranked professional tennis players in America; they both quit to go to war. So did Buckey O’Neill, the mayor of Prescott, Arizona.

Even if Roosevelt had stayed put in the Department of the Navy, these men would still have captured the national imagination, because to so many back home, they represented a quintessentially American story: ragtag, provisional, drawn from the country’s vast distances and disparate communities, forged by patriotic fervor and sent out into the world to fight for what was right. As the journalist Jacob Riis wrote: “The Rough-Riders were the most composite lot that ever gathered under a regimental standard, but they were at the same time singularly typical of the spirit that conquered a continent in three generations, eminently American.”6

Roosevelt made the Rough Riders, and the Rough Riders made Roosevelt. Together, they comprised one of the most storied, and most important, military units in American history. This book is an account of their story, and Roosevelt’s story with them. It is also an account of the Spanish-American War: why it happened when it did, and how it shaped America at a crucial moment in its history. Roosevelt called his charge during the Battle of San Juan Heights, on July 1, 1898, his “crowded hour”—the brief span of time in which so much of his life came together, and from which, afterward, so much followed. Similarly, the Spanish-American War was America’s own “crowded hour”—a relatively brief conflict that set in motion the wheels of myth-making, idealism, and national self-interest that would guide the country through the twentieth century.

•  •  •

John Hay, who started his career as Abraham Lincoln’s personal secretary and ended it as Theodore Roosevelt’s secretary of state, called the fight against the Spanish a “splendid little war.” It was nothing of the kind. The Spanish-American War—more accurately, if less often and more awkwardly, known as the Spanish-American-Cuban-Filipino War—was certainly not “splendid” for the people involved. Though only a few thousand American soldiers died in combat in Cuba and the Philippines, thousands more died of disease, many of them volunteers awaiting orders in camps across the Southern states. It was even less “splendid” for Cuban and Filipino soldiers and civilians, whose total losses—many died of torture and in concentration camps at the hands of Spanish and American troops—are uncountable, but certainly range in the hundreds of thousands.

Nor was the war in any way “little.” America’s Cuban and Puerto Rican campaigns were indeed brief—less than six months from the Army’s landing, in June 1898, at a beach called Daiquirí, on Cuba’s southeastern coast, to the Spanish capitulation at San Juan, Puerto Rico, followed by a peace treaty with Madrid at the end of the year. But that was only one part of the war; by the time the Rough Riders arrived in Cuba, insurgents had been battling the Spanish colonial army for three years. And it does not include the American conflict in the Philippines, which went on for another four years. As a globe-spanning whole, the war lasted seven years, left at least 200,000 dead, destroyed the last of the Spanish Empire and opened the door to a century of American dominance.

The root cause of the war was the long decline of the Spanish Empire, which by 1898 was left clinging by its fingernails to its last two colonial holdings in the Western Hemisphere, Cuba and Puerto Rico. Cuba had come under Spanish control only a few decades after Isabella and Ferdinand conquered Granada—in other words, Spain had controlled Cuba for almost as long as Spain had been Spain. There had been Spanish citizens living in Cuba for over a century before the first English settlers landed on the east coast of what would become the United States. And history was just part of the reason for Madrid’s tenacity; rich with sugar, tobacco, and minerals, Cuba was an economic bounty for the cash-strapped empire. Cuba allowed Spain to maintain its self-image as a global power—a fiction, but a vital one for the fragile Spanish state.

It had been a long time since anyone else had agreed with Spain’s fantasies about its own power, once the greatest in Europe. Wars of independence had whittled away at its immense holdings in the Western Hemisphere, while it suffered chronic instability and persistent underdevelopment at home. Preoccupied, Spain let Cuba wallow in bureaucratic inefficiency, overbearing taxes, and the occasional burst of mindless, pointlessly oppressive violence. Eventually, the island exploded: first in a ten-year revolt that left 50,000 rebels, 100,000 civilians, and 85,000 Spanish soldiers dead, then in another, more brutal uprising, beginning in 1895, one that would shock America’s conscience and propel the United States into its first major foreign conflict since the Mexican War in 1848.

The war broke out at a turning point in American history; arguably, it broke out because America was at a turning point. America in 1898 was growing at an unprecedented pace, absorbing millions of immigrants into its seemingly endless interior and converting their labor and the nation’s natural bounty into a Mississippian flow of commerce. It was also recovering from a deep economic depression, which fed social and political unrest; that unrest, in turn, created what the historian Richard Hofstadter called the “psychic crisis” of the 1890s, a collective soul-searching about America’s place in the world and each citizen’s place within that quest. Populists were challenging the economic order of the fading Gilded Age, while Southern whites were fast erecting the apartheid regime known as Jim Crow.

At the same time, everyday Americans were beginning to look outward. For much of the nineteenth century, most had been content to have their country serve as a passive example for the world to follow—“a model of Christian charity,” the Puritan leader John Winthrop had said in 1630, sitting aloof “as a city upon a hill.” But by the 1890s a rapid process of civil war, territorial expansion, and a campaign of outright annihilation against Native Americans was largely completed—in 1898, Congress ended the primacy of tribal courts in Oklahoma, the last of their kind. With manifest destiny largely over at home, many Americans began to take an interest in the world. In 1885 alone, 100,000 Americans traveled abroad. Thousands of others went as missionaries. Their curiosity extended beyond tourist spots and saving souls; they also became interested in foreign affairs, and their nation’s role in the world. As the economy grew, illiteracy plunged and the modern news media blossomed, and average citizens became more aware of the troubled world around them. When they read about massacres of Armenians by the Ottoman army, American editors and their readers were apoplectic, and demanded that the president threaten military action. They swooned over the underdog Greeks in their fights against the Turks. They called for war against Britain in a dispute with Venezuela over its border with British Guiana. And they flocked to the cause of “Cuba Libre”: Thousands of Americans, including hundreds of Anglos, joined private military expeditions across the Straits of Florida; countless more donated to the network of pro-independence Cuban activists called the Junta; and millions kept up with events in the unending reams of newspapers that fed the minds of an increasingly urban, literate, middle-class country.7

Americans, especially younger ones, did not go to war with Spain reluctantly. They rushed in headlong. Freedom for Cuba had animated the 1896 American presidential campaign, and the question of what to do about it dominated the first year of William McKinley’s administration, even if the president tried, at first, to avoid it. Newspapers, especially the so-called yellow press papers that trafficked in tragedy and rumors, hyped stories of mass execution and rape, but they weren’t the only, or even the main, source of information. World-famous correspondents like Stephen Bonsal and Richard Harding Davis made extensive visits to the island, and brought back horror stories of their own, which they published in national magazines like The Century and Scribner’s. Cuba was dying, they said, and America, as its neighbor and as the self-styled light of liberty, had to act. When it became clear that Spain was not going to cede the island on its own, intervention was just a matter of time.

