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To our children—Tara, Michael, Sean, Lexie, Sara, and Asmara—and the better world that they and all children deserve

—O. S. and P. K.

To my eighth-grade students, all grown up now and making the world a better place

—S. C. B.



Foreword

I was pleased and excited when I was approached to adapt Oliver Stone and Peter Kuznick’s The Untold History of the United States for younger readers. I knew I would have to fasten my seat belt in order to complete a project of this scope.

I did not research and write this book in the usual sense. In this edition, you’ll see that the words, opinions, facts, conclusions, and themes of the adult version are shared as well. You’ll also see where I’ve added context, exploring some areas in greater detail and incorporating additional anecdotes while retaining the verve of the adult edition. You’ll see additional images.

As I worked through the text, I was reminded with great pleasure of how similar and how fluid the rhythms of history and memory are, how they dip in and out and fold back on themselves, gathering energy and then pressing forward. History is quite a thrill ride! I tried to retain as much of that energy as possible, too.

I’ve long been drawn to the dark side of history. In my own work, I often look for the untold stories from history that have been marginalized, at best, or absent altogether. I especially look for stories where our actions don’t match the words of our US Constitution and those times when we have strayed from our country’s mission. These are the stories that have often fallen into the gaps. By shining a light on these dark moments, we dispel the darkness and, with great hope, we expose the truth.

History inspires me. It helps me find role models. It helps me see the sort of person I’d like to be—as well as the sort of person I don’t want to be. As I adapted this text, I found myself thinking about something our former National Ambassador for Young People’s Literature Katherine Paterson once said, “Though truth is seldom comfortable, it is, finally, the strongest comfort.”

—Susan Campbell Bartoletti

The United States’ run as the most powerful and dominant nation the world has ever seen has been marked by proud achievements and terrible disappointments. It is the latter story—the darker, untold story of US history—that we explore in the following pages.

We didn’t try to tell all of US history. That would be an impossible task. We didn’t focus extensively on many of the things the United States has done right. There are libraries full of books dedicated to that purpose and school curricula that trumpet US achievements.

Instead, we focus a spotlight on the ways we believe the United States has betrayed its mission and the ideals of its own Constitution. We do so with great faith that there is still time to correct those errors as we move forward into the twenty-first century, and beyond.
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Have you ever wondered why our country has military bases in every region of the globe, totaling nearly 1,000 by some counts? Why does the United States spend almost as much on its military as the rest of the world combined? Why does America still possess thousands of nuclear weapons, many on hair-trigger alert, even though no nation poses an imminent threat? Why is the gap between the rich and the poor greater in the United States than in any other developed country? Why is the United States the only advanced nation without a universal health care program?

Why, according to recent studies, do eighty-five people in the world control more wealth than the poorest 3.5 billion? Why is a tiny minority of wealthy Americans allowed to exert so much control over US domestic politics, foreign policy, and media while the great masses see a diminution of their real power and standards of living? Why do the richest 1 percent of Americans have more wealth than the poorest 90 percent?

Why have Americans submitted to levels of surveillance, government intrusion, abuse of civil liberties, and loss of privacy that would have appalled the Founding Fathers and earlier generations?

Why does the United States have a lower percentage of unionized workers than any other advanced industrial democracy? Why do African Americans and Latinos still face discrimination?

Why, in our country, are those who are driven by personal greed and self-interest empowered over those who extol social values like kindness, generosity, compassion, sharing, empathy, and community building?

And why has it become so hard for the great majority of Americans to imagine a world that is substantially different from, and better than, what exists today?

Do you ever wish someone would put the country back on the right track? As you read this book, you will meet some of the individuals who have tried to do just that—sometimes heroically. You will learn about the social movements they participated in. You’ll also meet the individuals who fought against change, often with tragic results. And you’ll discover the social forces and conditions that make progressive reform so difficult to achieve.

These are only a few of the questions that we will address in this series. Although we can’t hope to answer all of them, we hope to present the historical background that will enable you to explore these topics more deeply on your own.

—Oliver Stone and Peter Kuznick



INTRODUCTION


Rebirth of a Nation
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Writing History with Lightning


The Birth of a Nation


It was 1915, and chairs lined the long Central Hall on the second floor of the White House. The drapes were drawn, the gaslights turned down. A film projector clicked and whirred, its beam of light focused on the far wall like the great eye of a cyclops.

President Woodrow Wilson, the twenty-eighth president of the United States, and his cabinet members and their families had gathered together to watch the first movie ever shown in the White House. The movie was called The Birth of a Nation. It was directed by D. W. Griffith.

The three-hour-long movie was a black-and-white silent film; it had no spoken dialogue. Actors used gestures and pantomime to convey what they wanted to say. During key moments, title cards summarized the action. In short, The Birth of a Nation was a story told without words.

