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OVERTHROW 





Introduction 

Why does a strong nation strike against a weaker one? Usually because 
it seeks to impose its ideology, increase its power, or gain control of 
valuable resources. Shifting combinations of these three factors moti­
vated the United States as it extended its global reach over the past cen­
tury and more. This book examines the most direct form of American 
intervention, the overthrow of foreign governments. 

The invasion of Iraq in 2003 was not an isolated episode. It was the 
culmination of a nO-year period during which Americans overthrew 
fourteen governments that displeased them for various ideological, 
political, and economic reasons. Like each of these operations, the 
"regime change" in Iraq seemed for a time-a very short time-to have 
worked. It is now clear, however, that this operation has had terrible 
unintended consequences. So have most of the other coups, revolu­
tions, and invasions that the United States has mounted to depose gov­
ernments it feared or mistrusted. 

The United States uses a variety of means to persuade other countries 
to do its bidding. In many cases it relies on time-honored tactics of 
diplomacy, offering rewards to governments that support American 
interests and threatening retaliation against those that refuse. Some­
times it defends friendly regimes against popular anger or uprisings. In 
more than a few places, it has quietly supported coups or revolutions 
organized by others. Twice, in the context of world wars, it helped to 
wipe away old ruling orders and impose new ones. 

This book is not about any of those ways Americans have shaped the 
modern world. It focuses only on the most extreme set of cases: those in 
which the United States arranged to depose foreign leaders. No nation 
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in modern history has done this so often, in so many places so far from 
its own shores. 

The stories of these "regime change" operations are dazzlingly excit­
ing. They tell of patriots and scoundrels, high motives and low cynicism, 
extreme courage and cruel betrayal. This book brings them together for 
the first time, but it seeks to do more than simply tell what happened. 
By considering these operations as a continuum rather than as a series 
of unrelated incidents, it seeks to find what they have in common. It 
poses and tries to answer two fundamental questions. First, why did the 
United States carry out these operations? Second, what have been their 
long-term consequences? 

Drawing up a list of countries whose governments the United States 
has overthrown is not as simple as it sounds. This book treats only cases 
in which Americans played the decisive role in deposing a regime. 
Chile, for example, makes the list because, although many factors led to 
the 1973 coup there, the American role was decisive. Indonesia, Brazil, 
and the Congo do not, because American agents played only subsidiary 
roles in the overthrow of their governments during the 1960s. Nor do 
Mexico, Haiti, or the Dominican Republic, countries the United States 
invaded but whose leaders it did not depose. 

America's long "regime change" century dawned in 1893 with the 
overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy. This was a tentative, awkward 
piece of work, a cultural tragedy staged as comic opera. It was not a mil­
itary operation, but without the landing of American troops, it proba­
bly would not have succeeded. The president of the United States 
approved of it, but soon after it happened, a new president took office 
and denounced it. Americans were already divided over whether it is a 
good idea to depose foreign regimes. 

The overthrow of Hawaii's queen reignited a political debate that had 
first flared during the Mexican War half a century before. That debate, 
which in essence is about what role the United States should play in the 
world, rages to this day. It burst back onto the front pages after the inva­
sion of Iraq. 

No grand vision of American power lay behind the Hawaiian revolu­
tion of 1893. Just the opposite was true of the Spanish-American War, 
which broke out five years later. This was actually two wars, one in 
which the United States came to the aid of patriots fighting against 
Spanish colonialism, and then a second in which it repressed those 
patriots to assure that their newly liberated nations would be American 
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protectorates rather than truly independent. A radically new idea of 
America, much more globally ambitious than any earlier one, emerged 
from these conflicts. They marked the beginning of an era in which the 
United States has assumed the right to intervene anywhere in the world, 
not simply by influencing or coercing foreign governments but also by 
overthrowing them. 

In Hawaii and the countries that rose against Spain in 1898, American 
presidents tested and developed their new interventionist policy. There, 
however, they were reacting to circumstances created by others. The 
first time a president acted on his own to depose a foreign leader was in 
1909, when William Howard Taft ordered the overthrow of Nicaraguan 
president Jose Santos Zelaya. Taft claimed he was acting to protect 
American security and promote democratic principles. His true aim was 
to defend the right of American companies to operate as they wished in 
Nicaragua. In a larger sense, he was asserting the right of the United 
States to impose its preferred form of stability on foreign countries. 

This set a pattern. Throughout the twentieth century and into the 
beginning of the twenty-first, the United States repeatedly used its mili­
tary power, and that of its clandestine services, to overthrow govern­
ments that refused to protect American interests. Each time, it cloaked 
its intervention in the rhetoric of national security and liberation. In 
most cases, however, it acted mainly for economic reasons-specifically, 
to establish, promote, and defend the right of Americans to do business 
around the world without interference. 

Huge forces reshaped the world during the twentieth century. One of 
the most profound was the emergence of multinational corporations, 
businesses based in one country that made much of their profit over­
seas. These corporations and the people who ran them accumulated 
great wealth and political influence. Civic movements, trade unions, 
and political parties arose to counterbalance them, but in the United 
States, these were never able even to approach the power that corpora­
tions wielded. Corporations identified themselves in the public mind 
with the ideals of free enterprise, hard work, and individual achieve­
ment. They also maneuvered their friends and supporters into impor­
tant positions in Washington. 

Bya quirk of history, the United States rose to great power at the same 
time multinational corporations were emerging as a decisive force in 
world affairs. These corporations came to expect government to act on 
their behalf abroad, even to the extreme of overthrowing uncooperative 
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foreign leaders. Successive presidents have agreed that this is a good 
way to promote American interests. 

Defending corporate power is hardly the only reason the United 
States overthrows foreign governments. Strong tribes and nations have 
been attacking weak ones since the beginning of history. They do so for 
the most elemental reason, which is to get more of whatever is good to 
have. In the modern world, corporations are the institutions that coun­
tries use to capture wealth. They have become the vanguard of Ameri­
can power, and defying them has become tantamount to defying the 
United States. When Americans depose a foreign leader who dares such 
defiance, they not only assert their rights in one country but also send a 
clear message to others. 

The influence that economic power exercises over American foreign 
policy has grown tremendously since the days when ambitious planters 
in Hawaii realized that by bringing their islands into the United States, 
they would be able to send their sugar to markets on the mainland 
without paying import duties. As the twentieth century progressed, 
titans of industry and their advocates went a step beyond influencing 
policy makers; they became the policy makers. The figure who most per­
fectly embodied this merging of political and economic interests was 
John Foster Dulles, who spent decades working for some of the world's 
most powerful corporations and then became secretary of state. It was 
Dulles who ordered the 1953 coup in Iran, which was intended in part 
to make the Middle East safe for American oil companies. A year later he 
ordered another coup, in Guatemala, where a nationalist government 
had challenged the power of United Fruit, a company his old law firm 
represented. 

Having marshaled so much public and political support, American 
corporations found it relatively easy to call upon the military or the 
Central Intelligence Agency to defend their privileges in countries where 
they ran into trouble. They might not have been able to do so if they 
and the presidents who cooperated with them had candidly presented 
their cases to the American people. Americans have always been ideal­
ists. They want their country to act for pure motives, and might have 
refused to support foreign interventions that were forthrightly 
described as defenses of corporate power. Presidents have used two 
strategies to assure that these interventions would be carried out with a 
minimum of protest. Sometimes they obscured the real reasons they 
overthrew foreign governments, insisting that they were acting only to 
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protect American security and liberate suffering natives. At other times 
they simply denied that the United States was involved in these opera­
tions at all. 

The history of American overthrows of foreign governments can be 
divided into three parts. First came the imperial phase, when Americans 
deposed regimes more or less openly. None of the men who overthrew 
the Hawaiian monarchy tried to hide their involvement. The Spanish­
American War was fought in full view of the world, and President Taft 
announced exactly what he was doing when he moved to overthrow 
the governments of Nicaragua and Honduras. The men who directed 
these "regime change" operations may not have forthrightly explained 
why they were acting, but they took responsibility for their acts. 

After World War II, with the world political situation infinitely more 
complex than it had been at the dawn of the century, American presi­
dents found a new way to overthrow foreign governments. They could 
no longer simply demand that unfriendly foreign leaders accept the 
reality of American power and step down, nor could they send troops to 
land on foreign shores without worrying about the consequences. This 
was because for the first time, there was a force in the world that limited 
their freedom of action: the Soviet Union. During the Cold War, any 
direct American intervention risked provoking a reaction from the Sovi­
ets, possibly a cataclysmic one. To adjust to this new reality, the United 
States began using a more subtle technique, the clandestine coup d'etat, 
to depose foreign governments. In Iran, Guatemala, South Vietnam, 
and Chile, diplomats and intelligence agents replaced generals as the 
instruments of American intervention. 