Not everyone agreed with the rush to war, and all it implied about America’s role in the world. The country had, many believed, been founded in opposition to the old ways of Europe, to the autocracies and bureaucracies and garrison societies that defined the continent’s leading states. They detested the idea of a strong central government, and of a strong centralized military. Above all they detested colonies, for colonies required armies, and armies meant large state systems and coercive police powers and, in no short order, the end of the ideal of radical freedom that many nineteenth-century Americans held dear. Most telling was the way America treated its soldiers. At the end of the Civil War, the Union Army stood victorious, and enormous, with just over a million men under arms. Within a decade that number was brought down to about 28,000 officers and men, smaller than any major army in the Western Hemisphere—even Spain, that long-waning empire, had three times as many soldiers at home, and about five times as many in Cuba. As the New York Times editorialized in 1898, “We could offer no resistance on either coast to a first-class or second-class naval power. And two army corps could traverse the country as far as their commanders chose to take them without meeting any effectual opposition.”8

And yet, as the century came to an end, two facts about America’s place in the world stood clear. First, global economic power required comparable military power to protect it—from pirates, from hostile states—and to persuade difficult trading partners to come around. The United States had grown unchecked by foreign influence in large part thanks to its economic isolation, but its growth, and the geography-shrinking effects of technological progress, were bringing that isolation to an end.

But power, many Americans felt, could not be simply a matter of protecting material interests. This was the second fact: Theirs had never been just a country, in the eyes of its citizens and its admirers abroad; it was an idea, too. Every country likes to think it stands for something, but especially in the nineteenth-century era of realpolitik, that something was usually itself. America, by contrast, stood in the eyes of many for the universal values written into its founding documents, ideas about liberty and equality. These weren’t vague notions bandied about in afternoon salons, either—millions of men had fought, and hundreds of thousands had died, over them during the Civil War. If America was going to be a world power, one that thrust itself and its armies into world affairs, how could it do so in a way that spoke to its values? Or, in a more cynical but no less realistic view, how could those values be used to justify the aggressive assertion of American interests onto the world?

•  •  •

Theodore Roosevelt and the Rough Riders offered an answer to both of those questions. At a time when the country was rapidly assuming the mantle of global influence yet deeply unsure about how to extend that power through military means, the sudden appearance of nearly 1,000 volunteer soldiers, drawn from all walks of life and all parts of the country, seemingly motivated not by money or servitude or anything other than a desire to do what they thought was right, offered a different way forward. Suddenly, the Army was not a corps of nameless, faceless social rejects and West Point martinets; it was men like Jesse Langdon, the son of a Dakota veterinarian who lied about his age to join the regiment, and Frank Knox, a Michigan boy who would go on to be Franklin Roosevelt’s secretary of the navy—men whose lives seemed readily familiar and accessible, even if their decision to drop their civilian comforts and fight in a foreign land left those at home in awe. Writing on the eve of the Battle of San Juan Heights, outside Santiago, and just a few days after the Rough Riders’ first engagement with the Spanish, at Las Guasimas, an editorialist for the Philadelphia Inquirer declared a sudden, newfound respect for the American military: “The American soldier is no machine. He is not drawn from the dregs of society. He is not drilled to the extent that he is an automaton. No, he is a patriot and a man of intelligence. When he fights it is for his country, and to love one’s country is better than three years of service as a conscript.” And it was the Rough Riders above all, he said, who showed that America could be both a military power and retain its ideals. “Whether Fifth Avenue millionaires or Western cowboys, they fought together and died together in Cuba for the great American principles of liberty, equality and humanity.”9

Roosevelt and the Rough Riders were everything to everyone. They built on the myths about American history, and created new ones that would guide the country through the next century. The romance of the Wild West was already fast receding into history, yet here, suddenly, it was alive again, miraculously blended with the fin-de-siècle allure of Newport and Saratoga and the Social Register. (The very name “rough rider” was taken from Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show, itself an act of myth-making.) The regiment brought together the sons of Confederate rebels and Yankee riflemen—proof, to many, that the country had finally overcome the still searing sectional divides wrought by the Civil War. Not coincidentally, there was never even the suggestion of including African American soldiers in the unit, despite the availability of thousands of black veterans who had fought in the Indian Wars. The Rough Riders were rich and poor, a suggestion, declared journalists and Sunday sermonists, that socialism and labor revolution were impossible in America—a concern that in 1898 felt all too real to the moneyed classes. And of course they were all men, a relief for those, like Roosevelt, who spent most of the 1890s fretting about the decline of the virile, Anglo-Saxon American male.

No surprise, then, that despite their being just one regiment within the Army’s massive war effort, celebrity followed the Rough Riders wherever they went. The unit spawned fashion trends: In the fall of 1898, women in New York took to wearing the “Rough Rider,” a roguish style of hat. Thousands of onlookers visited their camp in Texas, while thousands of others waited in the cities and small towns along their train route to Florida. Mothers gave them cakes and fresh milk; daughters asked for brass buttons from their uniforms as souvenirs. Dozens of reporters followed them closely, and hundreds of others dropped in and out of their retinue as they moved from their training grounds in dusty San Antonio to the Army’s staging site at Tampa, to the beaches of Cuba, and finally to the hills east of the city of Santiago, where Roosevelt and his men won glory.

And yet for all their fame at the time, the Rough Riders remain obscure, hidden in plain sight from those who might know the name, but not much else. One reason may be a split among historical treatments of the regiment and the war. Books that discuss the Rough Riders at any length tend to be either biographies of Roosevelt, in which the regiment plays a colorful but passing role, or folksy adventure tales that ignore almost entirely the regiment’s historical importance. In contrast, those books that do discuss the context—the small library’s worth of mostly academic literature on the Spanish-American War—downplay the events of the war itself, including its most famous regiment. These books do an admirable job of answering questions about American imperialism, about the domestic politics behind the war, and about the consequences of America’s rapid conquest of Spain’s far-flung colonies. But rarely do they spend much time on the actual fighting, or the soldiers involved, or the public’s reaction. Intentional or not, they give the impression that because the American war with Spain was so short—the hostilities lasted less than four months—its battles and personalities do not matter much.

Many Americans at the time saw things differently. They followed every development closely. They lauded heroes, and created them when heroes were not forthcoming. They wrote poetry and songs and consumed thousands of pages of newspaper and magazine reporting. And they saw, quite clearly, the central role that the Rough Riders played in this story. It may seem obvious, but the lack of scholarly attention demands it be said: To understand the impact that the war had on the American public and its attitudes about the world, one has to understand the war, and its most famous regiment, as well.

The public supported the American invasion of Cuba because they believed their country was engaged in a different kind of war, and a more noble use of power, than they were used to seeing play out in Europe. The Rough Riders put a name and a face to that belief, and seemed to promise that American power would always promote not just America’s interests, but its values—a mission that the publisher Henry Luce characterized as the “American century.”

It is only in hindsight that we can recognize how America’s many subsequent interventions, almost always taken under the cover of promoting human rights and liberty, often hurt the country, and the world, as much as they helped (indeed, disgust at the Army’s actions in the Philippines fueled a vocal anti-imperialist movement back home). We can recognize that the story of the Rough Riders became one of the many myths that helped twentieth-century America build an empire yet deny that it had any intention of doing so. We can recognize that Roosevelt’s talk about the Rough Riders as “American through and through” was an advertisement for a type of American “unity” that excluded blacks, Latinos, and women. We can recognize that the rhetoric of human rights and freedom abroad has often been abused by the powerful to promote their own interests. And yet in the Rough Riders’ story, we can also recognize the best of America: citizens who set aside families, careers, wealth, and celebrity to fight and die for something other than themselves. We can recognize, above all, that the story of the American century is neither entirely heroic nor entirely tragic—rather, it is both.