Woodrow Wilson and the rest of the moviegoers that night didn’t need words. They knew the setting, the characters, and the plot. They knew the good guys—and the villains. The movie was based on a popular book called The Clansman: An Historical Romance of the Ku Klux Klan, a novel written by a Southern white Baptist minister named Thomas Dixon Jr.

Using the worst racial stereotypes, Dixon tells a story that encompasses the antebellum South, the Civil War, Lincoln’s assassination, Reconstruction, and the rise of the Ku Klux Klan. The heroic Klansmen gallop in to rescue helpless white Southern women from the clutches of lustful black men.

Dixon claimed that his novel was the “true story of the Ku Klux Klan conspiracy that overturned the Reconstruction government.” But it was the exact opposite of the truth, and the president of the United States was screening it in the nation’s capital.
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Movie poster for The Birth of a Nation.




The Facts of Reconstruction and the Ku Klux Klan


The actual record of Reconstruction and the Ku Klux Klan reveals a different story: The Ku Klux Klan formed in Tennessee in 1866, one year after the Civil War ended. Soon Klan groups spread across the South. Its members committed themselves to the use of physical violence in order to maintain white supremacy and violate the civil rights of others.

The Klan attacked—and killed—black Americans who dared to speak out and who exercised their right to earn a living, buy land, attend school, worship as they pleased, and vote (a right granted to black men nationwide in 1870 by the Fifteenth Amendment). They attacked and killed white Americans who supported the rights of black Americans and who didn’t vote the way the Klan wanted.

The Klan’s first wave of violence swept over the South from 1866 through 1871. That year, the federal government sent troops to arrest Klansmen and restore peace. For eight months, a joint committee of US senators and representatives investigated. They gathered testimonies, held trials, and handed down sentences.


[image: Images]

Two members of the Ku Klux Klan in their disguises.



But it was too little too late. Most of the arrested Klansmen paid small fines and received minimal sentences. Many received suspended sentences and a warning. Often charges were simply dropped. Some Klansmen went into hiding or fled to avoid punishment. Many were pardoned.

By 1872, the federal government succeeded in breaking up the Klan, but it couldn’t dissolve white supremacists’ commitment to control elections and the lives of African Americans. That commitment led to the resurgence of the Klan in the 1920s in reaction to foreign immigration, and again in 1960 as a reaction to the civil rights movement.

Dixon’s novel and D. W. Griffith’s movie adaptation of it ignored the brutal realities of the Ku Klux Klan. Instead, the Klansmen were portrayed as noble white-robed knights who reluctantly took the law into their own hands in order to rescue white Southerners, especially “helpless” white women, from racial violence and what whites termed “Negro rule.”

This view of history is false. Southern white women were not helpless. They showed physical and emotional strength as they worked and managed businesses and farms while their husbands, fathers, and sons fought in the war.

“Negro rule,” or the notion that the newly freed and enfranchised black Americans would dominate and rule over white Americans, was true only in the wild imaginations of fearful whites—and perhaps in the wistful imaginations of black Americans who yearned to more fundamentally upset American racial hierarchy.

The Birth of a Nation premiered in Los Angeles and opened to a packed house at New York’s Liberty Theater on March 3, 1915. Soon the popular film opened in theaters across the country. African Americans who attended the movie deplored the ugly portrayal of the freed people—those who could have very well been their parents or grandparents—as lawless, ignorant, amoral, lecherous, and violent characters.

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) protested the movie vociferously. It cataloged the film’s numerous falsehoods and attempted to educate the public about the dire circumstance blacks faced in the post–Civil War South.

Despite the protests and educational campaigns—and despite the blatant disregard for the historical record—the film became a phenomenal box-office hit.

In 1915, the film inspired a group of white Southern men to climb to the top of Stone Mountain in Georgia and burn a cross. With this cross burning, the Ku Klux Klan, disbanded since 1872, rose again. The Klan used the movie to launch a recruiting campaign. Soon the group spread throughout the United States, and membership exploded to more than five million.

The second wave of Klansmen renewed the fight to maintain white supremacy throughout the United States. They portrayed themselves as a pro-Christian, pro-American brotherhood. They added Catholics, Jews, immigrants, liberals, welfare recipients, and labor unions to their list of hated targets.

That same year, 1915, fifty-six blacks and thirteen whites were lynched. Five were women.


The Embellished History


Woodrow Wilson sat in the darkened Central Hall, watching the closing scenes of The Birth of a Nation. In these scenes, Ku Klux Klan members ride in on their horses to rescue a poor white family from corrupt federal soldiers. The Klansmen take guns away from the freedmen and intimidate black voters at the polls. In this way, the Klansmen believe they have restored peace to South Carolina. The movie’s final title card appears: Liberty and union, one and inseparable, now and forever.

After the final credits, the film projector whirred and clicked to the end of the reel. Someone must have asked the president what he thought about the movie, because an enthusiastic Wilson reportedly said, “It is like writing history with Lightning and my only regret is that it is all so terribly true.”

Except it wasn’t.

It was all so terribly untrue.