By the end of the twentieth century, it had become more difficult for 
Americans to stage coups because foreign leaders had learned how to 
resist them. Coups had also become unnecessary. The decline and col­
lapse of the Soviet Union and the disappearance of the Red Army meant 
that there was no longer any military constraint on the United States. 
That left it free to return to its habit of landing troops on foreign shores. 

Both of the small countries Americans invaded in the 1980s, Grenada 
and Panama, are in what the United States has traditionally considered 
its sphere of influence, and both were already in turmoil when Ameri­
can troops landed. The two invasions that came later, in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, were far larger in scale and historical importance. Many Amer­
icans supported the operation in Afghanistan because they saw it as an 
appropriate reaction to the presence of terrorists there. A smaller but 
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still substantial number supported the operation in Iraq after being told 
that Iraq also posed an imminent threat to world peace. American inva­
sions left both of these countries in violent turmoil. 

Most "regime change" operations have achieved their short-term 
goals. Before the CIA deposed the government of Guatemala in 1954, 
for example, United Fruit was not free to operate as it wished in that 
country; afterward it was. From the vantage point of history, however, 
it is clear that most of these operations actually weakened American 
security. They cast whole regions of the world into upheaval, creating 
whirlpools of instability from which undreamed-of threats arose years 
later. 

History does not repeat itself, but it delights in patterns and symme­
tries. When the stories of American "regime change" operations are 
taken together, they reveal much about why the United States over­
throws foreign governments and what consequences it brings on itself 
by doing so. They also teach lessons for the future. 



PART ONE 

The Imperial Era 





I 

A Hell of a Time Up at the Palace 

Darkness had already enveloped Honolulu when a pair of well-dressed 
conspirators knocked on one of the most imposing doors in town. The 
man they came to visit held the key to their revolution. He was not a 
warrior or a warlord, not a financier, not a politician, not an arms 
dealer. John L. Stevens was the American minister to Hawaii, and that 
night he joined an audacious plot to overthrow Hawaii's queen and 
bring her country into the United States. 

Stevens and the men who visited him on the evening of January 14, 
1893, fully understood the seriousness of their mission, but they could 
not have known what a long shadow they would cast over history. They 
were the first Americans who ever met to plan and carry out the over­
throw of a foreign government. That night they did much more than seal 
a country's fate. They also opened a tumultuous century of American­
sponsored coups, revolutions, and invasions. 

Hawaii was in the midst of an epic confrontation between tradition 
and modernity. Its tribal, land-based culture was collapsing under pres­
sure from the relentlessly expanding sugar industry. A few dozen Amer­
ican and European families effectively controlled both the economy 
and the government, ruling through a succession of native monarchs 
who were little more than figureheads. 

This system worked wonderfully for the elite, but it turned natives 
into underlings in their own land. Among those who wished to redress 
the balance was Queen Liliuokalani, and on that January day she con­
vened her cabinet to make a shocking announcement. She would pro­
claim a new constitution under which only Hawaiian citizens had the 
right to vote. High property qualifications for voting would be elimi­
nated, and the power of the nonnative elite would be sharply curtailed. 



10 • OVERTHROW 

The queen's four cabinet ministers were aghast. They warned her 
that Americans in Hawaii would never accept such a constitution. She 
replied by insisting that she had the right to promulgate what she wished. 
As their debate turned angry, two ministers excused themselves and 
slipped out of the palace. One of them, John Colburn, the interior min­
ister, rushed downtown to alert his lifelong friend Lorrin Thurston, a 
firebrand lawyer and antiroyalist plotter. 

"Lorrin," he began, "we've been having a hell of a time up at the 
palace." 

Thurston and other haole, as Hawaiians called their white neighbors, 
had been waiting for an excuse to strike against the monarchy. Now 
they had one. Stevens was on their side, and behind him lay the power 
of the United States. This was their moment. 

The stage was now set for something new in history. Never before 
had an American diplomat helped organize the overthrow of a govern­
ment to which he was officially accredited. The story of what led Stevens 
to do this, and the larger story of how the United States came to domi­
nate Hawaii, are full of themes that would resurface time and again as 
Americans fell into the habit of deposing foreign leaders. 

FOR NEARLY ALL OF THE FIVE MILLION YEARS SINCE IT VIOLENTLY EMERGED 

from the depths of the Pacific Ocean, Hawaii was defined by its isola­
tion. Its first settlers, probably Polynesians from islands to the south, are 
thought to have arrived roughly around the time of Christ. Over the 
centuries, Hawaiians had little contact with anyone else because almost 
no one could cross the vast expanse of ocean that surrounded their 
islands. Thousands of unique plant and animal species evolved, more 
than almost anywhere else on earth. 

Hawaii's human inhabitants developed a remarkably <;listinctive soci­
ety that bound them together in elaborate webs of obligation, ritual, and 
reverence for nature. If not precisely a tropical Eden, this was a place 
where, over many generations, people maintained a well-balanced cul­
ture that sustained them both physically and spiritually. One historian 
has described it as "very successful" and "less brutish than were most of 
its contemporary societies throughout the world, even those of patron­
izing Europe, just as it was less brutal than are most of those that adorn 
our civilized world today." 
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That changed with astonishing suddenness, beginning on January 
18, 1778. At daybreak that morning, off the coast of Kauai, a spectacle 
unfolded that stunned Hawaiians no less than the landing of a space­
ship would stun them today. What seemed to be two floating islands 
appeared on the horizon. People became frenzied, some with excite­
ment and others with terror. Many dropped their work and raced down 
Waimea Valley toward the shore. 

"Chiefs and commoners saw the wonderful sight and marveled at it," 
according to one account. "One asked another, 'What are those branch­
ing things?' and the other answered, 'They are trees moving about on 
the sea.'" 

These apparitions were actually British ships commanded by one of the 
century's most celebrated explorers, Captain James Cook. Awed natives 
at first took Cook for a god, but quite soon-perhaps inevitably, given 
the cultural differences between them-the two groups fell into violent 
conflict. Many islanders were happy when the foreigners sailed away, 
and pelted them with rocks when they returned a year later in desperate 
need of supplies. Hungry sailors began taking what they needed, and 
after they killed a Hawaiian chief, warriors took bloody revenge. They 
swarmed onto Cook and slashed his body to bits. Later they roasted his 
remains in an underground oven. It was one of the last times native 
Hawaiians were able to impose their will on whites. 

Before long, Cook had his revenge. He and his men had left behind 
plagues more ferocious than even they could have imagined. Their few 
weeks of contact with natives, ranging from handshakes to sexual inter­
course, produced the near-extinction of the Hawaiian race. 

Cook's men, as he himself had predicted in his journal, set off an epi­
demic of venereal disease on the islands. That was just the beginning. 
Over the decades that followed, fevers, dysentery, influenza, lung and 
kidney ailments, rickets, diarrhea, meningitis, typhus, and leprosy killed 
hundreds of thousands of Hawaiians. 

Once Hawaii was charted, it became a regular port of call for sailors of 
all sorts. They were not, however, the only ones who cast their eyes on 
this archipelago. So did a group of devout Presbyterians and Congrega­
tionalists from New England. From several sources-ship captains, a pop­
ular book about a Hawaiian orphan who made his way to Connecticut 
and embraced Christianity, and a series of articles published in a Maine 
newspaper called the Kennebec Journal-they heard that this remote 
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land was full of heathens waiting to be converted. Between 1820 and 
1850, nearly two hundred of them felt so moved by these accounts that 
they volunteered to spend the rest of their lives doing God's work in the 
Sandwich Islands, as Cook had named them. 

Much of what these missionaries found appalled them. Hawaiian 
society, with its casual, communal nature and animist spirituality, could 
hardly have been more different from the stern, cold way of life to which 
these New Englanders were accustomed. Principles that the missionar­
ies took to be cornerstones of civilization, such as ambition, thrift, indi­
viduality, and private property, were all but unknown to Hawaiians. 
They believed in the divinity of hills, trees, animals, wind, thunder, and 
even dewdrops. Some practiced incest, polygamy, infanticide, and 
hanai, a custom under which mothers would give their newborn infants 
to friends, relatives, or chiefs as a way of broadening their web of family 
relationships. Most were comfortable with nakedness and sexuality. To 
the dour missionaries, they seemed the most accursed sinners on earth. 
One found them "exceedingly ignorant; stupid to all that is lovely, 
grand and awful in the works of God; low, naked, filthy, vile and sen­
sual; covered with every abomination, stained with blood and black 
with crime." 