CHAPTER 1


“THE PUERILITY OF HIS SIMPLIFICATIONS”

On January 13, 1898, John D. Long, the secretary of the navy, was sitting in his office in the State, War and Navy Building, a Second Empire jumble of columns and mansard roofs next to the Executive Mansion that Mark Twain had called the ugliest edifice in America. Long, fifty-nine, was a stoop-shouldered, gently cerebral former governor of Massachusetts whom President William McKinley had called out of private legal practice in Hingham, a coastal town south of Boston, to serve in his cabinet. He was an able administrator and politician, but he was happiest writing poetry and reading Latin; one of his proudest achievements was publishing a verse translation of The Aeneid.1

Long was, in other words, the exact opposite of Theodore Roosevelt, his assistant secretary, who at that minute burst into his boss’s morning reverie. Roosevelt shut the door and, Long recalled, “Began in his usual emphatic and dead-in-earnest manner” to run through his latest efforts on the part of the department. Then, his face reddening, Roosevelt turned to Cuba, along with Puerto Rico the last remnant of the once vast Spanish Empire in the Western Hemisphere, and his certainty that Spain and the United States would soon come to blows over the island’s struggle for independence. “He told me that, in case of war with Spain, he intends to abandon everything and go to the front,” Long wrote.2

The cause of Roosevelt’s eruption that day was an anti-American riot in Havana on January 12. The McKinley administration was putting diplomatic pressure on Spain to reach an end to its war in Cuba; after rumors reached Havana that the government in Madrid had finally agreed to Washington’s demands, Spanish loyalists and soldiers had rampaged across the center of the island’s capital, attacking newspaper offices and the American consulate. Fitzhugh Lee, the consul general in Havana, cabled Washington with the news: While there was little damage to American property, the violence bode poorly for any hope of a negotiated settlement to the nearly three-year war, which had decimated the Cuban economy and killed well over 100,000 civilians, along with tens of thousands of Spanish soldiers and Cuban rebels.3

Long kept quiet as his assistant seethed. One didn’t just listen to Roosevelt; one felt him. He seemed to have no inside voice. He expounded grandiloquently before crowds as small as one, in forums as intimate as the office of the secretary of the navy. He had a slightly high pitch to his voice and he spoke in rapid spurts, with long vowels and chopped-off consonants. He boomed, he hissed, he spat out words—“bully!,” “delighted!”—like a Gatling gun. And he didn’t speak merely with his mouth: His whole body shook in rhythm, his fists banging into his palms to drive home a point. But while he was often full of bluster, it wasn’t hot air. Roosevelt was widely regarded as one of the most intelligent, well-read people in Washington, with a steel-trap of a mind and an ability to recall minor facts consumed years before. Even his detractors found Roosevelt’s extemporaneous orations a thing to behold: He could speak off the cuff about everything from New England wildlife to German politics, whatever fit the moment.4

Still, it could be a lot to take in, and those who tolerated Roosevelt usually did so with resignation, rarely with enthusiasm. In the months since they had joined the department together, Long had learned to manage Roosevelt’s energies, a full-time job in itself. When he wasn’t preparing for war with Cuba, Roosevelt was ordering up new warships, or restructuring the department’s procurement policy, or investigating mismanagement at the Brooklyn Navy Yard. “He bores me with plans of naval and military movement,” Long wrote in his journal the night after Roosevelt barged into his office. “By tomorrow morning, he will have got half a dozen heads of bureaus together and have spoiled twenty pages of good writing paper, and lain awake half the night.”5

Roosevelt had been thrust upon Long by President McKinley, and he in turn had been thrust upon McKinley by New York politics and Roosevelt’s close friend Henry Cabot Lodge, a Republican senator from Massachusetts. Long appreciated Roosevelt for his energy, but he would have much preferred a quietly competent career naval officer as his second. Unlike Roosevelt, Long did not think war was coming. If anything, he was naive about the situation in Cuba and Spain’s desire and ability to improve it. “My own notion is that Spain is not only doing the best it can, but is going very well in its present treatment of the island,” Long wrote in his diary. “Our government certainly has nothing to complain of.”6

More than temperament divided the two men. They came from different generations—both born on October 27, Long was exactly twenty years older than Roosevelt—and had vastly different ideas about America and its place in the world. Long’s generation was both scarred and motivated by the experience of the Civil War; they knew what war was, and they believed that their achievements since—social stability, economic growth, industrialization, and the closing of the Western frontier—had made large-scale conflict unnecessary, at least as far as the United States was concerned. Minor wars might embroil Europe, but Europe was far away. Wise, sustained growth and a restrained, conservative foreign policy, the hallmarks of the Republican Party and its domination of national politics in the late nineteenth century, would ensure that America would never again face the horrors of war, domestic or otherwise. With no small amount of self-awareness, Long called a published edition of his diary America of Yesterday.

Roosevelt stood out even among his generation in taking exception to Long’s vision of the world. He had grown up in the shadow of the Civil War and its veterans; he admired (and envied) their experience, but also questioned why, after such a searing war, they should be so afraid of another one that they refused even to prepare for it—an error that, Roosevelt believed, made another war more likely. Even more, it was America’s responsibility, to its own interests as well as the world’s, to use its growing power to shape foreign affairs. In his own autobiography, Roosevelt called the chapter on the Spanish-American War “The War of America the Unready.”

•  •  •

Born in Manhattan in 1858 and called Teedie by his family, Roosevelt later described himself as a scrawny, sickly child, hindered by asthma and poor eyesight—“a great little home-boy,” his sister Bamie said. To make up for his self-perceived deficiencies, he spent long hours as a boy exercising, hiking, and swimming. He kept daily records of his physical activity and subsequent gains in strength, weight, and stamina. He worked out alone when necessary, but he liked a partner because he favored violent sports, especially boxing. His love for the pugilistic arts continued long after he reached maturity, even after he returned from Cuba—as governor of New York, he had a ring installed in his mansion in Albany.7

Whatever physical ailments Roosevelt suffered, his greatest debilitation was his hero worship of his father, Theodore Roosevelt Sr. “My father was the best man I ever knew,” Theodore Junior said. In letters and diary entries, he called his father “Greatheart,” after the heroic giant-slayer in John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress. Theodore Senior was born into wealth and proved a proficient if sometimes distracted businessman; he engaged with politics but resisted the opportunities that America’s unbound postwar corruption offered. He cofounded New York institutions like the Metropolitan Museum of Art and the American Museum of Natural History. But he had also avoided service during the Civil War by hiring someone to go in his place—a legal, not uncommon avenue for wealthy Americans to get out of their martial obligations, but one that his son could never quite square with his faith in his father’s courage. Nor was his father able to give him the paternal support his son needed; Roosevelt Senior loved his family deeply, but was also often absent from it, away on business. And then he died, of stomach cancer, when his Teedie was nineteen and a sophomore at Harvard. What this all amounted to, in the figure of Theodore Junior, was a man who burst with energy and intelligence, came from sufficient wealth to give him room to exploit his gifts, and carried an enormous chip on his shoulder. A man who had nothing to prove seemed to believe that he had everything to prove.