How did such a movie, one filled with so much misinformation disguised as fact, make its way to the White House? And, perhaps more disturbing, why did the president of the United States, a man with a PhD from Johns Hopkins University who went on to become president of Princeton University, accept the film’s version of history so easily?

President Wilson screened The Birth of a Nation as a personal favor to his close friend Thomas Dixon Jr. The president was also a historian who wrote many works, including the five-volume A History of the American People, published in 1902, and The New Freedom: A Call for the Emancipation of the Generous Energies of a People, published in 1913. This latter work, The New Freedom, served as a cornerstone to his presidential campaign.

There is little doubt that the story told in The Birth of a Nation appealed to Woodrow Wilson, given his strong Southern heritage. The son of a Presbyterian minister, Wilson was born in Virginia in 1856 and was raised in Georgia and South Carolina. He was old enough to appreciate the horrors of a war that left at least 750,000 soldiers dead on both sides and one million wounded.

Like his Southern forebears, Wilson grew up to regret the war’s outcome and the radical changes it brought—namely, the freedmen’s right to vote and receive equal protections under the law.

During his presidential campaign, Wilson pledged to support justice for black Americans. “Should I become President of the United States they may count upon me for absolute fair dealing for everything by which I could assist in advancing the interests of their race.”

To many African Americans, Wilson betrayed that promise after his inauguration when, in line with Jim Crow laws that had separated blacks from whites since 1876, he too encouraged the separation of races. Although federal agencies were not segregated and black and white employees had worked side by side in the same offices for more than fifty years, Wilson permitted the offices of the Postmaster General, the Treasury, and the US Navy to separate black workers from white workers. The cafeterias and restrooms were segregated too. All federal job applicants had to submit photographs so that it would be easier to tell each applicant’s race.

Angry at the obvious discrimination, African-American leaders pressed Wilson to end discrimination based on a person’s color. Wilson responded, “It is as far as possible from being a movement against the negroes. I sincerely believe it to be in their interest. [S]egregation is not humiliating but a benefit, and ought to be regarded so by you gentlemen.”

Both the novel The Clansman and the movie The Birth of a Nation distorted the history of race relations and reshaped it into a story that many people, including Wilson, believed. Ultimately, Wilson’s belief in white supremacy may have influenced his domestic policies.

Wilson, his supporters, and many other white Americans believed The Birth of a Nation because it felt true to them. History is storytelling. Usually, it’s the winners who get to write it. In this case, even though the South lost the Civil War, Southerners had a big say in the history that was taught in the United States over the past 150 years. And that history has so often served to empower whites and disenfranchise black Americans.
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The Rumblings of Revolution

Woodrow Wilson’s views were also shaped by his hatred of revolution. He opposed radical change—change that transformed the basic structure of society—in any form. In 1889, he wrote: “In politics nothing radically novel may safely be attempted. No result of value can ever be reached . . . except through slow and gradual development.” He liked the American Revolution because he believed it wasn’t revolutionary at all. But he despised the French Revolution. It had turned society upside down. He believed change should come slowly and in small steps. For that same reason he disapproved of workers’ strikes and farmers’ rebellions. His sympathies instead lay with businessmen and moderate reformers.

But workers and farmers knew that strikes and uprisings had often helped them achieve higher pay and better working conditions. This was especially true in the last three turbulent decades of the nineteenth century.


The Paris Commune: An Example for American Workers


No uprising during those years was more radical than the one that swept Paris in 1871. The previous year, France had declared war on Prussia. But the French army proved no match for the Prussians, who soon surrounded Paris. Fearing for their lives, French officials fled from the city and set up shop in nearby Versailles. With the old government gone, the citizens of Paris took matters into their own hands. They elected a new government called “the Paris Commune.” It would be an experiment the likes of which the world had never seen.

Governments had almost always acted on behalf of the wealthy and powerful. Their highest priority was to safeguard private property rights and maintain order. But the commune was a government run by working people, in the interests of the workers and the poor. It made reforms that most governments would never consider—the kind that Wilson would denounce as revolutionary and improper.

The Paris Commune established free schools for the children of working people. And even more extraordinary for the time, the schools were open to girls as well as boys.

The new government cut the high salaries of government workers down to the level of average workers. It took empty homes and apartments and gave them to homeless people. It seized unused workshops and factories and gave them to trade unions—groups of workers who united to bargain for higher pay and better working conditions—to run together and share the profits. It prevented employers from punishing workers like they used to do by cutting their pay. And it demanded a complete separation between church and state.

The former government bided its time while waiting for its chance to return to Paris. It couldn’t allow such a radical government, one so disrespectful of private property, to succeed. Workers everywhere might follow the Parisians’ example. The Versailles army invaded Paris in late May.

The workers of Paris, known as Communards, fought bravely, but they were outgunned. The Commune fell after seventy-three days. Almost 900 Versailles soldiers lay dead alongside between 20,000 to 25,000 Parisian citizens. But the uprising would live on in the memory and imagination of workers everywhere, including those in the United States.