Armed with a degree of certitude that can come only from deep faith, 
missionaries worked tirelessly to impose their values on the people 
around them-or, as they would have put it, to save savages from 
damnation. liThe streets, formerly so full of animation, are now deserted," 
reported a traveler who visited Honolulu in 1825. "Games of all kinds, 
even the most innocent, are prohibited. Singing is a punishable offense, 
and the consummate profligacy of attempting to dance would certainly 
find no mercy." 

As the years passed, some missionaries lost their passion for enforcing 
this harsh moral code. So did many of their sons and grandsons, who 
were sent back to the United States for education and returned imbued 
with the restless spirit of their explosively growing mother country, 
where opportunity seemed to lie at the end of every wagon trail. Back in 
Hawaii, they looked around them and saw land that seemed to be cry­
ing out for cultivation. Several of them guessed that sugar, which the 
natives had been growing for centuries but never refined, would thrive 
there. 

No one better symbolized the evolution of the haole community in 
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Hawaii than Amos Starr Cooke. Born in Danbury, Connecticut, Cooke 
arrived as a missionary in 1837 and served for several years as the noto­
riously strict director of a school for high-born Hawaiian children. The 
temptation of wealth eventually led him away from the religious path, 
and in 1851 he decided to try his hand at planting sugar. With another 
former missionary who had an eye for the main chance, Samuel Castle, 
he founded Castle & Cooke, which would become one of the world's 
largest sugar producers. 

To begin large-scale farming, men like these needed land. Buying it 
was complicated, since native Hawaiians had little notion of private 
property or cash exchange. They had great difficulty understanding how 
a transaction-or anything else, for that matter-could deprive them 
of land. 

In the late 1840s, Amos Starr Cooke helped persuade King Kame­
hameha III, a former student of his, to proclaim a land reform that 
pulled away one of the pillars of Hawaiian society. Under its provisions, 
large tracts of communal land were cut into small individual parcels, 
and most of the rest became the king's "royal domain." By establishing 
the principle of land ownership, this reform gave ambitious planters, 
including many missionaries and sons of missionaries, the legal right to 
buy as much land as they wished. Dozens quickly did so. Before long, 
the missionary and planter elites had blended into a single class. 

One obstacle still lay between these planters and great wealth. The 
market for their sugar was in the United States, but to protect American 
growers, the United States levied prohibitive tariffs on imported sugar. 
In the 1850s, Hawaiian planters tried to resolve this problem by the 
simple expedient of making Hawaii part of the United States. Officials 
in Washington, however, had not yet developed a taste for overseas 
colonies, and brushed them aside. Later the planters tried to persuade 
American leaders to sign a free-trade agreement, or "reciprocity treaty," 
that would allow them to sell their sugar without tariffs in the United 
States, but that offer also fell on deaf ears. 

Over the years that followed, a new generation of businessmen, politi­
cians, and military planners in the United States became more interested 
in overseas trade. Hawaiian planters came up with an idea designed to 
appeal to their ambition: in exchange for a reciprocity treaty, they would 
grant the United States exclusive rights to maintain commercial and 
military bases in Hawaii. They arranged for the compliant monarch, 
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King Kalakaua, to endorse this plan and travel to Washington to present 
it. President Ulysses S. Grant found it too tempting to pass up. During 
the summer of 1876, the treaty was duly drawn up, signed, and ratified. 
This was its historic provision: 

It is agreed, on the part of His Hawaiian Majesty, that so long as this 

treaty shall remain in force, he will not lease or otherwise dispose of or 

create any lien upon any port, harbor, or other territory in his domin­

ions, or grant any special privileges or rights of use therein, to any other 

power, state, or government, nor make any treaty by which any other 

nation shall obtain the same privileges, relative to the admission of 

articles free of duty, hereby secured to the United States. 

This treaty preserved the facade of Hawaiian independence, but in 
effect turned Hawaii into an American protectorate. The preeminent his­
torian of the period, William Adam Russ, wrote that it "made Hawaii 
virtually a sphere of influence of the United States, but the sugar 
planters in the islands were pleased .... The political consequences of 
this reciprocity agreement cannot be overestimated. When Hawaii was 
finally annexed in 1898, practically everyone agreed that the first real 
step had been reciprocity, that is to say, economic annexation. II 

News of this deal infuriated many native Hawaiians. When their 
protests turned violent, the alarmed king felt it prudent to ask for Amer­
ican protection. This the United States provided, in the form of 150 
marines, who became his personal and political bodyguards. 

The sugar industry quickly began to boom. In the first five years after 
the treaty was signed, the number of plantations in Hawaii more than 
tripled. Sugar exports to the United States, which totaled 21 million 
pounds in 1876, soared to 114 million pounds in 1883 and 225 million 
pounds in 1890. Money rained down on the white planters who con­
trolled Hawaii's economy. 

Growing sugar is labor-intensive, but neither whites nor native 
Hawaiians were willing to work in the fields. After considering several 
alternatives, planters began importing Japanese and Chinese laborers, 
whom they called "coolies." They came by the thousands after the reci­
procity treaty was Signed. That strengthened the planters' opposition to 
democracy, since universal suffrage would most likely have produced a 
government dominated by nonwhites. 
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THE RECIPROCITY TREATY WAS FOR A TERM OF EIGHT YEARS, AND WHEN IT 

expired, sugar growers from Louisiana tried to block its renewal. This 
greatly alarmed Hawaiian planters, whose fortunes depended on it. They 
arranged for King Kalakaua, who had fallen almost completely under 
their influence, to make a further concession. The renewed treaty 
included a clause giving the United States control over Pearl Harbor, on 
the island of Oahu, the finest natural port in the northern Pacific. 

A few years later, King Kalakaua approved a constitution that secured 
the planters' power. It vested most authority in cabinet ministers, pro­
hibited the monarch from dismissing any minister without the legisla­
ture's approval, and set wealth and property qualifications for election 
to the legislature. Called the "bayonet constitution" because it was 
imposed with the implied threat of armed force, it also gave all Ameri­
cans and Europeans, even noncitizens, the right to vote but denied that 
right to Asian laborers. Its author was Lorrin Thurston, and after Kalakaua 
reluctantly accepted it, planters told him he also had to accept Thurston 
as his interior minister. 

Kalakaua's inability to resist these impositions showed how fully the 
Hawaiian monarchy had come under white control. Whites reached 
this position not overnight, but through a steady series of steps. William 
Adam Russ wrote that they "slowly and imperceptibly wormed their 
way, year by year, into the King's favor until they were the power 
behind the throne. Controlling the business and wealth of the islands, 
they became the dominant minority amongst a people who only a few 
years before had welcomed them as visitors." 

This system brought more than a decade of great prosperity to Hawaii's 
sugar planters, but two blows suddenly upset it. The first came in 1890, 
when Congress enacted the McKinley Tariff, which allowed sugar from 
all countries to enter the United States duty-free and compensated domes­
tic producers with a "bounty" of two cents per pound. This wiped away 
the protected regime under which Hawaiian planters had thrived, and 
plunged them into what one of their leaders called "the depths of 
despair." Within two years, the value of their sugar exports plummeted 
from $13 million to $8 million. 

As if that were not enough, the planters' puppet monarch, Kalakaua, 
died in 1891, leaving his independent-minded sister, Liliuokalani, to 
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succeed him. The new queen had attended a missionary school and 
embraced Christianity but never lost touch with her native heritage. 
When her brother turned Pearl Harbor over to the Americans in 1887, 
she wrote in her diary that it was "a day of infamy in Hawaiian history." 
Later that year, while she was in London at the jubilee celebrating 
Queen Victoria's fiftieth year on the throne, she received news of the 
"bayonet constitution" and wrote that it constituted "a revolutionary 
movement inaugurated by those of foreign blood, or American blood." 

Liliuokalani was fifty-two years old when the chief justice of Hawaii's 
Supreme Court, Albert Judd, administered the oath that made her queen 
on January 29, 1891. After the ceremony, Judd took her aside and 
offered a piece of private advice. "Should any members of your cabinet 
propose anything to you," he counseled, "say yes." Had she heeded 
this warning, had she accepted the role of a figurehead and allowed 
the haole to continue running Hawaii, she might never have been 
overthrown. 

Some of the new queen's enemies were contemptible quick-buck 
profiteers without the slightest interest in the land or the people around 
them. Others, however, had lived on the islands for years or had been 
born there. Some loved Hawaii and considered themselves true patriots. 
Lorrin Thurston was one of these. 

All four of Thurston's grandparents had come to Hawaii as missionar­
ies. He attended schools-one of which expelled him as an "incorrigible" 
rebel-that also had Hawaiian students. Unlike some of his haole friends, 
he became fluent in the Hawaiian language and even assumed a Hawaiian 
name, Kakina, that he used in signing letters and documents through­
out his life. While still a teenager he immersed himself in politics, skip­
ping school one day in 1874 to watch the bitterly contested election of 
King Kalakaua, which erupted into rioting. For the rest of his life, he 
was drawn to the center of great events. 

