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It has been a splendid little war, begun with the highest motives, carried on with magnificent intelligence and spirit. —U.S. Secretary of State John Hay, 1898–1905
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1 Not So Little and Far from Splendid



“OH, TRUE FRIEND OF MOTHERS, TELL US WHAT TO TEACH OUR SONS? ‘My country, right or wrong?’ Is that all? Is that the best the sons of those who have four times fought for their country can teach us? Oh, that my eyes were fountains of tears, that I might weep ‘for the lost honor of my beloved country, and for the wasted lives of those who died to save what the wickedness of men in high places’ has thrown away!” The words of this mother reflected the sentiments of many Americans in 1898 as young men and women boarded trains and ships to serve their country in faraway tropical lands—places many had little knowledge of other than newspaper and magazine articles and rousing political speeches intended to rally support for the direction politicians and military leaders led the nation’s young and old. Confusion, uncertainty, patriotism, and humanitarianism sprinkled with skepticism for the nation’s plunge into war against a European monarchy holding onto its last remnants of prominence as a world power in Cuba, the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico percolated in the collective conscious of America.


The reasons for going to war with Spain in 1898, as well as the end results, were subjects of controversy and scrutiny before, during, and long after the loss of lives and disruption of families had tapered off. For those mothers, fathers, spouses, siblings, and other family members who had lost loved ones in the “splendid little war,” the heartache and grief lingered beyond the sensational headlines and beguiling chants and slogans.
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Coffins of Spanish-American War Dead COFFINS OF SPANISH WAR DEAD, ARLINGTON, VIRGINIA, 1898, RETRIEVED FROM THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, HTTPS://WWW.LOC.GOV/ITEM/2007682428.








While it’s mind-boggling to fathom anyone labeling a war “splendid,” a high-ranking American official used that term to describe the Spanish-American War in 1898. What about the war was splendid? Certainly not the loss of lives, disruption of families, or uncertainty of life in Cuba and the Philippines. The ordinary men, women, and children who were most impacted by the conflict might have chosen a different word to describe their experiences. If any slivers of splendor existed in the grim brutalities of war, they were in the remarkable actions of brave women who nursed their fallen warriors, reported conditions on the battlefields, fought on behalf of fervently held causes, and protested questionable actions of their governments. Armed with relentless courage and selflessness, many women served as examples of splendor, high motives, and magnificent intelligence and spirit during the Spanish-American War and the Philippine-American War.
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American ambassador to Great Britain John Hay was reportedly a wellrespected and popular representative of the United States in London, where he and his wife lived in one of the finest houses in town. They were frequently seen in the most coveted social circles and were “regular first-nighters” at the preeminent theaters. It was said he cut quite a figure when, with a nod to British tradition, he appeared at official functions dressed in knee breeches and silk stockings.


Hay had been selected by President William McKinley to fill the ambassador’s post in London in 1897. The lifelong Republican had made a name for himself in the literary field as a newspaper editorial writer and the author of several works, including a biography of Abraham Lincoln and a poem titled “Little Breeches,” but he preferred to be recognized for his previous stint as private secretary to President Abraham Lincoln.


The United States and Spain went to war in April 1898 while Hay was serving as ambassador, and a truce was called in August 1898, when Hay was called back home to America to become secretary of state. At the time of his selection, Hay was described as “keen and incisive in speech ... every sentence says exactly what Col. Hay means it to say. He utters nothing carelessly.” It was in July that the future secretary had written to his friend Theodore Roosevelt from the comfort of his charming residence in London proclaiming that the military actions in Cuba and Philippines constituted a “splendid little war.” Of course, Hay was writing to a man who in 1897 had said, “I should welcome almost any war, for I think this country needs one.”


Despite the enthusiasm for war championed by Hays, Roosevelt, and others, the march to armed conflict was obstructed for a time by roadblocks, including a conflicted public saddled with powerful but fading memories of the Civil War and a reluctant president who said in his inaugural address, “War should never be entered upon until every agency of peace has failed.” A veteran of the Civil War, McKinley expressed his distaste for war: “I have been through one war. I have seen the dead piled up, and I do not want to see another.” Ultimately, the barriers were overcome as a host of individuals and ideologies converged to lead the nation to war with Spain on April 25, 1898.