Karl Marx, the brilliant German-Jewish revolutionary thinker and author of the famous 1848 Communist Manifesto, later praised the Communards for “storming heaven.” But for others, the Paris Commune represented not the stuff of dreams, but the stuff of nightmares. When American capitalists—the rich people who owned the factories, banks, and big farms—thought about what the Parisian workers had done, it sent shivers down their spines. They went to bed at night praying that something like that would never happen in the United States. But they knew that if American workers and farmers were hungry and miserable and mistreated, the same thing would happen here too. It was just a matter of time.


The Rumblings of Protest


The end of the civil war in 1865 cleared the way for an era of rapid growth and change. New factories opened. Cities swelled with recently arrived people, some of whom came from the farms. Others pulled up stakes in their old countries, said good-bye to friends and relatives, and moved to America in hopes of a better life. Recently freed black slaves tried to build new lives. They savored the taste of freedom, but faced new obstacles everywhere they turned.

In 1873, conditions abruptly worsened in the United States. An economic depression hit the country. Depressions always brought hard times, especially for working people. The number of workers who couldn’t find work increased sharply. Those who had jobs saw their pay cut. Many went hungry. Others lost their homes and farms. The year 1873 wasn’t America’s first depression, and it wouldn’t be its last. Depressions occurred with unfortunate regularity— in 1819, 1837, 1857, 1873, 1883, 1893, 1920, and 1929. Some lasted many years.

The 1873 depression sent the economy into a tailspin. Railroads, which had spurred the post–Civil War economic growth, were not immune to the effects of the depression. Railroad owners decided to cut workers’ pay in order to make sure that their own profits remained strong.

By the summer of 1877, workers had had enough. Their pay was low, their hours long—some were forced to work as many as eighteen hours a day—and the paltry pay they did receive was sometimes delayed for months. When the B&O Railroad announced on July 11 that workers’ wages would be cut another 10 percent, crews stopped their trains in the middle of the tracks in West Virginia, shutting down much of the freight traffic between Baltimore and the Midwest.

The Great Railroad Strike of 1877 had begun. Railroad workers simply walked off their jobs and refused to work until employers restored their stolen wages.


“The American Commune”


As the strike spread along the railroad line to other parts of the country, mothers and wives of workers joined the protests. Local authorities called out the police and militias to restore order. But there was little they could do. The community backed the strikers, knowing they had good reason to refuse to work. Some of the militiamen stood with the strikers, too. “Many of us have reason to know what long hours and low pay mean,” said one officer, “and any movement that aims at one or the other will have our sympathy and support. We may be militiamen, but we are workmen first.”

Workers in other industries, equally frustrated, came out in large numbers to show their solidarity. Some were armed. They had fought in the Civil War, and they would fight again if they had to. Many workers in other trades also went on strike against their own bosses.

Fearing a greater rebellion, the governor of West Virginia and the president of B&O both asked President Rutherford B. Hayes to send federal troops to break the strike. Hayes was deeply indebted to the railroad owners for helping put him in the White House during the hotly contested 1876 election. He granted the owners’ request.

For the second time in US history, federal troops were called out in peacetime, and they were being called out against law-abiding American citizens.
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And the fight didn’t end there. Maryland’s governor ordered the state’s National Guard’s troops to provide support for the federal troops in West Virginia. When workers heard what was about to happen, thousands rushed to Baltimore’s Camden Station to prevent the troops from boarding trains. The city became a battle zone, with more federal troops sent at the president’s order. By the time a tentative peace was reached on July 23, thirteen people had been killed and fifty wounded.
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In this August 11, 1877 engraving from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, various scenes from the Great Railroad Strike are shown.



The National Republican newspaper of Washington, DC, carried an editorial titled “The American Commune,” which stated, “The fact is clearly manifest that communistic ideas are very widely entertained in America by the workmen employed in mines and factories and by the railroads.”

There was much truth to this claim. Why, workers were beginning to wonder, should some people have so much more wealth and power than others? The widening gap between rich and poor seemed to undermine America’s core republican beliefs.

The enormous and growing gulf between wealthy capitalists and impoverished workers and farmers shook the foundations of Americans’ democratic ideals. Most farmers and workers hated that a handful of bankers and industrialists, along with their stable of rubber-stamp legislators and judges, should run the country. Poet Walt Whitman captured that feeling when he described the excesses of capitalism as “a sort of anti-democratic disease and monstrosity.” Depressions, like the one the country was enduring in the 1870s, only made the injustices more obvious.

Similar battles occurred all over the country. In Pittsburgh, after troops fired into a crowd killing between ten to twenty people, angry citizens destroyed eleven and a half miles of railroad cars.

In St. Louis, millworkers, miners, steamship crews, steelworkers, iron smelters, and other factory workers walked off their jobs and joined railroad workers in a general strike. The St. Louis newspaper, The St. Louis Republican, newspaper exclaimed, “It is wrong to call this a strike; it is a labor revolution.”