Thurston never graduated from high school but found work as a law 
clerk and as a supervisor and bookkeeper at Wailuku Sugar Company. 
With the money he earned, he put himself through Columbia Univer­
sity Law School, in New York, and then returned to Honolulu to prac­
tice law in partnership with his friend William Smith. Soon he became a 
leader in the fight to undermine the Hawaiian monarchy. Imbued as he 
was with the idea that only whites could rule the islands efficiently, he 
was able to consider this a form of patriotism. 

At the beginning of 1892, Thurston founded the Annexation Club, 
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with the declared goal of bringing Hawaii into the United States. At its 
first meeting, he was chosen as its leader. Soon afterward, he persuaded 
the club to send him to Washington to drum up support for its cause. 

Thurston carried a letter of introduction from John 1. Stevens, the 
American minister in Honolulu. He presented his case for annexation 
so convincingly to Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Tracy that Tracy 
took him to the White House to meet President Benjamin Harrison. 

Mr. Tracy told me to wait in an outer room while he spoke with the Presi­

dent. After about a half-hour, the secretary re-appeared and beckoned me 

to accompany him outdoors. Then he spoke: "I have explained fully to 

the President what you have said to me, and have this to say to you: the 

President does not think he should see you, but he authorizes me to say 

that, if conditions in Hawaii compel you people to act as you have indi­

cated, and you come to Washington with an annexation proposition, 

you will find an extremely sympathetic administration here." That was 

all I wanted to know. 

Thurston brought home the news his fellow conspirators most wished 
to hear: the United States was on their side. This was no surprise to 
Stevens. Before leaving Washington to assume his post, he had dis­
cussed the annexation question at length with Secretary of State James 
G. Blaine, and knew him to be an ardent supporter. The American naval 
commander at Honolulu, Felix McCurley, promised him that the navy 
would "fully cooperate and sustain him in any action he may take." 
These assurances left him with no doubt that both the State Depart­
ment and the navy wished him to do whatever was necessary to over­
throw Hawaii's monarchy. 

A few months after Thurston returned to Honolulu, he received an 
extraordinary letter from the representative he had left behind in Wash­
ington, a well-connected court clerk named Archibald Hopkins. It said 
the Harrison administration wished to offer the queen a bribe. "I am 
authorized to inform you," the letter said, "that the United States Gov­
ernment will pay to Queen Liliuokalani and those connected with her, 
the sum of two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, for the assignment 
to the United States of the Sovereignty of Hawaii." Thurston replied 
that there was unfortunately "no probability" of the queen's accepting 
the offer, since she was "in an independent frame of mind ... of a stub­
born headstrong disposition, jealous of royal prerogatives and desirous 
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of extending rather than giving up any of the power and privileges 
which she now possesses." 

Thurston and his comrades wished above all for good government, 
which to them meant rule by the white minority. The census of 1890 
found that there were 40,612 native Hawaiians on the archipelago; 
27,391 Chinese and Japanese laborers; and a grand total of just 6,220 
Americans, Britons, Germans, French, Norwegians, and Hawaiian-born 
whites. Given these numbers, it was natural that the haole would want 
nothing to do with democracy. For decades they had effectively con­
trolled the islands, and by imposing the "bayonet constitution," they 
had formalized their power. They had no desire to surrender it by adopt­
ing a system under which each resident of the islands would have an 
equal vote. 

QUEEN LILIUOKALANI SPENT THE MORNING OF JANUARY 14, 1893, PRESIDING 

over an elaborate ceremony that marked the end of the annuallegisla­
tive session. She entered the assembly hall wearing a lavender silk gown 
and a diamond coronet, attended by ministers, chamberlains, court ladies, 
and a retinue of guards carrying traditional feather-topped poles called 
kahili. With what one witness called "great dignity," she read her speech 
thanking the legislators for their work and bidding them farewell. 

By the time the queen returned to Iolani Palace, the seat of Hawaiian 
royalty, something unusual was happening there. Several dozen for­
mally dressed Hawaiians, members of a group called the Hawaiian Patri­
otic Association, had assembled in a show of support the queen had 
evidently orchestrated. She received them in her Throne Room. One 
held a copy of the new constitution curbing haole power and begged 
her to promulgate it. With a flourish she agreed, and then withdrew to 
an adjoining room to which she had summoned her cabinet. 

The moment Lorrin Thurston learned that the queen was trying to 
proclaim a new constitution, he swung into action. By early afternoon 
he and a group of comrades had corralled her four cabinet ministers, 
who he found "in a blue funk as to their course." His advice to them 
was as radical as it was subversive: they should declare the queen in 
rebellion, proclaim her throne vacant, and turn power over to what he 
liked to call "the intelligent part of the community." 

It was a daring plan, but how could the rebels prevent native Hawai­
ians, including the queen's own Household Guards, from rising up to 
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defend their monarch? The answer lay offshore. Resting at anchor near 
Pearl Harbor was the Boston, a 3,OOO-ton cruiser that was one of the 
most modern warships in United States Navy. She cut an imposing fig­
ure, with two towering masts, two smokestacks, a battery of cannon on 
each side, and the American flag flying from her bow. Nearly two hun­
dred sailors and marines were aboard. If the American minister called 
them to shore, they would make an ideal protection force for the new 
regime. 

Late that afternoon, Thurston summoned several dozen comrades to 
the Fort Street law office of William Smith, his closest friend and collab­
orator. There he proposed that his new protege Henry Cooper, a recent 
arrival from Indiana, be empowered to name a "Committee of Safety" 
that would "devise ways and means of dealing with the situation." All 
agreed. Cooper picked thirteen men from the crowd, including himself 
and Thurston. All were active members of the Annexation Club. Nine 
were American by birth or ancestry. No native Hawaiian was among 
them. 

Thurston's book of memoirs contains a foldout page with individual 
photos of each member of the Committee of Safety. They look to have 
been an impressive group. Each one is formally dressed. Most appear 
young (Thurston himself was thirty-five). All have whiskers, each set 
designed differently, from Smith's elegant handlebar mustache to 
Thurston's neatly cropped black beard and Cooper's longer, fuller one. 
None is smiling. They might have been the chamber of commerce in a 
small American city, or a delegation from the mainland visiting Hawaii 
on an inspection tour. 

After Cooper finished naming the Committee of Safety, he asked the 
rest of the crowd to leave so that the group could hold its first meeting. 
As soon as the door was closed, Thurston spoke. "I move that it is the 
sense of this meeting that the solution of the present situation is annex­
ation to the United States," he said simply. His motion was adopted 
without dissent. 

The revolutionaries were eager for confrontation, but the queen, 
their target, proved less so. While Thurston was marshaling his forces, 
she was at the palace, listening to arguments that her proposed consti­
tution was too radical. Finally she yielded. At mid-afternoon she 
emerged from the cabinet room and faced her expectant supporters. 

"I was ready, and expected to proclaim a new constitution today," 
she told them from a balcony. "But behold, I have met with obstacles 
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that prevented it. Return to your homes peaceably and quietly .... I am 
obliged to postpone the granting of a new constitution for a few days." 

Rather than placating the revolutionaries, this statement further 
inflamed them. By suggesting that she would resume her campaign for 
a new constitution in "a few days," or even" sometime," as the Hawaiian 
phrase she used could also have been translated, the queen made clear 
that she had not given up her effort to restore native Hawaiian political 
power. As long as she was on her throne, the haole would be insecure. 

That evening Thurston invited the men he trusted most to his wood­
frame home for what he called "a sub-meeting." In all there were six, 
including William Castle, son of the missionary-turn ed-planter Samuel 
Castle and the country's largest landowner. All knew that troops aboard 
the Boston held the key to their victory. They also knew that Stevens, 
who had the power to bring those troops ashore at any moment, 
strongly supported their cause. Now, they decided, was the time to call 
upon him. This would be the call that sealed Hawaii's fate. 

When the "sub-meeting" broke up, five of the six guests took their 
leave and walked back to their homes. Thurston's friend and coconspir­
ator William Smith stayed behind. After a short private discussion, the 
two of them decided that despite the late hour, they should visit Stevens 
immediately, tell him of their plans, and appeal for his decisive help. 

Stevens had just returned from a ten-day cruise aboard the Boston 
and must have been surprised to hear a knock on his door that night. 
He knew the two men and their business, though, and welcomed them. 
According to the later report of a presidential commission, "They dis­
closed to him all their plans." 