While still a teenager, Roosevelt climbed mountains in Maine and Switzerland, Germany and upstate New York. He taught himself taxidermy, and practiced it avidly, frequently emerging from his room covered in the blood of some animal he had killed on a weekend hunting trip. At Harvard he lifted himself from a middling B average as a freshman to Phi Beta Kappa; he was invited to join the Porcellian Club, the most exclusive undergraduate social organization on campus; and on the side wrote a book, The Naval War of 1812, that remained a standard text in college classrooms for decades. Along the way, he built himself from being “a youth in the kindergarten stage of physical development,” as one classmate recalled, into a physical brute, strutting about the Yard, often shirtless, with gnarly muttonchops bewhiskering his cheeks. He once rowed from Long Island to Connecticut, alone, in a single day, a full twenty-five miles. Some of the stories told about Roosevelt as a Harvard man later proved apocryphal, but like so much in his life, their veracity is beside the point: The myth is inextricable from the man. Roosevelt also developed a reputation as an ill-tempered, prudish elitist—uninterested in anyone not of the “gentleman-sort”—and as a result had few friends around Cambridge. In fact, what he disdained were the leisure classes. He admired those whom he judged, fairly or not, to come from hearty, hardy New England stock, whether they had used their brains and brawn to build wealth or simply earn a good day’s pay. He had no time for those who took to the lighter side of life, who accepted the “gentleman’s C,” at Harvard or later as adults.8

As he neared the end of his studies, Roosevelt wasn’t sure where to go next. Looking back, his career from graduation to inauguration as president—spanning just twenty-one years—seems to follow a straight line from achievement to achievement, from strength to strength. But in fact he often felt undirected and unwilling to commit to one single endeavor. He inherited a small fortune from his father, paying about $8,000 a year (a little under $200,000 in 2018), which allowed him to live comfortably without having to work for an income. His real love was science, especially what would later be called evolutionary biology, but was put off by the fact that serious graduate work, at the time, meant years studying in Germany, home to the world’s best research institutions.9

Lacking a specific direction, Roosevelt went to law school, at Columbia. But he had already fallen into local politics, and left school in 1881 without graduating to run for, and win, election to the New York State Assembly. He proved an able and energetic politician, committed to the Republican Party but also willing to buck against its establishment in pushing reform bills. He led an anticorruption campaign against the railroad tycoon Jay Gould, and another campaign to ban the home manufacture of cigars. In all this he made no shortage of enemies, who called the twenty-three-year-old legislator “Young Squirt,” “Weakling,” and, most colorfully, “Jane-Daddy.” Two years later, just as his political career was taking off, Roosevelt’s wife, Alice, died from Bright’s disease (kidney inflammation) soon after she had given birth to their daughter, and on the same day that his mother passed away, in the same house. Though he rarely spoke about his first wife again, Roosevelt was devastated. A few months afterward (and following the 1884 Republican National Convention in Chicago, where he tried, and failed, to block the nomination of James G. Blaine) he left political life and his daughter behind and moved to the Dakota Territory, where he intended to become a cattle rancher.10

Roosevelt had already spent time in the Dakotas, hunting deer and bison along the Little Missouri River. It was more than a hobby; his connection to the West was part of his self-identity: Almost immediately and for the rest of his life, he liked to tell crowds that he was “at heart as much a Westerner as an Easterner.” Still, when he arrived in the town of Medora, near his new ranchstead, he was greeted skeptically, even derisively, on account of his thick glasses and unsullied clothing. He was, by appearance, a dude. As a group of cowhands watched, he dismounted and walked into the town’s general store. While he was inside one of the men switched his saddle and bridle to a similar-looking, but very wild, bronco they called White-Faced Kid. Roosevelt came out of the store, mounted the horse—and the animal bucked him straight in the air.

The shopkeeper, Joe Ferris, came running out. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

“Not a bit,” said Roosevelt. He remounted the horse, and once again went skyward.

“It’s too bad I broke my glasses” was all he said, and he went inside for a new pair. And once again, he got back on the horse, who this time went flying off down the street with Roosevelt still in the saddle, dust clouds whirling behind them. The crowd grew worried; someone went looking for a doctor. But after a few minutes Roosevelt returned, shouting and grinning and trotting along on White-Faced Kid. “We took a shine to him from that very day,” recalled one of the ranch hands, Fred Herrig, who years later would join Roosevelt as a Rough Rider in Cuba. “Any fellow who could ride White-Faced Kid at one trial and holler like that was the man for our money; except that we didn’t have any money, until we’d hired out to Roosevelt.”11

Despite his dramatic entrance, ranching proved one of the few failures of Roosevelt’s life. He simply couldn’t commit to the unending demands that came with being a cattle baron. He frequently returned to New York to see his daughter and keep his hand in state politics. On those trips he also began to court a childhood sweetheart, Edith Carow; the two were married in 1886. After a blizzard killed off most of his cattle, he conceded that one could not be a part-time rancher, like one could be a gentleman farmer back East, and sold his stock and property for a loss. It was inevitable, blizzard or not—his life was on the East Coast. In 1887 Edith gave birth to their first of five children, Theodore III (later known as “Junior,” despite being third in the line), and Roosevelt began building a sprawling house for his new family in the village of Oyster Bay, on the North Shore of Long Island. He called his home Sagamore Hill. And as if politics and ranching and grieving and raising a family were not enough, he kept up a steady output of books—a series of memoirs and essay collections on hunting and the outdoors, biographies of Thomas Hart Benton and Gouverneur Morris, and the four-volume The Winning of the West. He also wrote a stream of magazine articles, on topics varying from machine politics to Civil War history to buffalo hunting, and cofounded the Boone and Crockett Club, the country’s first organization of outdoorsmen dedicated to wildlife and wilderness conservation.

In 1889 President Benjamin Harrison, whom Roosevelt had stumped for in the 1888 campaign, appointed him to the United States Civil Service Commission, and he and Edith moved their family to Washington. The city was still small, in places verging on bucolic, with long trails winding through Rock Creek Park along which Roosevelt would hike or ride for hours. In the summers most of the population that could fled the city entirely, the better to avoid the malarial lowlands around the National Mall and the oppressive heat of the lower Potomac River basin. Roosevelt stayed. He joined a small social scene of like-minded Republicans, many of whom he knew already from New York and national party politics, like the writer Henry Adams, the diplomat John Hay, and the then-congressman Henry Cabot Lodge. Like Roosevelt, they were literary as well as political men, who loved nothing more than to argue into the night—Henry James called them “charming men, but exceedingly undesirable companions for any man not of strong nature”—and they would gather at Adams’s house at 1603 H Street, on Lafayette Square, for long salons debating and eating and drinking (though Roosevelt himself rarely touched alcohol).12

The Civil Service Commission itself was something of a backwater, and though he made a typically Rooseveltian stab at energizing it, he made only moderate progress against the corrupt system of political patronage that drove much of American politics—and much of Washington’s daily life. He held extensive hearings around the country, and eventually produced a masterfully crafted report, which hardly anyone read. And so it went, with Roosevelt writing his books, holding his committee hearings, and chatting away with his newfound circle in Washington, waiting for his next move. It appeared, for the moment, like Roosevelt’s career had stalled.