Expansionism and imperialism had become critical issues to Americans in the months leading up to the war. The idea that the country should expand its boundaries had been part of the American lexicon and psyche almost since its inception—resulting in the conquest of indigenous lands and the continued policies of westward movement. In 1839, John O’Sullivan, writing for The United States Magazine and Democratic Review, defined a vision for the United States to become a nation “destined to manifest to mankind the excellence of divine principles.” And in 1845, the same publication included an article outlining America’s goal for the “fulfillment of our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of our yearly multiplying millions.” The policy became known as Manifest Destiny, a belief that “the United States should expand across the continent to the Pacific Ocean.” Imperialism, an extension of that notion, was a policy in which stronger nations extended their influence over weaker territories. By 1898, considerable portions of Africa and Asia had been colonized by European nations. Americans looked to this and thought it was time for the United States to get into the business of acquiring overseas lands. America’s imperialistic tendencies were driven by a variety of factors, including a desire for military strength and preparedness and a need for raw materials and new markets for agricultural and manufactured products. A racist belief in the cultural and racial superiority of White Americans also drove the move toward imperialism. There were rabid and vocal advocates in support of and opposition to each of those elements of American imperialism in 1898.


In 1890, the U.S. Congress’s naval appropriations reflected a movement to make the navy “an instrument of diplomatic and military power extending American interests over a significant portion of the globe.” The move had been partly influenced by men like longtime naval officer Alfred T. Mahan, who after nearly forty years in the military had become an exceptionally powerful advocate for expansion and the building of a strong navy. His book The Influence of Sea Power upon History, published in 1890, had earned him widespread recognition among American leaders as well as Europeans. He was a sought-after speaker and commanding writer. If he failed to attract the average American man and woman through his books and public appearances, he likely grabbed the attention of some of the nation’s impressionable young folks—“the shapers of the next thirty years”—when his work appeared in a weekly publication, The Youth’s Companion, a “family paper of America” featuring writers who “add[ed] their ablest efforts to charm, instruct and help readers.” It was a British writer who described Mahan as “the man who must be held chiefly responsible for the warlike spirit which is making itself manifest all over the world” and that his words were “as oil to the flame of ‘colonial expansion.’” It was partly because of the urging of Mahan and others that the United States expanded and strengthened its navy, building warships such as the USS Maine, which would eventually play a significant role in the decision to go to war with Spain.


Over the course of the nineteenth century, American farmers and factory workers had built the nation into a formidable producer of agricultural and manufactured goods. While this was a good thing, economists and policymakers recognized the possibility of overproduction and began to look beyond the borders of the United States for additional markets. The nation was recovering from the economic depression of 1893, and no one wanted to see a situation in which a surplus of goods caused factories to shut down, putting Americans out of work. As one statesman put it, there was “a crying need of ... more markets and larger markets for the consumption of the products of the industry and inventive genius of the American people.”


And while the United States was already exporting products, including oil, grain, livestock, and cotton, to foreign markets in 1897, the nation’s leaders continued to eye the potential presented by millions of consumers in places like Latin America and Asia, especially China. In addition, these markets could be sources for needed raw materials, such as rubber and tin. There were already well-established American businesses in Cuba and Hawaii, including mines, railroads, and sugar and tobacco plantations. And although some American business owners viewed expansion outside American borders as competition, it began to make sense to many Americans that the country would be well served by further expansion and acquisition of overseas colonies, and Spain’s colonies in the Pacific and the Caribbean might just quench that thirst for both. If that meant going to war with Spain, so be it.


Some Americans justified war with Spain and annexation of Cuba as a solution to the spread of yellow fever in the United States. The disease had long been a killer in Cuba, and over the years, it had found its way to southern states in America. Refugees from Cuba were in part blamed for infecting southern communities. One American congressman said that Cuba, with its perpetual unsanitary conditions, was “like having an open cesspool opposite one’s front door.” American ownership of the island would ensure the elimination of the disease. (As it turned out, more Americans died during the war from disease—contracted in American military camps as well as in war zones—than from battle wounds.)