They feared arrest and punishment. He promised them protection. They 

needed the troops on shore to overawe the queen's supporters and the 

Government. This he agreed to, and did furnish. They had few arms and 

no trained soldiers. They did not mean to fight. It was arranged between 

them and the American Minister that the proclamation dethroning the 

queen and organizing a provisional government should be read from the 

Government building, and he would follow it with speedy recognition. 

All this was to be done with American troops, provided with small arms 

and artillery, across a narrow street within a stone's throw. 

On the next morning, Sunday, January IS, Thurston rose at dawn. 
He still hoped to bring the queen's cabinet ministers into his plot, and 
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Wilson curtly told Thurston that he and the rest should consider 
themselves warned. Then he withdrew, walked briskly to the palace, 
and burst into the cabinet room. He bluntly told the ministers that they 
had only one hope of saving their government and the monarchy. They 
must order the immediate arrest of every conspirator. 

That was too drastic a step for the four ministers, whose loyalty was 
divided, to say the least. They feared the wrath of Stevens and the 
United States. Wilson cursed them as "damned cowards," but they were 
already sensing how this drama would end. 

Thurston and the other conspirators had taken Wilson's warning seri­
ously. Moments after he left, they decided it was time to call in Ameri­
can troops. They wrote an appeal to Stevens that was less than eloquent 
but compelling nonetheless. 

We the undersigned, citizens and residents of Honolulu, respectfully rep­

resent that, in view of the recent public events in this Kingdom, culmi­

nating in the revolutionary acts of Queen Liliuokalani on Saturday last, 

the public safety is menaced and lives and property are in peril, and 

we appeal to you and the United States forces at your command for 

assistance. 

The Queen, with the aid of armed forces, and accompanied by threats 

of violence and bloodshed from those with whom she was acting, 

attempted to proclaim a new constitution; and while prevented for the 

time being from accomplishing her object, declared publicly that she 

would only defer her action. 

This conduct and action was upon an occasion and under circum­

stances which have created general alarm and terror. We are unable to 

protect ourselves without aid, and therefore pray for the protection of 

the United States forces. 

Thirteen men, the ones who composed the Committee of Safety, 
signed this appeal. All were white, and all but two owned stock in sugar 
plantations or other enterprises in the country. Among them were some 
of Hawaii's richest men, including William Castle and the shipping 
magnate William Wilder. 

After dispatching their appeal to Stevens, the insurgents went their 
separate ways, agreeing to meet after lunch at the Honolulu armory, 
where their mass meeting was to be held. On the streets they saw copies 
of an official proclamation that had been posted around town. It was a 
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pledge from the queen that, in the future, she would seek to change the 
constitution "only by methods provided in the constitution itself." 

This concession came too late to placate the more than one thousand 
people who converged on the armory at two o'clock that afternoon. 
Nearly all were from what one historian called the "male white foreign 
element," and none were in the mood for compromise. Wilder ran the 
meeting, and Henry Baldwin, one of Hawaii's most powerful sugar 
barons, was among the speakers. 

To no one's surprise, Thurston was the dominant figure at this rally. 
As a boisterous audience listened, he read a resolution declaring that 
the queen had acted "illegally and unconstitutionally" by pursuing 
policies that were "revolutionary and treasonable in character." It con­
cluded by authorizing the Committee of Safety to "devise such ways 
and means as may be necessary to secure the permanent maintenance 
of law and order and the protection of life, liberty and property in 
HawaiL" 

"I say, gentlemen, that now and here is the time to act!" Thurston 
thundered, and the crowd erupted in cheers. "The man who has not the 
spirit to rise after the menace to our liberties has no right to keep them. 
Has the tropical sun cooled and thinned our blood, or have we flowing 
in our veins the warm, rich blood which makes men love liberty and die 
for it? I move the adoption of the resolution!" 

All of that afternoon's speakers denounced the queen for her attempt 
to impose a new constitution. None, however, called for her overthrow. 
Thurston later explained that he did not consider that necessary, since 
"there was a unanimous understanding that dethronement and abroga­
tion were intended." He also had to worry that if he and his friends 
openly called for insurrection, even the pusillanimous cabinet might be 
moved to order their arrest. Insurrection was what he was planning, 
though, and the crowd's unanimous adoption of his resolution steeled 
his resolve. 

That mass meeting was not the only one held in Honolulu on the 
afternoon of January 16. As it was under way, several hundred support­
ers of the queen gathered at nearby Palace Square for a rally of their own. 
Few had any idea of how advanced the antiroyalist plot was. Their 
speeches were cautious and for the most part polite, although one 
speaker did declare, "Any man that would speak against a woman, espe­
cially a queen, is an animal and a fit companion for a hog." 

The queen's supporters dispersed after their Palace Square rally, but 
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the rebels who had met at the armory did not rest. At four o'clock, the 
thirteen members of the Committee of Safety gathered at Smith's home 
to plot their next move. After some discussion, they decided they 
needed at least one more day to organize themselves. This meant 
Stevens would have to delay landing troops. Thurston and Smith went 
immediately to the American legation to ask him to do so. To their sur­
prise, he refused. 

"Gentlemen," he told them, "the troops of the Boston land this after­
noon at five o'clock, whether you are ready or not." 

Stevens had much in common with Thurston and the other revolu­
tionaries whose victory he was about to secure. He was born in Maine in 
1820, the same year the first group of missionaries arrived in Hawaii, 
and as a young man had been a preacher. Later he struck up a friendship 
with Blaine, then an ambitious local politician and editor of the Kennebec 
Journal. Blaine was an ardent supporter of Hawaiian annexation, and 
wrote an editorial urging it in the first issue of the Journal that he edited. 
Stevens embraced the cause with equal fervor. 

In the years after the Civil War, Blaine began making his mark in pol­
itics. He was elected to Congress, became Speaker of the House, and in 
1884 was the Republican candidate for president, losing to Grover 
Cleveland. Five years later, President Benjamin Harrison named him 
secretary of state. One of Blaine's first acts was to appoint Stevens as 
minister to Hawaii. 

The chain of command for the Hawaiian revolution was thus fixed. 
Secretary of State Blaine gave the go-ahead. He sent Stevens to Hon­
olulu to make the necessary arrangements. Once there, Stevens found 
Thurston ready to act. Together they planned and carried out the 
rebellion. 

On the afternoon of January 16, 1893, Stevens sat down at his desk 
and Wrote a brief, fateful note to Captain Gilbert Wiltse, the extrava­
gantly mustachioed commander of the Boston. Its single sentence is a 
dry classic of diplomatic mendacity, full of motifs that Americans 
would hear often in the century to come. 

In view of the existing critical circumstances in Honolulu, indicating an 

inadequate legal force, I request you to land marines and sailors from the 

ship under your command for the protection of the United States lega­

tion and the United States consulate, and to secure the safety of Ameri­

can life and property. 
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At five o'clock that evening, 162 American marines and sailors 
landed at a pier at the foot of Nuuana Avenue in Honolulu. They com­
prised an artillery company, a company of marines, and two companies 
of infantrymen. Each soldier had a rifle slung around his neck and wore 
an ammunition belt with sixty extra cartridges. The artillerymen hauled 
Gatling guns and small cannon. 

Thurston watched from the pier as the soldiers disembarked and fol­
lowed them for several blocks. On his way back to his office, he ran into 
a plantation manager named W. H. Rickard, who held a seat in the legis­
lature and strongly supported the queen. Rickard was in a rage. 

"Damn you, Thurston!" he shouted, shaking his fist. "You did this!" 
"Did what?" 
"Had these troops landed!" 
"You credit me with considerable influence, to be able to direct the 

United States troops," Thurston replied. "I had no more to do with their 
coming ashore than you did, and I have no more idea of what they are 
going to do than you have." 

Thurston was too modest. He and Stevens were working closely 
together. They were not in constant touch during those January days 
and did not tell each other of their hour-by-hour plans, but that was not 
necessary. Each understood what the other was doing and gave the 
other crucial support. Neither could have carried out the revolution 
alone. Their partnership made it possible. 

Hawaiians who peered from behind doors or stopped in their tracks 
to stare as American soldiers marched through the sandy streets that 
day must have been baffled. Few had ever seen a Western-style military 
formation, and even fewer had any idea why the soldiers had landed. 
Only when they saw members of the Committee of Safety cheering the 
advancing force did most of them realize that it was hostile to the 
monarchy. The cabinet gathered for an emergency meeting, and soon 
afterward Foreign Minister Samuel Parker sent a plaintive appeal to 
Stevens. 

As the situation is one that does not call for interference on the part of 
the U.S. Government, my colleagues and myself would most respectfully 
request of Your Excellency the authority upon which this action was 
taken. I would also add that any protection that might have been consid­
ered necessary for the American Legation or for American interests in this 
city would have been cheerfully furnished by Her Majesty's Government. 
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Stevens did not reply to this message. He was out surveying possible 
campsites for the American soldiers, finally settling on a building called 
Arion Hall. This would not have been a good place from which to guard 
Americans, since few lived or worked nearby. It had, however, the con­
venient asset of being next to Government House and within easy can­
non range of Iolani Palace. 