The uprisings struck fear in the hearts of business owners and government officials. They worried that American workers were following in the path of the Parisian revolutionaries.
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Poet Walt Whitman celebrated American progress, but he described the excesses of capitalism as “a sort of anti-democratic disease and monstrosity.”
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“Workingmen, to Arms!”

In 1888, Edward Bellamy’s novel Looking Backward captured the imagination of Americans young and old, rich and poor. It gave them an idea of how the world could be better. The book struck a chord with readers, especially in a country that had undergone more than a decade of what seemed like warfare between the rich and the poor.

In the novel, Julian West, a wealthy thirty-year-old Bostonian, is hypnotized in 1887 in order to fall asleep but then wake up in the year 2000. He is slowly introduced into a new world. And what a world it is!

Unlike the world of 1887—in which a handful of people gobbled up more and more of the wealth, and strikes by angry workers caused chaos and disruption—the new world is one in which everyone gets along. Instead of people competing with one another for the necessities of life, they instead cooperate in solving problems and share equally what the workers and farmers produce. Everyone receives the same pay, regardless of who they are and what kind of work they perform. Money does not motivate them, but the appreciation of their fellow citizens, and the personal satisfaction that comes from doing well and contributing to society, does. Poverty has been eliminated once and for all.

Julian happily adapts to his new world, and he even falls in love with the great-granddaughter of the woman he was engaged to marry in 1887. But one day he wakes up back in the world of 1887. Everything seems wrong to him. He tried to explain to others that the hunger and poverty and suffering that surrounds them are unnecessary. There is a better way to do things that will make everyone’s life happier and more fulfilling. But no one will listen. Thankfully, Julian awakes back in 2000. The return to 1887 had been a nightmare.

Bellamy’s book was known as a utopian socialist novel. It imagined a world that did not yet exist, but its goal was to show readers that a different world was possible. It challenged them to dream about the way the world should really be. And what was most remarkable about it was that it was enormously popular. In fact, no novel in the nineteenth century sold more copies, except for Uncle Tom’s Cabin. People were desperate for change, and Bellamy offered a vision.


“The Concern of All”


Looking back on the period, the reformer Ida Tarbell recalled that “the eighties dripped with blood.” Though the decade did not literally drip with blood, workers questioned the fairness of a society that favored the wealthy—the new corporate and banking elite—over the overwhelming majority of workers and farmers.

They searched for a way to change things. In the 1880s, a new labor union—the Knights of Labor—exploded onto the scene. The Knights tried to unite all the working people in a region into one big union. Everyone was invited to join regardless of race, gender, or place of birth. Only bankers, speculators, lawyers, gamblers, and liquor salesmen were excluded. Businessmen were judged on a case-by-case basis.

The Knights’ motto was “an injury to one is the concern of all.” They mistrusted the capitalist system and called for peaceful reform.

The Knights captured the nation’s attention when they went on strike against Jay Gould’s 15,000-mile railroad network in 1885. Gould was no ordinary robber baron. He had once bragged that he could “hire one half of the working class to kill the other half” and was perhaps the most hated man in the country. Gould’s acceptance of the Knights’ demands, in what the business newspaper Bradstreet’s called a “complete surrender,” shocked the nation. Nothing like this had ever happened before. Knights’ membership skyrocketed around the country, jumping from 103,000 on July 1, 1885 to more than 700,000 a year later. There seemed to be no limits to its potential for growth. Workers believed they had discovered a way to fight. And win.
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Jay Gould, railroad tycoon. He was one of the ten wealthiest men in the country in 1892.




Haymarket Massacre


Events in Chicago in May 1886 dealt a crushing blow to the reform movement. On May 1, workers around the country went on strike in hopes of achieving an eight-hour workday. Workers had long been demanding shorter working hours. Now they were doing something about it.

Chicago workers were perhaps the most radical in the country. Their movement contained many anarchists, who believed that workers needed to defend themselves, with guns if necessary, against the army and the police. In Chicago, tens of thousands demonstrated for the eight-hour day. On May 3, Chicago police fired into a crowd of striking workers, killing several people.

News about the killings spread like wildfire across the city. Labor leaders rushed to printing presses and made flyers urging workers to unite against their employers and the police. One read:

WORKINGMEN, TO ARMS!!! The masters sent out their bloodhounds—the police; they killed . . . your brothers at [the factory] this afternoon. They killed the poor wretches because they, like you, had the courage to disobey the supreme will of your bosses . . . To arms we call you, to arms!