Americans’ interest in Cuba and the Philippines was driven by humanitarian concerns as well as commercial and health factors. By 1898, Cubans had tried to overthrow the Spanish more than once, and the Filipinos had fought against Spanish rule for years as well. Some saw Spain’s treatment of their territories comparable to England’s relation to its American colonies in 1776. Others couldn’t help but compare the circumstances of enslaved Cubans, who had been freed by Spain in 1886, to African Americans, who had been enslaved in America until the enactment of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865. Many Americans viewed the situations in Cuba and the Philippines as humanitarian crises in need of attention. But there was a dark side to the humanitarian rallying cry for some. Massachusetts Senator Henry Cabot Lodge put it into words when he referred to these areas of the world as “waste places of the earth” as he championed the need for the “advancement of the race”—meaning the White race. Racism and belief in the superiority of Western civilization were foundational beliefs propelling American imperialism. It had driven westward expansion and the conquest of indigenous lands in the U.S. West in the past, and the concept was now applied to Cuba and the Philippines.


As President McKinley, Congress, politicians, and other policymakers debated the wisdom of engaging in war with Spain, they weighed a variety of factors. An important consideration was the mood of the public—specifically voters. Were Americans willing to sacrifice young men’s lives for economic or humanitarian causes? It was a burning question. And although women couldn’t vote, would mothers welcome an opportunity to send their sons off to die in distant lands to secure the country’s status as a first-class military power? As one twentieth-century historian put it, “The Philippines might as well have been the moon.” At any rate, leaders who wanted to justify war may have gauged support based on those Americans who most energetically waved flags or sang patriotic songs louder than their pacifist neighbor. And if reluctant Americans needed convincing, those bellicose leaders turned to other tactics that would make it difficult for peace-loving people to resist war.
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Print shows Uncle Sam as a teacher of students labeled Cuba, Puerto Rico, Hawaii, and the Philippines. An African American boy cleans windows, and an Indian boy reads an upside-down book. A book on the teacher’s desk is titled U.S. First Lessons in Self-Government. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION, WASHINGTON, D.C., LC-DIG-PPMSCA-28668.








An exchange published in the Asheville, North Carolina, Daily Citizen newspaper in April 1898 exemplified opposing views held by people in those days just before the nation went to war. Back in 1891, Captain Thomas Walton Patton, a Civil War veteran, visited Cuba, and the Asheville paper ran sections of a letter he wrote from Havana. In April 1898, as the nation’s statesmen contemplated war with Spain over Cuba, the paper reprinted the letter. Patton’s words and the paper’s decision to republish them reinforced the beliefs of American cultural and racial superiority.


The captain’s letter began in a complimentary style describing the remarkable natural beauty as he approached Cuban shores, but his tone quickly pivoted as he met the first Spaniards, “the most disgusting specimens” of the land. “The only feature that has come up to our expectations is its filth,” the captain wrote about Havana, adding that although he had been warned to expect “the dirtiest city on the face of the globe,” he thought the description “falls far short of the fact.” The streets did not meet the captain’s approval—“roughly paved, where the paving can be seen through the masses of mud and filth.” His annoyance with the people extended to their use of the Spanish language, which made it nearly impossible for English speakers to express their wants. At Guanobacoa, Patton met “filthy, God-forsaken, wicked” people unlike any he had met anywhere in the world. The American had a solution for the ills he witnessed in Cuba: the United States must purchase the island. According to him, under new ownership, Cuban cities would become charming resorts, the Protestant faith (“a better and purer religion”) would acquire a foothold, and the Spaniards “would either change their beastly nature, or go back to that beastly country which gave them that nature.” And the United States would build “the grandest naval station imaginable.”


Patton’s writings prompted a letter to the editor from Helen Morris Lewis, and she didn’t hold back, reminding readers of past and continued racial injustices in American society—extermination of Indians and denial of full civil rights for Blacks. “The integrity of our political government and the spotlessness of our Christian morality, he presumes, would soon purify the degradation and pollution in which Cuba by Spanish rule is now submerged,” Lewis wrote about Patton’s ideas. She recommended that before the United States looked to overtaking Cuba and solving its problems, the country should “look into our own affairs” and observe the “evils” that existed in America before “we concern ourselves with foreign affairs.” Lewis predicted that the United States would deal with the Cubans much as it had “already dealt with the American Indians—by wiping them off the face of creation.” She added, “We might also problemize over them as we do the negro.” Lewis lamented that Patton and others like him were “buckling on their armor and preparing for war” while magazines and newspapers were “shouting themselves hoarse for bloodshed.” As she concluded, those who were eager to bring about the war would not be the ones to suffer; rather, it would be “the flower of American manhood” who would be sacrificed.