As the soldiers set up camp, the Committee of Safety was celebrating 
at the home of one of its members, the Tasmanian-born Henry Water­
house. This was the committee's moment of triumph, and every mem­
ber realized it. The landing of American troops guaranteed their victory. 
All that was needed to complete the revolutionary charade was for them 
to proclaim a new government and for Stevens to recognize it. American 
soldiers would discourage any resistance from the queen or her partisans. 

This meeting at Waterhouse's home was remarkable for two reasons. 
First, by odd coincidence, three of the most important conspirators­
the impassioned lawyer Thurston, the sugar baron Castle, and the ship­
ping magnate Wilder-had taken ill and were unable to attend. Second, 
and perhaps not unrelated, this meeting marked the emergence of the 
man who would dominate Hawaii for the next period of its history. He 
was Sanford Dole, a grandson of missionaries, Williams College gradu­
ate, and respected Supreme Court judge. Several years later, Dole would 
help his cousin's son, James, to begin building the fruit company that 
bears their family name. 

Although Dole was not at Waterhouse's home that evening and was 
not a member of the Annexation Club, he had attended Thurston's "sub­
meeting" two nights earlier, so he knew what was afoot. When Commit­
tee of Safety members began musing about whom they should choose 
to run Hawaii after their revolution, someone mentioned his name. 
This "met with the immediate approval of the entire group," one partic­
ipant later said. An emissary went to fetch the white-bearded jurist. 

Mrs. Dole and I were sitting in our parlor when a man who lives in 

Kaneohe came over from Mr. Waterhouse's and said they wanted me to 

head this affair. I said "No./I I said "Why will not Thurston take it?/I I was 

told he was sick abed from having worked day and night on this matter 

since it was initiated. I agreed to go over .... 

A messenger was sent over to Minister Stevens's house to inquire if it 

was correct that he was in sympathy with us-and he was, I gathered. 



A HELL OF A TIME UP AT THE PALACE • 27 

I came home to sleep over the offer, but my sleep was fitful and greatly 

disturbed. I would sleep and then wake up with this matter on my mind, 

and passed a very unpleasant night. 

Early the next morning, Tuesday, January 17, Dole called on the 
bedridden Thurston. They talked for a few minutes about Hawaii's future. 
Dole said he had not yet decided whether to accept leadership of the new 
government. He did, however, agree to deliver a letter that Thurston had 
written to Stevens. It informed Stevens that the new government would 
be proclaimed that afternoon, and asked that he recognize it promptly. 

After returning home, Dole sat alone for a long time, gazing from his 
veranda over the palm trees and the warm ocean beyond. Finally he 
decided to accept the provisional presidency of a new Republic of 
Hawaii. He regarded it, he later wrote, as "a position I would fill possibly 
for a few months" while arrangements were made for Hawaii's annexa­
tion to the United States. 

Dole's first act as part of the rebellion was to visit its, patron. He 
handed Stevens the letter Thurston had given him. Stevens read it, then 
looked up and said to Dole, "I think you have a great opportunity." 

From the American legation, Dole proceeded to Smith's law office, 
where the conspirators were gathered. He told them he was ready to 
lead their incoming government, and they cheered him for it. With his 
ingrained sense of propriety, he then went to Government House and 
wrote out his resignation from the Supreme Court. Only after finishing 
did he realize that there was no longer any authority to whom he could 
submit it. 

The queen's police chief, Charles Wilson, had not yet reconciled him­
self to the death of the monarchy. He ordered the Household Guards to 
prepare for action, and for a short while it seemed possible that combat 
might break out. Cabinet ministers had at their disposal about 550 sol­
diers and police officers, most of them armed with rifles, and fourteen 
artillery pieces. Whether to send them into hostile action was a decision 
none of them had ever imagined making. They were desperate for some­
one to tell them what to do. With no one else to consult, they summoned 
the handful of foreign ambassadors resident in Honolulu. All turned up 
except Stevens, who pleaded illness. All counseled against resistance. 

That morning, the revolution's only drops of blood were shed. One 
of the conspirators, John Good, had spent several hours collecting 
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weapons and ammunition. As he drove his heavily laden wagon past 
the corner of Fort and King Streets, a police officer tried to stop him. He 
pulled out his pistol and fired, wounding the officer in his shoulder, and 
then proceeded on his way. 

In a last-minute effort to fend off the inevitable, the queen ordered 
her entire cabinet to ride immediately to see Stevens. He agreed to receive 
only one of the four ministers, Attorney General Peterson, who told 
him that the cabinet was still the official government of Hawaii. Stevens 
was not impressed. He sent Peterson off with a warning that if the 
"insurgents were attacked or arrested by the queen's forces, the United 
States troops would intervene." 

That made unmistakably clear that American soldiers had landed not 
to preserve peace but to assure a rebel victory. It sealed the monarchy's 
doom. All that remained was to make the act official, and shortly after 
two o'clock that afternoon, the rebels did so. They assembled in front of 
Government House, the official seat of political power in Hawaii, and 
one of them, Henry Cooper, who had arrived on the islands barely two 
years before, stepped forward. In his hand he held a proclamation that 
Thurston had dictated from his sickbed that morning. As about sixty 
American soldiers stood nearby, he read it to a small crowd. 

Its essence came first: "The Hawaiian monarchical system of govern­
ment is hereby abrogated." Other clauses established a provisional gov­
ernment "to exist until terms of union with the United States of America 
have been negotiated and agreed upon"; named Sanford Dole to head 
it; and decreed that all functionaries of the old government could keep 
their jobs except six: Wilson, the four cabinet ministers, and Queen 
Liliuokalani. 

The few dozen spectators raised a cheer. When it subsided, Dole and 
the three men who constituted his new "executive council" walked into 
Government House. At the suite where cabinet ministers usually 
worked, they found only a few clerks. The ministers had adjourned to 
the nearby police station and were busily preparing yet another appeal 
to Stevens. At this late moment, they still hoped their executioner 
might suddenly come to their rescue. Short of ordering armed resis­
tance, there was nothing else they could do. 

"Certain treasonable persons at present occupy the Government 
building in Honolulu," the ministers wrote to Stevens in what turned 
out to be their last piece of official correspondence. "Her Majesty's 
cabinet asks respectfully, has your country recognized said Provisional 
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Government, and if not, Her Majesty's Government under the above 
existing circumstances respectfully requests the assistance of your Gov­
ernment in preserving the peace of the country." 

As cabinet ministers were composing this letter, Dole and his comrades 
were already working at Government House, busily dispatching com­
missions, letters, and proclamations. American troops stood on guard 
outside. Then, at around four-thirty, a messenger arrived with the docu­
ment that certified the conspirators' triumph. It was a one-sentence 
proclamation from Stevens: 

A Provisional Government having been duly constituted in the place of 
the recent Government of Queen Liliuokalani, and said Provisional Gov­
ernment being in possession of the Government Building, the Archives 
and the Treasury and is in control of the capital of the Hawaiian Islands, I 
hereby recognize said Provisional Government as the de facto Govern­
ment of the Hawaiian Islands. 

Neither the queen nor her cabinet had yet yielded or even been asked 
to do so. One of the conspirators, Samuel Damon, a former adviser to 
the queen who was still on good terms with her, decided he should be 
the one to make the demand. He walked the short distance to the police 
station, where he found cabinet ministers arguing about what to do 
next. For several minutes they besieged him with protests. He replied by 
telling them very simply what had happened and what it meant. The 
United States had recognized the new regime; the old one must surrender. 

Cabinet ministers may have felt at least fleeting pangs of anguish, 
but with an American gunboat lying in the harbor and 162 American 
soldiers ashore, they knew the day was lost. They agreed to accompany 
Damon to break the news to the queen. "It was pressed upon her by the 
ministers and other persons at that conference that it was useless for her 
to make any contest, because it was one with the United States," one 
chronicler later wrote. She dismissed the delegation, took up her pen, 
and wrote an astute, carefully worded statement. It was a surrender but 
not an abdication, and made clear that she was stepping down only 
under American pressure. 

I, Liliuokalani, by the Grace of God under the Constitution of the Kingdom, 
Queen, do hereby solemnly protest against any and all acts done against 
myself and the constitutional Government of the Hawaiian Kingdom by 
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certain persons claiming to have established a provisional government of 

and for this Kingdom. 

That I yield to the superior force of the United States of America, whose 

minister plenipotentiary, John L. Stevens, has caused the United States 

troops to land at Honolulu and declared that he would support the said 

provisional government. 