Then, finally, opportunity arrived in the form of William Lafayette Strong, a reformist Republican who won the New York mayor’s office in 1894, and offered Roosevelt a spot as president of the board of police commissioners. Roosevelt took it, and ran with it, remaking the city’s police force in just a few years. He instituted physical and firearms exams, created merit-based awards, and eliminated political considerations from hiring and placement of officers. He became famous—or infamous, depending on which side of his favor one fell—for walking the city late at night in mufti, looking for wayward officers catching a nap. For company, he often took along reporters from the local papers, a habit that introduced him to rising-star journalists like Jacob Riis and Richard Harding Davis. Intentionally or not, that habit also won him praise in local newspapers and magazines, and he began his ascent as a national figure.13

But Roosevelt also had a unique capacity for angering the wrong people at the wrong moment. When he proved too conscientious as the head of the police board, enforcing Sunday closing laws that ran afoul of the commercial interests of New York’s political establishment, Senator Thomas Platt, a backbencher in Washington but the most powerful politician in the state, arranged for the board to be shuttered. By 1896, Roosevelt’s tenure at the top of the New York police force was rapidly coming to an end.

Roosevelt was happy to leave; he had had his fill of New York politics, for now, and he already had his sights set on a job with the incoming administration of William McKinley. Roosevelt had campaigned for him (and against the Democratic candidate, William Jennings Bryan, whom he detested), and he leaned on his friends in Washington—especially Lodge, now a senator—to find him his coveted spot: the assistant secretary (later known as the under secretary) of the navy. “I do not think the Assistant Secretaryship in the least below what I ought to have,” Roosevelt wrote Lodge. McKinley, a Civil War veteran, was wary of the pugnacious young Roosevelt—“I am told your friend Theodore . . . is always getting into rows with everybody,” he said to one of Roosevelt’s advocates—but after considerable delay gave in to the multifront assault waged by Lodge and others (it helped that Platt, after considerable delay, endorsed Roosevelt as well, to get him out of New York).14

•  •  •

McKinley, a former governor of Ohio, entered office an avowed pacifist. When he said, in his inaugural address, that “war should never be entered upon until every agency of peace has failed; peace is preferable to war in almost every contingency,” he was doing more than paying lip service to peace; he was expressing a deeply held belief that war was, in virtually every case, a losing proposition. McKinley did not spend much time thinking about foreign policy and what it might involve. In his address, he said nothing about military preparedness—Roosevelt’s pet obsession—and nothing about international crises far-flung (Armenia, Greece) or near (Cuba).15

In this regard, McKinley was not unlike his post–Civil War predecessors, Republican and Democrat, all of them veterans, all of whom abhorred the thought of sending American men to die in the national interest. This was not just antiwar idealism—antimilitarism was a guiding principle in American boardrooms, where “business pacifism” opposed military buildup because it meant higher taxes, more powerful government, and a good chance that a war would drain the country’s economic and human capital. With the closing of the Western frontier, America was a country rich in natural and industrial resources, a place that could afford, many politicians believed, to ignore the rest of the world for generations to come.16

Unlike many in his party and their supporters on Wall Street, however, McKinley was amenable to economic and territorial expansion. Though he rarely said so in public, he was a strong believer in the need for the United States to add territory, directly or through economic dominance. As he told George Cortelyou, his personal secretary, “We need Hawaii just as much and a good deal more than we did California . . . it is manifest destiny.” He understood that economic growth would inevitably involve the country in global affairs, and it was best to make moves now to be in a dominant position later. He believed that Hawaii, for example, was the gateway to Asia, and America should grab it—as long as it could do so without a fight. McKinley’s was a nuanced, carefully forceful position, one that required the utmost discretion, with success to come through economic and diplomatic, not military, strength.17

Roosevelt had other plans. He had long believed that America’s economic and diplomatic power meant nothing if it did not also improve its military power—and McKinley had put him in a position to do something about that. For several years already, the Navy had been recovering from its post–Civil War senescence. Spurred by a mix of commercial imperatives—the need to protect American shipping interests overseas—and an intellectual renaissance led by the historian Alfred Thayer Mahan, the department had undertaken an extensive expansion of its fleet, adding modern armored cruisers and plotting detailed strategies and plans for any conceivable contingency, from war with Germany in the South Pacific to a naval conflict with Spain in the Caribbean.

Roosevelt supported the Navy’s reawakening—without it, he feared a repetition of the country’s early military mistakes. “There would have been no War in 1812 if, in the previous decade, America, instead of announcing that ‘peace was her passion,’ instead of acting on the theory that unpreparedness averts war, had been willing to go to the expense of providing a fleet of a score of ships of the line,” he wrote in his autobiography. And yet the Navy’s efforts to rebuild itself were still not enough, he felt, especially since they went unmatched by the Army. Roosevelt had watched, in the decades since the end of the Civil War, as the United States had let its military readiness slip—and it scared him. “A rich nation which is slothful, timid, or unwieldy is an easy prey for any people which still retains those most valuable of all qualities, the soldierly virtues,” he said in a wildly popular address at the Naval War College, a combination think tank and officer graduate school in Newport, Rhode Island, in 1897, which was later printed in newspapers across the country.18

Roosevelt had pressured Long and, during the occasional presidential carriage ride around the city, McKinley himself to support his plans for naval construction: immediately, six new battleships, six cruisers, and seventy-five torpedo boats. McKinley and Long gave halfhearted consent, but that was all Roosevelt needed. Secretary Long was fond of taking vacations, and when he did, he left Roosevelt as acting secretary, a temporary position of which Roosevelt took full advantage. He ordered the Naval War College to update its Pacific and Caribbean war plans, and authorized summertime maneuvers for the North Atlantic Squadron, which he even joined for a few days to see the fleet’s big guns at work (always keen on public promotion, he persuaded the artist Frederic Remington to come along and sketch the scene for later publication). Roosevelt launched a war on paperwork and investigated inefficiencies at the Brooklyn Navy Yard, one of the country’s largest producers of naval vessels. And he maneuvered to have Commodore George Dewey, who had floated in and around his circle of hawks in Washington, named commander of the Navy’s Asiatic Squadron.19

Roosevelt liked to talk about preparedness as an end in itself, as if war were something he opposed; in fact, it was something he desired. He often spouted off about going to war with Germany or Britain, even if it meant the sacking of an American city—an outcome he even welcomed, as long as it jolted the country out of its fin-de-siècle slumber. He would, John Hay said, “declare war himself . . . and wage it sole.” During the 1890s Roosevelt’s writing had become more forceful and bellicose. Gone were the long treatises on American history; in came the pointed essays on American character and manliness. Roosevelt bemoaned the decline of the American “spirit,” by which he meant the individualistic, aggressive posturing he imagined his forefathers possessed, and that he imagined had defined the men he met during his sojourns in the West. He saw “grave signs of deterioration,” a “lack of fighting edge” brought on by “oversentimentality” and “oversoftness. . . . Washiness and mushiness are the great dangers of this age and this people.” A war every now and then, he argued, was a tonic for national well-being. “It was a good thing, a very good thing, to have a great mass of our people learn what it was to face death and endure trial together,” he wrote of the Civil War.20