The next evening, May 4, protesters gathered in Chicago’s Haymarket Square at the center of the city’s lumber and meatpacking district. The rally of less than 3,000 was peaceful as speakers condemned the murders from the previous day and demanded the eight-hour day. Chicago’s mayor was in the audience. He saw that there was no threat of violence and instructed the police chief to dismiss his men. A thunderstorm sent most people home early. When only a few hundred protesters remained and the last speaker was finishing up, 180 policemen suddenly entered the square and demanded everyone leave. At that moment, a bomb exploded, killing 7 police officers and wounding 66. Nobody knew who threw it. The police panicked and started to fire blindly into the crowd, killing three and wounding dozens.

One police official told the Chicago Tribune “a very large number of the police were wounded by each other’s revolvers . . . . It was every man for himself, and while some got two or three squares away, the rest emptied their revolvers, mainly into each other.”
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Haymarket Riot, May 1886. Authorities used the death of policemen in Haymarket Square to crush organized labor. Soon workers, reformers, and immigrants across the nation were being targeted.



A national panic ensued. Newspapers around the country sounded the alarm. The Chicago Tribune called on Congress to deport troublemakers and restrict immigration to keep out “foreign savages, with their dynamite bombs and anarchic purposes.” In the eyes of Mother Jones, one of the country’s most famous labor leaders, “The city went insane.”

Thereafter, workers, unions, immigrants, and reformers everywhere were targeted and persecuted in what became America’s first “Red Scare”—a widespread campaign to smear all reformers with the brush of disloyalty and sedition. The greatest casualty was the Knights of Labor. Even though the Knights had always rejected violence and sought peaceful change, society’s leaders saw them as the greatest threat. Knights’ meetings were broken up. Their members were fired from jobs and put on blacklists. Their leaders were threatened and sometimes jailed.

The capitalists had won—for now.


Private Greed versus Greater Good


Discontent was rife among farmers too, especially the ones who organized the farmers’ alliances in the 1880s and the People’s Party, or Populists, in the 1890s. The People’s Party adopted a platform at its first convention in Omaha, Nebraska, in 1892 that declared, “The fruits of the toil of millions are boldly stolen to build up colossal fortunes for a few.”

Populists, like the Knights, always differentiated between the productive classes—the farmers and workers—and the parasites—the bankers and speculators who lived off the labor of others.

Although the Populists’ appeal was limited to parts of the South, Midwest, and West, they won almost 9 percent of the presidential vote in 1892. The People’s Party carried five midwestern and western states and elected more than 1,500 candidates, including three governors, five senators, and ten congressmen. The Populists doubled their vote in 1894. Farmers, like workers, were looking for change.

And it was largely the middle class who devoured Bellamy’s Looking Backward. Even they questioned whether individuals motivated by private greed could somehow produce a better society. Middle-class Americans had often sided with the railroad workers in the Great Railroad Strike of 1877.

Americans from all walks—workers, farmers, and middle class—clamored for change, and the future looked bright as the new century approached.



PART ONE


Roots of an Empire
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All That Glitters

After the Civil War, the United States enjoyed economic growth and expansion during a time that became known as the Gilded Age. Industrialists amassed great fortunes: John D. Rockefeller in oil; Andrew Carnegie in steel; and bankers such as J. P. Morgan, who controlled many industries. Robber barons such as Jay Fisk and Jay Gould became rich through ruthless and unscrupulous business deals.

These wealthy capitalists were a minority of the population. In 1890, the United States had 12 million families. The majority of these families—11 million—earned an average of only $380 per year. Many were immigrants who lived in tenements and worked in the factories, mills, mines, and sweatshops.

Clouds of economic trouble, however, were gathering on the horizon, causing anxiety and unrest. The financial panic on Black Friday—May 5, 1893—triggered the nation’s worst depression, which would last five long years. Within months, four million workers lost their jobs. Unemployment soon approached 20 percent.

The nation debated the depression’s causes. Some believed the 1893 depression resulted from overproduction. To fix the problem, these critics argued that the United States needed more overseas markets to absorb its growing surplus.
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In 1890, 91 percent of American families earned less than $1,200 per year. The average income for this group was $380. The lowest-paid workers were immigrants who lived in dire housing conditions, shown here. To eke out a subsistence living, many families required the wages of their children.



Socialists, trade unionists, and reformers believed the crisis of the 1890s resulted from underconsumption. They proposed a different solution to fix the economy. They suggested that the industrialists should hire more workers and pay them a living wage so that the workers could afford to buy the goods produced by America’s farms and factories.

But few capitalists endorsed that approach. They wanted cheap workers and foreign markets and natural resources. To ensure these things, they involved the United States in world affairs that would fundamentally transform the nation.


“A Splendid Little War”


American capitalists wanted to be able to buy raw materials from other countries. They also wanted to take advantage of the cheap labor in those countries. However, American capitalists needed the US government to build a modern steam-powered navy and bases around the world to supply that navy.

The US government granted their wish. In 1889, the United States annexed the harbor of the Pacific island of Pago Pago. Between 1890 and 1896, it built a new navy.
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Mark Twain once quipped that the goal of every man was to get rich. “Dishonestly, if we can; honestly, if we must,” he wrote in The Revised Catechism (1871).