In the months leading to war, the typical American man likely turned to the fellow sitting on the bar stool next to him, the typical woman listened to a worried mother with fighting-age sons at the church sewing circle, and both may have clung to the preachings of the minister at the Sunday church service as they sought news and opinions about the nation’s foreign affairs. And they most certainly looked toward newspapers and magazines to learn about happenings in a distant land called the Philippines and a not-so-far-away island called Cuba. Just as Asheville’s residents weighed the opinions of Captain Patton and Helen Morris Lewis in their local newspaper, other Americans in cities, towns, and rural communities across the country were influenced by editorials, headlines, and letters to the editor in local newsletters, magazines, and newspapers.


The widely read McClure’s magazine published well-researched pieces about the potential cost of war from an emotional as well as financial perspective, including essays about the “nationalistic zeal that swept the country” and the “hard choices confronting McKinley” as he grappled with issues that would eventually lead to war. Two newspapers, the New York World owned by Joseph Pulitzer and the New York Journal owned by William Randolph Hearst, competed to win readership in an age when print media dominated. The two tycoons could only get richer if the nation went to war. The more sensational the headlines, the more newspapers sold. Frequently, reporters ignored facts to create more sensational reading. These reporters focused on the Spaniards’ behavior in Cuba and the Philippines in the months leading up to war. The term “yellow journalism” became a well-known phrase used to describe the habit of some newspapers to exaggerate or outright misrepresent facts solely to sell papers. By the time the American public had been exposed to outrageous reports by unscrupulous reporters and publishers, some peace-loving Americans were second-guessing their commitment to a nonviolent solution to the concerns in Cuba and the Philippines. It became nearly impossible for the American public to separate fact from fiction, but a common theme and misconception seemed to be that Spaniards were a bad lot. A favorite subject reflecting yellow journalism was a Spanish general who had been sent to Cuba in 1896 to quell the unrest of Cubans who had revolted against Spanish rule. General Valeriano Weyler earned his nickname “The Butcher” through his brutal tactics, including the rounding up of Cubans into concentration camps—reconcentrados.


In February 1898, Americans on both sides of the fence were outraged when they learned that the Spanish minister to the United States, Enrique Dupuy de Lôme, had insulted the president in a letter ultimately published in newspapers across the country. The letter contained explosive details in which the minister called McKinley “weak and catering to the rabble” and criticized the president for repeating in “natural and inevitable coarseness” press accounts about General Weyler. Already fuming over de Lóme’s letter, Americans were horrified when on the night of February 15 an American warship, the USS Maine, sent to bring American citizens home in the event of war, exploded as it sat in Cuba’s Havana harbor. More than 260 sailors were killed, and others were injured. Although at first the cause of the tragedy was unclear, anyone who was looking for a reason for a war with Spain found their rationale. McKinley called for an investigation that lasted about a month but ended with a conclusion that the Maine had been “destroyed by the explosion of a submarine mine.” Those who were eager for war propagated the chant, “Remember the Maine, to hell with Spain.” (There has never been consensus on what caused the explosion.)


On April 11, President McKinley delivered a speech to Congress outlining his reasons for recommending military intervention in Cuba, including “the cause of humanity,” protection for the Cuban people, “the very serious injury to the commerce, trade, and business of our people,” and “menace to our peace.” On April 20, Congress passed a joint resolution authorizing the use of force in Cuba with the Teller Amendment attached, which was meant to reassure Cubans that the United States had no interest in annexing their island.1 On April 25, the United States declared war on Spain. The American military sprang into action.
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War Maps of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines, 1898 BOSTON PUBLIC LIBRARY, NORMAN B. LEVENTHAL MAP CENTER COLLECTION.