Reading them today, Roosevelt’s essays from the 1890s are noteworthy for their racism and misogyny; though he used “race” loosely, as a synonym for nationality, he clearly thought much less of peoples not born of Anglo-Saxon stock, and feared what would happen if too many of them immigrated to the United States. And while he supported women’s suffrage, he believed that the nation’s future depended on its men, and he was wary of any move toward real gender equality. On both counts, Roosevelt was well within the mainstream of American thought at the time; still, his critics—and there were many—dismissed his essays as fatuous and self-righteous, focused more on attacking his purported enemies than laying out a constructive argument. His head was full of ideas, but he lacked the focus and experience to make them cohere. The novelist Henry James dismissed Roosevelt’s work, saying it was “impaired for intelligible precept by the puerility of his simplifications.”21

That bellicosity, however puerile, stood Roosevelt in good company upon his return to Washington, because Washington was becoming a bellicose town. Wall Street and the Republican Party elite might still cling to the idea of business pacifism, but in the nation’s capital, jingoism was coming into fashion. The second administration of Grover Cleveland, from 1893 to 1897, had been aggressively anti-expansionist: Alongside rejecting all entreaties to declare the Cuban rebels equal belligerents on the island, Cleveland also rejected a congressional move to annex Hawaii. McKinley, at the outset and in public, did not seem to promise much different, and he continued his predecessor’s policy of nonintervention in Cuba. But the tides were shifting, and regardless of who occupied the presidency, a new generation of thinkers and politicians and general officers were coming into leadership positions, and by and large they took a decidedly different attitude toward American power. At the center of this generation stood Theodore Roosevelt.

It seemed like fate that Roosevelt would arrive in Washington, in this job, at this moment. He soon reentered his old social circle of Adams, Hay, and Lodge; they lunched at the Metropolitan Club, then met again in the evening at Adams’s home. They were, almost to a man, advocates of American expansion—their detractors called them “jingoes,” and they embraced the term as a badge. Some jingoes advocated for outright, European-style imperialism, complete with colonies abroad and a massive navy and army to maintain them. Some were simply bruising for a war. Still others wore their imperialism more subtly, advocating for commercial and military alliances, not crass territorial grabs, and often cloaked their rhetoric in the language of liberty and freedom, American-made products ready for export. For most expansionists, it was a bit of all three. However dubious some of their conclusions, the question they raised was an important one: At the end of the nineteenth century, America stood unrivaled in its economic growth, and destined to soon overtake the rest of the world in sheer wealth. But how should America protect that wealth, and what should it do with it? As it became a world power, this was a moment when decisions were being made that would shape America’s future for decades to come.

•  •  •

One evening at a dinner party, Roosevelt met President McKinley’s personal doctor, an Army captain named Leonard Wood. Like Long and very much unlike Roosevelt, Wood was a reserved son of South Shore Massachusetts. Unlike Long and very much like Roosevelt, though, Wood was what a later generation would call an adventure junkie. As an Army surgeon, he spent years on the front lines of the Indian Wars; later, while stationed in Atlanta, he played with and coached for the Georgia Tech football team. After he cut his head open during a game, he sewed the wound shut himself. In September 1895 Wood moved to Washington to serve as President Cleveland’s personal doctor (and frequent companion at the poker table); when McKinley took office, such was Wood’s reputation that there was no question of replacing him—especially since Mrs. McKinley was frail and persistently ill. But even while Wood was tending to presidential ailments and making a name for himself on the Washington social scene, no one expected he was done with his martial aspirations. “If we ever have another war, you will be sure to hear of Wood,” Henry Lawton, with whom Wood had tracked and captured the Apache leader Geronimo, said. Wood was, in short, everything Roosevelt admired in an American male. The two became fast friends.22

They hiked Rock Creek Park. They kicked footballs. They got in the boxing ring and punched each other in the face. During the winter they tried out cross-country skis that Roosevelt had ordered by mail. Wood was one of the few people Roosevelt had met, besides his father, who could push him beyond his physical limits. Roosevelt was smitten. In a letter dated January 11, 1898, he wrote to Wood: “Tomorrow (Wednesday) can you take a walk, or a football kick, or something vigorous? For ten days I have done nothing, and I am feeling as if I had been stewed; but I had a nice walk with the children on Sunday in spite of the rain, and only regretted that Leonard could not go.” Wood engaged not only Roosevelt’s obsession with physical exertion, but his imagination as well, at one point nearly persuading him to go to the Klondike in the middle of winter to locate stranded miners. Clearly, the two needed a project, a goal, for their intellectual and physical efforts. And soon they found one: Cuba.23



CHAPTER 2


“ONE DOES NOT MAKE WAR WITH BONBONS”

Spain had controlled Cuba since the beginning of its empire in the Western Hemisphere: Christopher Columbus landed there on his first voyage, in 1492. Just twenty-two years later Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar founded the city of Santiago, on the island’s southeast coast. The Spanish brought sugarcane, from the Canary Islands; it grew like a weed in Cuba’s loamy soil, with Santiago as one of the sugar industry’s main ports—and the island’s first colonial capital, before Havana. Cuba was also the place where Spain pioneered the genocidal approach to settlement that it and other colonial empires would employ against native populations for the next 350 years. Within a generation, Velázquez had so devastated the Ciboney, Guanahatabey, and Taino peoples that the Spanish turned to importing enslaved Africans to work the cane fields.

Over the next 200 years, Cuba became the beating heart of the Spanish Empire in the Western Hemisphere—Havana was one of the largest Spanish cities outside Spain. After the revolution in Haiti at the end of the eighteenth century shut down cane production in that country, European demand for Cuban sugar exploded, and the Spanish clamped down on dissent on the island for fear of meeting the same fate as the French colony to Cuba’s immediate east. Spain also imported tens of thousands more slaves to feed the expanding sugar industry, which required even tighter control. As the rest of Spanish America fell to revolution and revolt, Spain’s hold on Cuba closed even tighter, like a prized possession saved from a fire. Occasionally, politicians in the United States made moves to acquire the island: In 1848, President James K. Polk authorized his minister in Spain to offer $100 million for it. Madrid replied that it would rather see Cuba sink into the ocean.1

Spain’s desperate love for Cuba was not mutual, and rebellion finally erupted on the island in 1868. The response was swift and cruel. During the ensuing conflict, known as the Ten Years’ War, the Spanish army laid waste to the rebels’ stronghold in the rural, eastern half of the country, then dug a massive ditch—called the trocha—across the entire island, from Jucaro on the Caribbean to Morón, near the Atlantic coast. The Spanish posted guards and strung barbed wire along the trocha, a measure that did more to break up the movement of civilians than to impede the flow of rebels. Spanish authorities executed anyone over fifteen years old suspected of aiding the insurgency—more than 2,900 people in total—and they confiscated 13,000 Cuban estates, the proceeds from which allowed the colonial generals to return to Spain as millionaires. Eventually a new general, Arsenio Martínez Campos y Antón, arrived to make peace, and in 1878 the two sides did. The war had devastated the country: After ten years some 45,000 Cubans were dead; thousands more had been deported to Spanish penal colonies along the North African coast or on Fernando Po, an island in the Gulf of Guinea. Some 60,000 Spanish soldiers had died as well, mostly from tropical disease.2