Pago Pago was just the start. The United States then went after Hawaii. In 1893, American sugar planters toppled Hawaiian queen Liliuokalani. In her place, they installed an American named Sanford Dole, a cousin of pineapple magnate James Dole, as president. When the United States annexed Hawaii in 1898, President William McKinley enthusiastically justified it as “Manifest Destiny.”

That same year, on April 25, 1898, the United States declared war against Spain, purportedly to deliver Cuba from Spanish tyranny.

The fighting began thousands of miles away in Manila, Philippines, one of Spain’s few remaining colonies. There, on May 1, Commodore George Dewey destroyed the Spanish fleet. One anti-imperialist noted, “Dewey took Manila with the loss of one man—and all our institutions.”
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Colonel Theodore Roosevelt led the Rough Riders unit during the 1898 Spanish-American War. He gained fame as a war hero.



This battle, which was later known as the Spanish-American War, was over in three months. It was, according to Secretary of State John Hay, “a splendid little war.”

Not everyone thought the war was so splendid. On June 15, 1898, the Anti-Imperialist League tried to block the annexation of the Philippines and Puerto Rico, another of Spain’s colonies. League members included such prominent individuals as Andrew Carnegie, Clarence Darrow, Mark Twain, Jane Addams, William James, William Dean Howells, and Samuel Gompers.

But the anti-imperialists’ efforts were no match for a nation enthralled with the glory of war and the thrill of easy victory in the name of a righteous cause.

When the dust of the war settled, the United States had secured the beginnings of an overseas empire. It had annexed Hawaii and acquired Puerto Rico, Guam and the Philippines from Spain. The Philippines were the perfect refueling stop for American ships in Asia.

McKinley wavered about what to do with the Philippines after the war. The Treaty of Paris of 1898 ceded Puerto Rico to the United States, made Cuba a US protectorate, and stipulated that the United States would pay $20 million to Spain in exchange for the Philippines. The Spanish monarchy accepted the terms of the treaty on December 10, 1898, effectively ending the war. However, the treaty would not be ratified until four months later. As bitter debate about the meaning of the treaty raged in the US Senate, many Senators worried that expansion beyond American borders would turn the United States into an imperial power, just as Spain had been. The US Senate, painfully divided, ratified the treaty by only one vote more than the two thirds majority needed on April 11, 1899.

Walking the White House floor night after night and praying to “Almighty God” for guidance, McKinley opted to annex the islands, seizing upon the opportunity to civilize one of the world’s “inferior” races, which Rudyard Kipling called the “white man’s burden.”


“To Rule, We Must Conquer”


Under the leadership of Emilio Aguinaldo, the Filipinos had been rebelling against Spanish rule for years. They naively believed the United States would help them gain independence. The Filipinos drafted a constitution and established a republic on January 23, 1899, with Aguinaldo as president.

On February 4, US forces opened fire in Manila. US newspapers reported that Filipinos had fired upon unarmed US soldiers in a completely unprovoked attack. Twenty-two soldiers were killed and 125–200 wounded. Filipino losses were estimated in the thousands.

Newspapers predicted that the attack would rally support for the imperial cause and ensure Senate approval of the Paris treaty that had ended the war. The New York World observed that the United States was “suddenly without warning, face to face with the actualities of empire . . . . To rule, we must conquer. To conquer, we must kill.”

Pressure mounted on those who opposed the treaty to support the troops. General Charles Grosvenor, a congressman from Ohio, declared, “They have fired on our flag. They have killed our soldiers. The blood of the slain cries from the ground for vengeance.”


[image: Images]

In this January 1899 cartoon from Puck magazine, the blackboard reads, “The consent of the governed is a good thing in theory, but very rare in fact.—England has governed her colonies whether they consented or not. By not waiting for their consent, she has greatly advanced the world’s civilization.—The US must govern its new territories with or without their consent until they can govern themselves.”



But Senator George Frisbie Hoar of Massachusetts warned that the United States would become a “vulgar, commonplace empire founded upon physical force, controlling subject races and vassal states, in which one class must forever rule and the other classes must forever obey.”

Senator Hoar later observed that the United States “crushed the Republic that the Philippine people had set up for themselves, deprived them of their independence, and established there, by American power, a Government in which the people have no part, against their will.”

Senator Richard Pettigrew called the betrayal of Filipino independence “the greatest international crime of the century.”

Filipinos overwhelmingly supported the rebel forces. They provided them with food and shelter. The Americans responded with extraordinary brutality. Following one ambush, General Lloyd Wheaton ordered all towns within a twelve-mile radius destroyed and all their inhabitants killed.

In a surprise attack, Filipino rebels killed fifty-four of the seventy-four Americans stationed at Balangiga on the island of Samar. In retaliation, Colonel Jacob Smith ordered his troops to kill every Filipino over the age of ten and to turn the island into “a howling wilderness.”