Now, to avoid any collision of armed forces and perhaps the loss of life, 

I do under this protest, and impelled by said force, yield my authority 

until such time as the Government of the United States shall, upon the 

facts being presented to it, undo the action of its representatives and 

reinstate me in the authority which I claim as the constitutional sover­

eign of the Hawaiian Islands. 

After signing this document, the queen ordered her cabinet ministers 
to give up the police station and the military barracks. The Committee 
of Safety took possession of them without incident. Dole sent a letter to 
Stevens expressing his "deep appreciation" for the quick recognition of 
his government. 

Thurston overthrew the Hawaiian monarchy with a core group of 
fewer than thirty men. They may have thought they made the Hawai­
ian revolution, and in a sense they did. Without the presence of Stevens 
or another like-minded American minister, however, they might never 
have even attempted it. A different kind of minister would have repri­
manded the rebels in Hawaii rather than offer them military support. 
That would have rendered their enterprise all but hopeless. 

Although Stevens was an unabashed partisan, he was no rogue agent. 
He had been sent to Hawaii to promote annexation, and the men who 
sent him, President Harrison and Secretary of State Blaine, knew pre­
cisely what that must entail. It was true, as his critics would later claim, 
that Stevens acted without explicit orders from Washington. He cer­
tainly overstepped his authority when he brought troops ashore, espe­
cially since he knew that the "general alarm and terror" of which the 
Committee of Safety had complained was a fiction. Still, he was doing 
what the president and the secretary of state wanted. He used his power 
and theirs to depose the Hawaiian monarchy. That made him the first 
American to direct the overthrow of a foreign government. 



Bound for Goo-Goo Land 

The euphoria that gripped Cubans in the last days of 1898 was almost 
beyond imagination. Their country had been racked by rebellion for 
thirty years, the last few filled with terrible suffering. That summer, as 
their uprising reached a crescendo, American troops had arrived to help 
them deliver the death blow that ended three centuries of Spanish rule. 
Now, with the victory finally won, Cuban patriots and their American 
comrades were preparing for the biggest party in the island's history. 

Leaders of "revolutionary patriotic committees" in Havana planned a 
full week of festivities, to begin on New Year's Day. There would be 
grand balls, boat races, fireworks, public speeches, and a gala dinner in 
honor of the victorious rebel commanders. Thousands of Cuban sol­
diers would march through the streets to receive the cheers of a grateful 
nation. 

Just as the celebration was to begin, however, the newly named Amer­
ican military governor of Cuba, General John Brooke, made a stunning 
announcement. He forbade the entire program. Not only would there 
be no parade of Cuban soldiers, but any who tried to enter Havana 
would be turned back. Furthermore, the general declared, the United 
States did not recognize the rebel army and wished it to disband. 

This abrupt turnaround outraged Cuban patriots, especially the thou­
sands who had fought so long and tenaciously for independence. The 
United States snatched their great prize, independence, away from them 
at the last moment. As years passed, they and their descendants would 
watch in mounting frustration as their new overlord used various means, 
including the imposition of tyrants, to keep control of Cuba. 

Cubans were among the first people to feel the effect of the profound 
changes that reshaped the American psyche at the end of the nineteenth 
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century. This was the moment when, with remarkable suddenness, 
Americans ceased to be satisfied with holding territory on the North 
American mainland. They became consumed with a grand new idea, 
that of a United States whose influence extended around the world. In 
the words of the historian Louis Perez, 1898 was "a watershed year, a 
moment in which outcomes were both defining and decisive, at once an 
end and a beginning: that special conjuncture of historical circumstances 
that often serves to delineate one historical epoch from another." 

Territorial expansion was nothing new to Americans. They had been 
pushing westward ever since the first settlers arrived at Jamestown and 
Plymouth. In the process they appropriated a great continent, killing or 
displacing nearly all of its native inhabitants. During the 1840s, in their 
first burst of imperial war, they seized half of Mexico. Many came to 
believe that the United States had a "manifest destiny" to occupy and 
settle all the land bounded by Canada, the Gulf of Mexico, and the 
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. The idea of going farther, though, was 
something quite new. 

In the months after the 1893 revolution in Hawaii, that country's 
new leaders sought annexation to the United States, but President 
Grover Cleveland-who had succeeded Benjamin Harrison in March of 
that year-would not hear of it. He was quite right when he declared 
that most Americans rejected the seizure of faraway lands "as not only 
opposed to our national policy, but as a perversion of our national mis­
sion." Five years later, this consensus evaporated. Almost overnight, it 
was replaced by a national clamor for overseas expansion. This was the 
quickest and most profound reversal of public opinion in the history of 
American foreign policy. 

The foundation for this remarkable turnaround was laid by a handful 
of visionary writers and intellectuals. In 1893 one of them, Frederick 
Jackson Turner, published one of the most provocative essays ever writ­
ten by an American historian. He used as his point of departure the 
national census of 1890, which famously concluded that there was no 
longer a frontier in the United States. That "closed the first period of 
American history," Turner declared, and left the country with a stark 
choice. It could either declare itself satisfied with its present size, some­
thing it had never done before, or seek territory beyond North America. 
In his paper and subsequent articles, Turner left his readers with no 
doubt as to which he believed would be the wiser choice. 
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For nearly three centuries the dominant fact in American life has been 

expansion. With the settlement of the Pacific Coast and the occupation 

of the free lands, this movement has come to a check. That these energies 

of expansion will no longer operate would be a rash predictioni and the 

demands for a vigorous foreign policy, for an inter-oceanic canal, for a 

revival of our power upon the seas, and for the extension of American 

influence to outlying islands and adjoining countries, are indications 

that the movement will continue. 

The philosopher-sailor who translated calls like this into a plan of 
action was Captain Alfred Thayer Mahan, director of the fledgling Naval 
War College. His book The Influence of Sea Power upon History argued that 
no nation had ever become great without control of foreign markets 
and access to the natural resources of foreign countries. To achieve that 
control, he asserted, a nation must maintain a navy powerful enough to 
protect its merchant fleet and force uncooperative countries to open 
themselves to trade and investment. A navy with such ambition needed 
a network of supply bases around the world. Applying these arguments 
to the United States, Mahan urged that it not only speedily build a canal 
across Central America but also establish bases in the Caribbean, the 
Pacific, and wherever else it wished to trade. 

"Whether they will or no, Americans must now begin to look outward," 
Mahan wrote. "The growing production of the country demands it." 

Mahan was the toast of Washington during the 1890s. He appeared 
before congressional committees and developed close friendships with 
powerful politicians. Senator Henry Cabot Lodge of Massachusetts, a 
leading expansionist, considered his writings to be secular scripture. 
Theodore Roosevelt wrote a glowing review of his book and corre­
sponded with him on questions of sea power and the annexation of dis­
tant islands. These three-Lodge in Congress, Roosevelt in the executive 
branch, and Mahan in the minds of men-became the Holy Trinity of 
American expansionism. 

They and others of like mind laid out their case in different ways. 
Some argued that the United States had to take new territories in order 
to prevent European powers, or perhaps even Japan, from taking them. 
Others stressed the missionary aspect of colonialism, the obligation of 
more "advanced" races to civilize the world. Military commanders real­
ized that a more forceful American military posture would give them 
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greater power and bigger budgets. The most persuasive of these argu­
ments, though, always came back to a single, essential point. 

By the end of the nineteenth century, farms and factories in the United 
States were producing considerably more goods than Americans could 
consume. For the nation to continue its rise to wealth, it needed foreign 
markets. They could not be found in Europe, where governments, like 
that of the United States, protected domestic industries behind high tar­
iff walls. Americans had to look to faraway countries, weak countries, 
countries that had large markets and rich resources but had not yet 
fallen under the sway of any great power. 

This search for influence abroad gripped the United States in 1898. 
Spreading democracy, Christianizing heathen nations, building a strong 
navy, establishing military bases around the world, and bringing foreign 
governments under American control were never ends in themselves. 
They were ways for the United States to assure itself access to the markets, 
resources, and investment potential of distant lands. 

Although the American economy grew tremendously during the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, much of the country's fabulous new 
wealth enriched only a few thousand captains of industry. Conditions 
for most ordinary people were steadily deteriorating. By 1893, one of 
every six American workers was unemployed, and many of the rest 
lived on subsistence wages. Plummeting agricultural prices in the 1890s 
killed off a whole generation of small farmers. Strikes and labor riots 
broke out from New York to Chicago to California. Socialist and anar­
chist movements began attracting broad followings. In 1894, Secretary 
of State Walter Gresham, reflecting a widespread fear, said he saw 
"symptoms of revolution" spreading across the country. 