By May 1, the U.S. Asiatic fleet under Commodore George Dewey destroyed the Spanish fleet in Manila Bay in the Philippines without losing a single American life, and Dewey became “the most popular man in America.” “Not one Spanish flag flies in Manila Bay,” Dewey telegraphed his superiors. Newspapers around the world reported Dewey’s heroic accomplishments: the New York Times: “Manila in Dewey’s Grasp”; London’s Daily News: “a terrible conflict ensued”; Belfast News-Letter (Northern Ireland): “brilliant achievement”; Sacramento, California, Record-Union: “wild excitement.” Printers sold Dewey portraits; Ritchie’s Dry Good Store in St. Johnsbury, Vermont, advertised Dewey souvenir fans for twenty-five cents; and Uhl’s department store in Somerset, Pennsylvania, offered a gold-lined souvenir spoon of the war hero with any purchase over $2. Iowa’s 51st Infantry Volunteers adopted a dog mascot, naming him Dewey, and took him to the Philippines with them, where the canine showed no fear of flying bullets. In Kansas, a distracted Reverend O. J. Nelson gave up trying to write his sermon and instead penned this poem:


Dewey our hero


Remember his name;


He came to Manila;


Had revenge for our Maine.


But Dewey’s swift and relatively effortless success in Manila Bay turned out to be the easiest part of the war in the Philippines, where the Filipino people had endured nearly four centuries of Spanish “exploitation and misrule.” By the 1890s, three Filipino men had emerged as resistance leaders. José Rizal, a well-educated writer and advocate for peaceful reform, was arrested and executed by firing squad in 1896. Andres Bonifacio founded an underground resistance group, the Katipunan. When Emilio Aguinaldo displaced Bonifacio as leader of the Katipunan in 1897, he had Bonifacio executed for subversion. Aguinaldo took control of the revolutionary movement and continued the struggle for independence, fighting at first alongside the Americans to defeat the Spanish.


As Americans celebrated Dewey’s victory in the Philippines in early May, the nation’s soldiers, sailors, and marines prepared for military action in Cuba. To augment the regular military, President McKinley had called for 125,000 volunteers, and people across the United States answered his call. Thousands of zealous men formed local regiments, and women also expressed interest in joining the fight. The Times-Picayune (New Orleans, La.) reported that “officials at Washington are said to be pestered to death with the importunities of patriotic daughters who want to go to the front.” A medical doctor from Washington, D.C., Alice Lee Moqué, was eager to form a regiment of women. “There are women as hale and hearty, as brave and fearless, as daring and patriotic, as strong and enduring, as any male who ever marched in trousers,” she said.


Cuba had been under Spanish domination for centuries when America and Spain declared war. The Cuban people had resisted their Spanish rulers long before the Americans arrived. Slavery had been part of Spanish rule since the 1500s, and slave uprisings occurred periodically. In 1886, slavery was abolished. Between 1868 and 1878, Cuban revolutionaries fought unsuccessfully for independence from Spain in the Ten Years’ War. Several key leaders took control of the renewed revolt in the 1890s. Antonio Maceo, a “brilliant, charismatic black rebel” known as “the Bronze Titan,” was killed in December 1896. Máximo Gómez came out of retirement in 1895, having fought in the Ten Years’ War, to become a commander of the freedom fighters at the age of fifty-nine. And General Calixto García, also a veteran of the Ten Years’ War, rejoined the fight in 1898 at age sixty-five. José Martí returned from exile in Spain.
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Alice Lee Hornor Moqué HARRISBURG TELEGRAPH, MARCH 9, 1897, WIKIMEDIA COMMONS.








Days after America declared war on Spain, revolutionary leaders Gómez and García met with the Americans to confirm their commitment to work together to defeat the Spanish and to plan military strategy. Navy Admiral William T. Sampson and Commodore Winfield Schley began to establish blockades of several ports in Cuba, including Havana. On June 10, about 600 U.S. Marines engaged the Spaniards at Guantánamo Bay, which the Americans secured as a base for operations after five days of fighting. By June 22, thousands of Americans were in Cuba fighting alongside Cuban revolutionaries. Some of the White Americans were surprised to observe that many of their Cuban comrades, officers as well as regular soldiers, were Black. The army was around 60 percent Black, and 40 percent of the officers were Black. African Americans had served in the U.S. military throughout its history despite limiting quotas, restrictions to supporting roles, and segregation of units. Racism and discrimination in the American military simply reflected American society. And for some White American soldiers, Black fighters—American and Cuban—deserved little respect. However, together, the Cubans and Americans fought at El Caney as fighting converged around the city of Santiago. At Kettle Hill and San Juan Hill, Theodore Roosevelt and his Rough Riders under the command of Colonel Leonard Wood and the African American 9th and 10th cavalries, cemented their place in history. (Caroline Anthony, head nurse at the hospital in Siboney, told a reporter at the time that patients who had witnessed the events at San Juan Hill told her “the colored troops saved the Rough Riders from annihilation.”2)


On July 3, Spanish ships unsuccessfully attempted to escape the American blockade tangling with Commodore Winfield Schley’s USS Brooklyn, ultimately causing the destruction of the Spanish fleet in the Caribbean. By August 12, the Spaniards had signed a cease-fire agreement. Under the peace treaty signed in December and ratified by the U.S. Congress in February 1899, the United States acquired Guam and Puerto Rico, and Spain relinquished control of Cuba and sold the Philippines to the United States for $20 million.