With peace returning, the jungle overtook the trocha, and a sense of fraught normalcy overtook the island. The war and its aftermath created an investment boom: American dollars arrived looking for fortunes to be made in Cuba’s sugarcane fields and copper mines, which had been abandoned by their Spanish owners. Investment reached $60 million in 1897 (about $1.8 billion in 2018 dollars). Thousands of Americans, both Anglos and Cuban Americans, lived in the country, or traveled between it and Florida and New York. If Cuba remained a Spanish colony in name, it was also growing much closer to the American orbit.3

The agreement to end the Ten Years’ War was called the Pact of Zanjón, and it promised Cuba a constitution and an elected assembly. In practice, Spain thwarted even moderate reforms, while keeping taxes and tariffs high to cover the costs of fighting its own insurrectionary troubles at home. Spain also promised to abolish slavery on the island—which it did, beginning in 1886 and freeing the last slave in 1890. But because Spain had done little to rebuild the Cuban economy after a decade of fighting, and because American capital was consolidating sugar and mining operations—thereby reducing the need for labor on the island—the freedmen could not find work, and soon became part of a new army of dissension. And that was when things were good, when Americans had money to spend and workers to hire. Then came the Panic of 1893, at the time the worst economic depression in U.S. history.4

Largely the result of a bubble in the railroad industry, the panic shuttered thousands of businesses and sent millions of American workers into the streets. It also sent politicians scrambling for a response. One was the Wilson-Gorman Tariff Act, a package of free trade measures that, through the predictably opaque machinations of Washington, ended up raising tariff rates on a number of products, including a 40 percent tariff on cane sugar—which, by then, had become postwar Cuba’s lone hope for economic development. Overnight, word of the new rates spread among the island’s fields and villages, and despair set in. Anger was not far behind. When the tariff passed, one Spanish observer in Cuba recalled, “Youths, old men, women, and children cleaned off their machetes and their rusty rifles, waiting impatiently for the call to revolt.”5

The tariffs went into effect in August 1894; almost exactly six months later, on February 24, 1895, a wealthy planter named Bartolomé Masó raised the one-starred Cuban flag above his plantation near Manzanillo, in southeastern Cuba; that same day uprisings sprang up in towns across the country. Masó, with his fortune and land, was an exception: The rebels mostly came from the middle and lower classes of Cuban society, and were emphatically multiracial. American reporters and filibusterers—men who traveled to Cuba to join the fight, against Washington’s wishes—were often shocked to find black men serving as officers, with lighter-skinned conscripts following their orders.6

Within months after the insurrection began, the Cuban rebels had won a series of pivotal engagements and pushed into the Spanish-held west, nearly to the outskirts of Havana—before they ran out of ammunition. By the end of 1895, the war was at a stalemate: The Cubans had the manpower, but not the gunpowder. And so they turned to the United States, and to the network of Cuban American activists known as the Junta. Based in New York but with chapters across the country, the Junta raised funds for the rebels and bought them weapons and supplies—but perhaps most important, it undertook a massive public relations campaign to turn the American public to the rebels’ side. Pro-Cuban rallies filled Madison Square Garden, in New York, and touring tent speakers rivaled religious revival meetings in small towns from North Carolina to Kansas. Junta “sources” passed along information to reporters looking for juicy, bloody stories of Spanish atrocities; soon, fed with news, rumors, and outright falsehoods by Cuban activists, national magazines and newspapers were calling on readers to support the Cuban cause. In August 1895, an editor for Cosmopolitan wrote: “There is still a struggle going on for human liberty, and that almost at our very doors.” Pro-independence plays, like James F. Milliken’s The Cuban Patriot (1897), proliferated. So did middling poetry: “Arise! ye lovers of the right;/strike fast, O sons of liberty!/United in your purpose, smite,/and bleeding Cuba will be free!” read one poem, from December 1896. Frank Leslie’s Popular Monthly, one of the widest-read periodicals of its time, published pro-Cuban articles aimed at young readers, like “Don Carlos’s Raid: A Story of the War in Cuba,” a fictional tale told through the eyes of two young rebels.7

The public answered, especially footloose young men in search of adventure. At any time, dozens of Anglo-Americans could be counted among the rebel ranks. One, Frederick Funston, had been turned on to the Cuban cause after attending an 1896 Junta rally in New York; after winning the trust of Junta organizers, he managed to slip by boat onto the Cuban shore along with four other “would-be Lafayettes and von Steubens,” as he put it. Funston fought in two campaigns as an artillery officer, and was later wounded and captured by the Spanish. Somehow, he survived, and made it back to the United States—only to return as an officer in the American invasion and, after that, the American army of occupation in the Philippines.8

The cause of Cuban freedom in the latter half of the 1890s had appeal across classes and regions. Christian organizations poured out funds to help their coreligionists. Midwestern farmers and unemployed factory workers, beaten down by the depression, saw something of themselves, oppressed by distant moneyed interests, in the struggling Cuban peasants. African Americans flocked to the news that dark-skinned men were helping to lead the fight. Labor activists and socialists even saw the possibility of a revolt against capitalism on the island, the opportunity not only to overthrow the Spanish, but “wage slavery” itself (in this they were prescient, though by sixty years).9

Officially, the United States banned assistance to either side of the war, whether by the government or private citizens; in practice, the ban was impossible to implement, given the size of America’s southern coast and the short passage across the Straits of Florida. Between 1895 and 1898, more than sixty ships, carrying guns, medical supplies, cannons, and men, set off from the United States; the Americans stopped twenty-three of them, Spain another two, and two more were lost at sea. But the rest got through with much needed men and supplies—most of the rebels’ machetes were manufactured by a company in Providence, Rhode Island.10

Despite strong favor among the American public for Cuban independence, President Grover Cleveland, during his second term in office from 1893 to 1897, vowed to stay neutral. He was disgusted by the Cuban rebels—“the most barbarous and inhuman assassins in the world,” he called them. Cleveland wasn’t entirely off base. Something else set this rebellion apart from the Ten Years’ War: This time, both sides pursued a scorched-earth strategy, and both insisted that there were no neutrals—every Cuban had to declare for or against the rebels. There was no right answer, and the wrong answer at the wrong time meant death. General Máximo Gómez, one of the rebel leaders, gave orders to execute any civilian who worked with the Spanish. To undermine the Spanish economy, he temporarily banned the processing of sugarcane, likewise punishable by death. In a strategy that later rebels and revolutionaries across the twentieth century would follow, Gómez both lived off the land and denied his enemy access to it. He insisted that anyone who sided with the rebels had to move east to the “free” provinces—in other words, turning the rest of the country into a free-fire zone. As he reportedly liked to say, “What even if the whole generation perish, when countless generations will benefit so greatly?”11

After a few months of fighting, the government in Madrid recalled its general in Cuba, Arsenio Martínez Campos, and replaced him with one of his former colonels, Valeriano Weyler y Nicolau. German by ancestry and born on the Mediterranean island of Majorca, Weyler had spent most of his career serving far from home—in Cuba during the Ten Years’ War, then in the Canary Islands and the Philippines, with a brief return in between to Spain to fight in the Third Carlist War (1872–1876), in which far-right supporters of a conservative contender for the Spanish throne, Carlos VII, attempted to overthrow the country’s constitutional monarchy. When Weyler finally returned to Spain again, as a general, he became something of an expert in squashing communists, anarchists, and various regional rebellions in Catalonia and along Spain’s disruptive northern fringe. When the conservative government of Antonio Cánovas del Castillo decided to send Weyler to Cuba, patriotic Spanish cheered in the streets. Spain, it seemed, was done fooling around.12