Some of the soldiers happily obliged. One soldier wrote home, saying, “Our fighting blood was up . . . . This shooting human beings beats rabbit hunting all to pieces.” US officers herded hundreds of thousands of Filipinos into concentration camps.

One of the most vigorous backers of the US takeover of the Philippines was Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana. He’d visited the Philippines to get a firsthand look at the situation.

In Washington, the Senate and others eagerly anticipated Beveridge’s views. He addressed a crowded Senate chamber in early July 1900, offering one of the most colorful, blunt, and chauvinistic defenses on record of US imperial policy:
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Soldiers riding down the street in Malolos, Philippines.
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The bodies of murdered Filipinos.



The Philippines are ours forever . . . . This island empire is the last land left in all the oceans . . . . Our largest trade henceforth must be with Asia. The Pacific is our ocean. More and more Europe will manufacture the most of its needs, secure from its colonies the most it consumes. Where shall we turn for consumers of our surplus? Geography answers the question. China is our natural customer . . . . The Philippines give us a base at the door of all the East . . . .

Most future wars will be conflicts for commerce. The power that rules the Pacific, therefore, is the power that rules the world. And, with the Philippines, that power is and will forever be the American Republic . . . .

God . . . has marked the American people as His chosen nation to finally lead in the regeneration of the world. This is the divine mission of America, and it holds for us all the profit, all the glory, all the happiness possible to man. We are trustees of the world’s progress, guardians of its righteous peace. The judgment of the Master is upon us: “Ye have been faithful over a few things; I will make you ruler over many things.”

But for President McKinley, the real prize was the fabled China market. Japan and the European powers had been carving China into exclusive areas for investment. But the Chinese did not throw out the welcome mat for foreign nations that wanted to dominate them or for missionaries who wanted to Christianize them.

Chinese nationalists resented all foreign domination. In 1900, the nationalists, mostly peasants, sparked a massive uprising called the Boxer Rebellion. They attempted to drive all foreign occupiers and missionaries from China.

McKinley sent 5,000 US troops to join those from Europe and Japan in a joint effort to suppress these Chinese nationalists.


What Really Happened in the Philippines


It was a presidential election year in the United States. Once again, Republican president William McKinley found himself pitted against Democrat William Jennings Bryan. As the campaigning took place, US troops were tied down in three countries: China, Cuba, and the Philippines.

At the Democratic National Convention in July, Bryan defined the presidential contest as a fight between “democracy on the one hand and plutocracy [a government by the wealthy] on the other.”

He launched into an impassioned attack on imperialism. In his booming baritone voice, he quoted Thomas Jefferson: “If there be one principle more deeply rooted than any other in the mind of every American, it is that we should have nothing to do with conquest.”

Socialist Eugene Debs also ran for president that year as the Social Democratic Party’s candidate. He called the Republican Party platform “a self-congratulation of the dominant capitalist class,” the Democratic platform “the wail and cry of the perishing middle class,” and the Social Democratic platform “an indictment of the capitalist system.” Social Democrats, according to Debs, stood for “class consciousness and political action of the exploited working class” and advocated for “collective ownership of all the means of production and distribution.”

The November election between McKinley and Bryan was close. By a narrow margin, William McKinley and his war hero vice president Theodore Roosevelt won. The voting public had chosen the imperial course laid out by McKinley and his advisers. Debs barely registered in the polls. Debs had said in a campaign speech, “It is definitely better to vote for freedom and fail than to vote for slavery and succeed.”

Soon after the election, disturbing stories from the Philippines began to circulate. Newspapers carried lurid accounts of US soldiers who murdered, raped, and tortured.
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The presidential election of 1900 pitted Republican William McKinley against Democrat William Jennings Bryan. McKinley was a proponent of American Empire whereas Bryan was an outspoken anti-imperialist who warned voters against conquest and a government led by the wealthy.



In November 1901, the Philadelphia Public Ledger reported that US soldiers had committed atrocities against the Philippine people:

Our men have been relentless; have killed to exterminate men, women, children, prisoners and captives, active insurgents and suspected people, from lads of ten and up . . . . Our soldiers have pumped salt water into men to “make them talk,” have taken prisoner people who held up their hands and peacefully surrendered, and an hour later, without an atom of evidence to show that they were even insurrectos, stood them on a bridge and shot them down one by one, to drop into the water below and float down as an example to those who found their bullet riddled corpses.
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In the Philippines, US troops employed the torture we now call waterboarding.



One soldier described waterboarding in the following account to the Omaha World-Herald:

Lay them on their backs, a man standing on each hand and each foot, then put a round stick in the mouth and pour a pail of water in the mouth and nose, and if they don’t give up pour in another pail. They swell up like toads. I’ll tell you it is a terrible torture.

On September 6, 1901, President McKinley was shot. He died eight days later. His vice president, Theodore Roosevelt, became the twenty-sixth president. The fighting in the Philippines continued for ten more months. In July 1902, President Roosevelt declared the islands pacified.
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