The signing of the peace treaty in December 1898 led to discontent for some. While Spain set Cuba free under the treaty, it became an “American protectorate for a period to be determined by the United States.” The Cuban revolutionaries resented the Americans, who had “pretended that the Cuban rebel army did not exist.” Left out of the peace process, General Gómez voiced his dismay about the final decisions: “None of us thought that it would be followed by a military occupation of the country by our allies. This cannot be our fate after years of struggle.”


And while the Americans had used the Spanish occupation of the Philippines as justification for war, they were motivated also by the economic value seen in ownership of the islands. Located in the middle of current and potential trade destinations including Japan, China, and Indonesia, the Philippines was viewed as a valuable commercial asset—creating opportunities for America to access new markets in Asia. And with the signing of the peace treaty between the United States and Spain, fighting continued between the Americans and the Filipinos. It had become clear the Americans had no intention of giving the Filipinos self-rule, so Aguinaldo and his fighters along with various other groups turned their resistance toward the Americans in what became known as the Philippine-American War. Over the course of three years, Americans and Filipinos waged a war using traditional military methods as well as guerrilla warfare. American newspapers carried reports of terrible atrocities committed by Filipino revolutionaries, although often the accounts were unconfirmed. In March 1901, Aguinaldo was captured by the Americans. Guerilla fighters continued the resistance movement against the Americans, but in July 1902, President Theodore Roosevelt declared the war in the Philippines over. While the fighting had subsided, controversy surrounding the war continued, especially as Americans learned, through a 1902 U.S. Senate investigation, about atrocities that had been committed by the American military. American service members testified describing acts they had witnessed. A former soldier testified that “the town was fired on ... two old men came out. ... They had a white flag. They were shot down. At the other end of town we heard screams, and there was a woman there; she was burned up, and in her arms was a baby.” Another described a practice called the “water cure” used to get information from captured Filipinos: “It was given by means of a syringe. Two men ... obtained two syringes, large bulbs, a common syringe, about two feet of common hose pipe on either end. One was inserted in his mouth and other up his nose. And as the water did not seem to have the desired effect ... a cup of salt was thrown into the water. ... Then one man, an American soldier, who was over six feet tall ... struck this native in the pit of the stomach as hard as he could. ... It seemed as if he didn’t get tired of striking him.”


In America, many were unhappy with the situations in Cuba and the Philippines. The Anti-Imperialist League had formed in 1898 to challenge the undemocratic practice of denying self-rule to the people in the newly acquired areas. Many Americans agreed with the Kentucky mother who wrote, “How can the country that has bathed the land in the blood of the best of her sons to wash away the sin of slavery, have a right to buy ten millions of men, and butcher them by the thousand because they will not kiss the hand of their new masters? ... It is such mockery to say all men have equal right to ‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’”


As Secretary of State John Hay and other American statesmen celebrated the expeditious execution and conclusion of the splendid little war and looked to a future with the United States as a newly minted world power, others came to terms with the aftermath of the war at a more personal level. Countless Filipinos continued to fight and die for their independence while grieving for their fellow Filipinos who had given their lives for the cause. Cubans welcomed the financial and human contributions to schools and orphanages from generous American organizations while questioning the continued presence of the American military on their island. Michigan soldiers mourned the death of nurse Ellen May Tower, who had contracted typhoid fever while caring for sick soldiers in the war. “A sweeter, nobler woman never lived,” one soldier said. The family and friends of Sergeant Charles Burnsen, a Minnesota soldier who was shot through the head and died on August 16 according to the casualties list published in the St. Paul Globe, struggled to scrub that horrible image from their memories.