Cánovas made Weyler both governor and general—essentially, a military dictator—and gave him wide latitude to suppress the rebellion. Weyler was a particularly close student of the American Civil War, and a great admirer of William Tecumseh Sherman and his March to the Sea campaign through Georgia. The doctrine of total war was, to Weyler, the only path to victory. He even had his own aphorism; where Sherman said, “War is hell,” Weyler said, “One does not make war with bonbons.” Like Sherman, he understood the relationship between an army and the land, and in Cuba and the Philippines he had seen how civilians and farms could sustain a rebel force. Even if a civilian didn’t support the rebellion, his land might, by offering places to hide and a few chickens or ears of corn to steal at night. It wasn’t enough, Weyler figured, to forbid civilians from siding with rebels. The two populations had to be separated, and the land between them destroyed.13

Weyler redug the trocha, then built another to the west of Havana, between Mariel, on the northern coast, and Playa Marjana, on the Caribbean. He thus split the country into thirds, each containing one of the leading rebel generals and his troops. Weyler threw “flying columns” of soldiers into rapid-fire raids on rebel camps and villages suspected of supporting the rebel cause. If rebels were not to be found, suspect civilians would do as an example, and a dozen or so men and older boys would be lined up and shot, or hung from a nearby ceiba tree. Thousands of other Cubans were exiled to Spain’s African colonies.14

But Weyler still couldn’t put down the rebellion. On October 21, 1896, he issued a declaration: Within eight days, all civilians who lived in villages and on farms had to move into a series of fortified towns, and “any individual found outside the lines in the country at the expiration of this period shall be considered a rebel and shall be dealt with as such.” He outlawed the movement of food between towns and the grazing of cattle outside them. He surrounded the towns with barbed wire and armed guards, to keep rebels out but with orders to shoot anyone who tried to leave.15

These camps—the forerunner of those used a few years later and to similar ends during the Boer War and the American war in the Philippines, and a loose model for camps used for even darker purposes during the rest of the twentieth century—were not chosen because of their proximity to fertile soil or fresh water, but for their access to the rail lines and trunk roads the Spanish army used to move around the country. It wasn’t long before the overcrowded towns began to run out of food and medical supplies, and people began to die. One correspondent, for Leslie’s Weekly (a separate publication from Leslie’s Popular Monthly), estimated that 100 people died a day in Havana, which had 25,000 so-called reconcentrados—the term for the people forced to live in the camps—living in pockets on its outskirts, in addition to its usual population. Clara Barton, who was in Cuba with the Red Cross, noted that by early 1898 more reconcentrados had died in the swelling, fortified town of Juraco than comprised its entire population before the war. Total deaths under Weyler’s policy may never be countable; records were not maintained, and bodies were buried en masse. At the time, some claimed the death toll from Weyler’s reconcentration policy was as high as 500,000. Even the most skeptical, latter-day analysis allows for at least 100,000.16

Weyler’s strategy was brutal. And it worked. Within a few months he had his guerrillas and volunteers acting as “beaters in,” pushing the rebels into small sections of the country before attacking them with his regular troops. He made immense amounts of money on the side off confiscated property, but also kept his lieutenants’ loyalty by lining their pockets, too. Concentrating most of his cruelty and firepower in the west, he managed to defeat the rebel generals who made forays past the trochas, killing one of the most respected and charismatic rebel leaders, Antonio Maceo, in the process. Though Weyler worked his men ferociously, he fed them well, and managed to keep them motivated. By early 1897, after fifteen months of no-quarter campaigning, he had beaten the rebels back—but the war remained at a standstill. The Spanish controlled large swaths of the west, and all the cities. But the rebels ruled everything else. Neither could move into the other’s domain, and so they remained, hacking away at each other, day by day, while the civilians, caught between them, died by the cartload. The rebels were fighting a strategy of attrition; the Spanish, of atrocity. Weyler was unmoved by his critics. “This is war,” he liked to reply.17

Weyler’s campaign may have pushed back against the rebels, but it supercharged the American public’s passion for Cuban independence. Within a few months of his reconcentration order, “Butcher” Weyler, as the yellow press nicknamed him, was perhaps the most infamous man in America. Descriptions of suffering reconcentrados filled page after page of American newsprint, as reporters in Cuba found new opportunities in purple prose. Stephen Bonsal, one of the better correspondents assigned to the Cuba beat, and one of the few to venture outside the Havana city limits, wrote: “I saw again the Eden of the New World as it now is—a mass of smoking ruins, a heap of ashes moistened with blood, and a gray, gaunt picture of hopeless despair.” Junta propagandists touring the United States would open and close their stump speeches with tales of emaciated mothers trying to nurse dying infants and wide-eyed girls in search of a morsel to eat shot down while sneaking past the guards. Mobs burned Weyler in effigy. Far from bringing the war to an end, he hastened Spain’s defeat by bringing the Americans closer to intervention.18

•  •  •

The American press played a particularly important, and not always admirable, role in pushing the public toward intervention in the Cuban conflict. At a time when literacy rates and the middle class were growing, the market for news was endless—by 1900 there were 2,225 daily and weekly newspapers in America. New York residents had eight morning papers to choose from, and another seven every evening.19

The facts of the rebellion were bad enough to make for compelling copy. But readers had an insatiable demand for the next tale of blood and injustice at the hands of Spain, and publishers like William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pulitzer were happy to give it to them—the more sensational, the better. And nothing in the late 1890s was more sensational than Cuba.

To feed that demand, a small army of reporters camped out in Key West, across the Straits of Florida from Havana. Ostensibly collecting information from American filibusterers and Cuban rebels moving surreptitiously between the island and the American mainland, they often simply rehashed rumors or made up stories completely, fed by sources acting for the Junta. These reporters, members of the reviled but widely read yellow press, told of ravenous Spanish brutes, moving village by village, burning homes, raping girls, executing boys, and throwing babies into the fire. Not content to let the war play out, they recounted fictional battles; when news was slow, they reported that, say, a Cuban rebel general had been killed—or, depending on their mood, that he had survived, and then overcome enormous odds to destroy a Spanish column. One of the few reporters who actually went to Cuba to get the story, George Bronson Rea of the New York Herald, wrote a lengthy book, Facts and Fakes About Cuba, debunking such Key West “dispatches,” even singling out reporters and their articles for attack. “The great factories for ‘war news,’ situated in Florida,” he wrote, “rivaled Baron Munchausen in the fertility and absurdity of their inventions.”20

But the yellow press was not the only source of reporting in American papers. Several reporters, including Bonsal and Rea, made extensive trips across Cuba, meeting with rebel leaders and seeing the destruction firsthand. Their work appeared in daily newspapers, as well as in longer essays for magazines like Scribner’s and Harper’s. These reports, more so than the flotsam of the yellow press, were the real drivers in the news media pushing the American public toward intervention.
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