	
1.However, after the Spanish were defeated, the United States set up a military government in Cuba with an American governor overseeing the writing of a Cuban constitution that included the Platt Amendment placing limits on Cuba’s right to enter treaties and allowing the United States to intervene in Cuban affairs. The Platt Amendment was in place until 1934. While the Teller Amendment addressed the relationship between Cuba and the United States, it did not include the Philippines and Puerto Rico. In 1902, Congress passed the Philippine Government Act, which provided that an appointed governor and a legislature ruled the Philippines. In 1946, the Philippines became independent. The Jones Act of 1917 gave Puerto Ricans U.S. citizenship.


	
2.According to Robert F. Jefferson Jr. in Brothers in Valor, six African Americans received the Medal of Honor for service during the war: Dennis Bell, Fitz Lee, William H. Thompkins, George H. Wanton, Edward L. Baker, and Robert Penn.















2 Nurses



Heroes in Skirts





EVELYN BELDEN, WHO HAD RECENTLY RETURNED TO HER HOME IN Sioux City, Iowa, after a monthlong visit to Camp Thomas in Chickamauga, Georgia, in the summer of 1898, told a newspaper reporter, “Whatever you hear that is bad about the division hospital—do not discount it. There were maggots on the living men, I myself brushed flies from a soldier’s unprotected face, which were so numerous as to almost obscure his features.” Evelyn had visited the camp to see for herself the army facility to which her son had been sent with the 52nd Iowa Volunteers in 1898. The camp and the hospital certainly didn’t meet her maternal standards or public health ideals at the time. When nurses arrived at the Georgia camp from the Presbyterian Hospital of New York, they found “fifty thousand men lived in deplorable conditions, teeming with the triple scourge of typhoid, malaria, and measles.” News that the military’s division hospital was a hellhole continued to filter out to the public. Word began to spread around the country about conditions at other training camps, and families were disgruntled about their boys living in such circumstances. Similar conditions at camps and hospitals, at home as well as in Cuba, became sources of concern. While families expected their soldiers to face injury or even death in battle, the idea that military camps in the United States were a danger seemed unnecessary.


At first, Surgeon General George Sternberg, the officer in charge of the army’s medical department, persisted in relying on the army hospital corps, composed of servicemen, to handle the medical needs of the military during the conflicts in Cuba and the Philippines. But as conditions at the training camps in the United States where volunteer and regular army soldiers had gathered became increasingly serious—as in Camp Thomas—and as epidemics threatened the camps, he relented. In April, Congress had authorized him to hire female contract nurses, which he did, at first limiting them to base and general hospital facilities and not allowing them at field and division hospitals. Eventually, this changed, and as Sternberg said, “I did not care whether I had Red Cross nurses, or White Cross nurses or nurses of no cross; what I wanted was to know that when a dozen or twenty nurses were needed they would be forthcoming.”


Initially, each regiment of men from the individual states arrived at the training camps, located in Chickamauga; Falls Church, Virginia; and Jacksonville, Florida, with its own medical personnel. However, it wasn’t long before the distinct regimental medical units were consolidated into a division hospital at each camp. In theory, the division hospitals were mobile and in battle would collect the sick and wounded, taking them to large base or general hospitals for treatment. Some division hospitals—like the one at Camp Thomas, where Evelyn Belden saw such horrendous conditions—were poorly organized and understaffed, lacked equipment, and were in an abysmal state early in the war. A nurse described the conditions she witnessed: “It was certainly a most harrowing sight to see the long narrow cots filled with what had been strong splendid men, hollow eyed, emaciated, muttering in the delirium of fever, sores in which dead flies were encrusted filled their mouths, making swallowing almost impossible.” Finally, in late July, Sternberg established two large hospitals to deal with incoming wounded from the war zones and to ease conditions at the U.S. military camps’ division hospitals. One was a 1,000-bed facility at Fort Monroe, Virginia, and the other a 750-bed facility at Camp Thomas in Chickamauga that Evelyn Belden described as “covering fifteen acres and composed of 200 tents, 13 pine pavilions, iron bedsteads and fitted out in fine condition.” In addition, Sternberg’s decision to employ female contract nurses helped the situation. However, while some politicians and military officials realized the value in hiring female nurses, the idea was controversial and subject to public scrutiny as evidenced in a letter to the editor in the San Francisco Examiner in June: “A soldiers’ camp is no place for women, whether they wear the badge of the Red Cross, the poke bonnet of the Salvation Army or the bewitching shirt waist and sailor hat of the ordinary girl. They are all women, and of the weaker sex.”


Dr. Anita Newcomb McGee, representing the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR), was hired by Sternberg to oversee the selection of nurses out of the thousands who expressed interest. Something had to be done to weed out the less qualified applicants, as one report admitted that “their qualifications ranged from having served one season successfully in light opera to twenty years of successful experience as a trained nurse.” The DAR used specific criteria in their selection process. The women hired as contract nurses were between thirty and fifty years of age, trained in the nursing field, and of reputable character and enjoyed good health. African American nurses would be considered. And the female nurses, who became known as the DAR hospital corps, would receive $30 a month plus one ration per day. In addition to the nurses secured by the DAR, nurses came from a variety of other sources: the American Red Cross’s Clara Barton (who had been doing humanitarian work in Cuba before the war and who ultimately nursed soldiers on the battlefield in addition to in hospitals), the Associated Alumnae of Trained Nurses Association, the Tuskegee Training School for Nurses, the American National Red Cross Auxiliary No. 3 for the Maintenance of Trained Nurses (not to be confused with the American Red Cross), and several religious orders of Catholic nuns. In some instances, local organizations or independent hospitals contributed nurses to the war effort—as the Presbyterian Hospital of New York did for Camp Thomas. In Portland, Oregon, Jane B. Creighton formed the White Cross Society, which sponsored nurses to the Philippines. And in addition to army nurses, the U.S. Navy hired contract nurses.


The first contract nurses were sent to Key West Military Hospital in Florida in May. Early in July, six nurses contracted by the navy were on their way to Cuba on a hospital ship, the Relief. By mid-July, yellow fever was reported among the troops in Santiago, Cuba, and as it became increasingly widespread, the need for nurses who were immune to the disease intensified. The hunt for immune nurses focused on the southern United States, where the fever was “more or less prevalent at certain seasons of the year” and survivors were believed to be immune. There was also the racist view that Black people were immune to certain types of fevers. In August, military camps in the United States were also becoming infected with contagious diseases in record numbers. Female nurses were serving in Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Philippines as well as camps and hospitals in the United States.


The life of a contract nurse could be challenging because the physical environments where they served were dirty, disorganized, short of supplies, and breeding grounds for deadly diseases. Despite the army’s preference for male doctors, nurses, and attendants, they were in short supply; some were poorly trained, and many of those men resented women in their departments. One male officer at Fort Monroe was not subtle in his reaction to working with female nurses: “There is nothing for women to do on a military base ... in plain words, ‘you are not wanted.’” African American women faced their own unique trials, as they at times faced racism that had been institutionalized in the 1896 U.S. Supreme Court decision Plessy v. Ferguson and Jim Crow legislation that legalized separate public accommodations based on race. As one newspaper reported in late July, “Patriotism at thirty dollars a month doesn’t seem to include broadmindedness.” On one of the hospital ships transporting nurses to Cuba, some of the White contract nurses from New Orleans refused to share space with two Black nurses. “The fact that their colored sisters held diplomas quite equal to their own had no effect; they positively refused to share their quarters,” the newspaper reported. The problem was solved when the Black women agreed to separate quarters. According to the newspaper, “The colored women seem to have been of finer material.” A similar situation occurred on another transport ship where some southern contract nurses complained to the major that they could not share accommodations with the Black nurses on board. Fortunately for the dissatisfied nurses, the major was a southerner and “appreciated their position,” promising to find separate quarters for the Black women. The White nurses were pacified—but only for a time. When they learned that the male contract nurses were being paid $60 a month and three rations per day, they threatened to break their contracts and return home. This time, they went to see a colonel who was well known for his diplomacy and had “a smile that would melt a Spanish bullet.” Flashing that devastating smile at the grumbling nurses, he told them how greatly the government needed their services, and he promised to see what could be done about the salary differences. The women left the colonel believing that he was “the nicest man they had ever met.” And on further consideration, they had this to say about breaking their contracts: “We’re sort of angels of mercy and we can’t back out now.” Sometimes, the contract nurses endured other inconveniences on the transports that took them to their duties in Cuba, such as a lack of cooking utensils or bedding. And there was the time that twenty-five Red Cross nurses were assigned to their sleeping quarters only to find that their beds were hammocks and, worse, located on the level directly below the stalls where the mules and horses were quartered.
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