Many business and political leaders concluded that the only way the 
American economy could expand quickly enough to deal with these 
threats was to find new markets abroad. Among them was President 
Cleveland's Treasury secretary, John Carlisle, who warned in his annual 
report for 1894 that "the prosperity of our people depends largely on 
their ability to sell their surplus products in foreign markets at remuner­
ative prices." Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana came to the same con­
clusion. "American factories are making more than the American 
people can use; American soil is producing more than they can con­
sume," he asserted. "Fate has written our policy for us. The trade of the 
world must and shall be ours." 
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CUBA, THE LARGEST ISLAND IN THE CARIBBEAN AND THE LAST GREAT BASTION 

of what had once been a vast Spanish empire in the Americas, was in 
turmoil during the second half of the nineteenth century. Patriots there 
fought a ten-year war of independence that ended with an inconclusive 
truce in 1878, and rebelled again in 1879-80. Their third offensive 
broke out in 1895. Its chief organizer was an extravagantly gifted 
lawyer, diplomat, poet, and essayist, Jose Marti, who from his New York 
exile managed to unite a host of factions, both within Cuba and in emi­
gre communities. His success persuaded two celebrated commanders 
from the first war, Maximo G6mez and Antonio Maceo, to come out of 
retirement and take up arms again. After careful planning, the three of 
them landed on the island in the spring of 1895 and launched a new 
rebellion. Marti, who insisted on riding at the head of a military column, 
was killed in one of the rebels' first skirmishes. His comrades posted his 
last, unfinished letter on a pine board at their campground. In it he 
urged his compatriots not only to free their country from Spain but also 
"to prevent, by the independence of Cuba, the United States from 
spreading over the West Indies and falling, with that added weight, 
upon other lands of our America." 

The rebel army made steady progress, and the Spanish commander, 
General Valeriano Weyler, adopted radical tactics to blunt its advance. 
He ordered his troops to force huge numbers of Cubans into fortified 
camps, where thousands died, and declared much of the countryside a 
free-fire zone. Rebels responded by burning farms, slaughtering herds of 
cattle, and destroying sugar mills. Soon much of the population was 
starving, bitterly angry, and more passionate than ever in its support for 
independence. 

In the spring of 1897, William McKinley, a Republican who was sup­
ported by midwestern business interests, succeeded the anti-imperialist 
Democrat Grover Cleveland as president of the United States. Like most 
Americans, McKinley had long considered Spanish rule to be a blight on 
Cuba. The prospect of the Cubans governing themselves, however, 
alarmed him even more. He worried that an independent Cuba would 
become too assertive and not do Washington's bidding. 

McKinley had reason to worry. Cuban rebel leaders were promising 
that once in power, they would launch sweeping social reforms, starting 
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with land redistribution. That struck fear into the hearts of American 
businessmen, who had more than $50 million invested on the island, 
most of it in agriculture. Early in 1898, McKinley decided it was time to 
send both sides in the conflict a strong message. He ordered the battle­
ship Maine to leave its place in the Atlantic Fleet and head for Havana. 

Officially the Maine was simply making a "friendly visit," but no one 
in Cuba took that explanation seriously. All realized that she was serv­
ing as a "gunboat calling card," a symbol of America's determination to 
control the course of events in the Caribbean. For three weeks she lay 
quietly at anchor in Havana. Then, on the night of February 15, 1898, 
she was torn apart by a tremendous explosion. More than 250 American 
sailors perished. News of the disaster electrified the United States. All 
assumed that Spain was responsible, and when the navy issued a report 
blaming the disaster on "an external explosion," their assumptions 
turned to certainty. 

Many Americans already felt a passionate hatred for Spanish colo­
nialism and a romantic attachment to the idea of "Cuba Libre." Their 
emotions had been fired by a series of wildly sensational newspaper 
reports that together constitute one of the most shameful episodes in 
the history of the American press. William Randolph Hearst, the owner 
of the New York Journal and a string of other newspapers across the 
country, had been attracting readers for months with vivid denuncia­
tions of Spanish colonialists. Like countless others who have sought to 
set the United States on the path to war, he knew that he needed a vil­
lain, an individual on whom he could focus the public's outrage. The 
king of Spain was at that moment a fourteen-year-old boy, and the 
regent, his mother, was an Austrian princess, so neither of them would 
do. Hearst settled on General Weyler, and published a series of blood­
curdling stories that made him the personification of evil. 

"Weyler, the brute, the devastator of haciendas, and the outrager of 
women ... is pitiless, cold, an exterminator of men," ran one such 
account. "There is nothing to prevent his carnal, animal brain from 
running riot with itself in inventing tortures and infamies of bloody 
debauchery. " 

The moment Hearst heard about the sinking of the Maine, he recog­
nized it as a great opportunity. For weeks after the explosion, he filled 
page after page with mendacious "scoops," fabricated interviews with 
unnamed government officials, and declarations that the battleship 
had been "destroyed by treachery" and "split in two by an enemy's 
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secret infernal machine." The Journal's daily circulation doubled in four 
weeks. Other newspapers joined the frenzy, and their campaign brought 
Americans to near-hysteria. 

With such intense emotion surging through the United States, it was 
easy for McKinley to turn aside repeated offers from the new Spanish 
prime minister, Praxedes Sagasta, to resolve the Cuban conflict peace­
fully. Sagasta was a modernizing Liberal who understood that his coun­
try's colonial policies had brought its empire to the brink of collapse. 
Immediately after taking office in 1897, he replaced the hated Weyler, 
and then tried to placate the rebels by offering them home rule. The 
rebels, sensing that victory was at hand, rejected his offer. That made 
Sagasta all the more eager to sue for peace, and several times during the 
spring of 1898 he offered to negotiate a settlement with the United 
States. Dismissing these overtures as insincere, McKinley and his sup­
porters said that they had lost patience with Spain and were determined 
to resolve the Cuban situation by force of arms. 

Behind their tough talk lay an obvious fact. Negotiations would most 
likely have led to an independent Cuba where neither the United States 
nor any other country would have military bases. This was hardly the 
outcome McKinley wanted, and it would have horrified expansionists 
like Roosevelt, Lodge, and Mahan. Lodge went so far as to warn McKin­
ley that if he did not intervene, he would kill Republican chances in 
that year's election. 

"If the war in Cuba drags on through the summer with nothing done," 
he told the president, "we shall go down to the greatest defeat ever 
known." 

Years later, the historian Samuel Eliot Morison surveyed Spain's efforts 
to resolve the Cuban crisis peacefully and concluded, "Any president 
with a backbone would have seized this opportunity for an honorable 
solution." Such a solution, however, would have denied the United 
States the prizes it sought. They could be won only by conquest. McKin­
ley understood this, and on April 11 he asked Congress to authorize 
"forcible intervention" in Cuba. 

This step alarmed Cuban revolutionary leaders. They had long believed 
that, in General Maceo's words, it would be "better to rise or fall with­
out help than to contract debts of gratitude with such a powerful neigh­
bor." The rebels' legal counsel in New York, Horatio Rubens, warned 
that American intervention would be taken as "nothing less than a dec­
laration of war by the United States against the Cuban revolution" and 
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vowed that rebel forces would resist any American attempt to take the 
island "with force of arms, as bitterly and tenaciously as we have fought 
the armies of Spain." 

Protests like these had a great effect in Washington, where the cry of 
"Cuba Libre" still stirred many hearts. Members of Congress were reluc­
tant to vote for McKinley's war resolution as long as the Cuban people 
opposed it. They had refused to annex Hawaii after it became clear that 
most Hawaiians were against the idea. Now, five years later, Americans 
were showing the same reluctance. Many were uncomfortable with the 
idea of sending soldiers to aid a movement that did not want American 
help. To secure congressional support for intervention in Cuba, McKin­
ley agreed to accept an extraordinary amendment offered by Senator 
Henry Teller of Colorado. It began by declaring that "the people of the 
island of Cuba are, and of right ought to be, free and independent" and 
ended with a solemn pledge: "The United States hereby disclaims any 
disposition or intention to exercise sovereignty, jurisdiction, or control 
over said island except for the pacification thereof, and asserts its deter­
mination, when that is accomplished, to leave the government and con­
trol of the island to its people." The Senate approved it unanimously. 

That promise, which came to be known as the Teller Amendment, 
calmed the rebels' fears. "It is true that they have not entered into an 
accord with our government," wrote one of their leaders, General Calixto 
Garcia, "but they have recognized our right to be free, and that is enough 
forme." 

On April 25, Congress declared that a state of war existed between 
the United States and Spain. Members of the House of Representatives 
celebrated their vote by breaking into rousing choruses of "Dixie" and 
"The Battle Hymn of the Republic" as they left the chamber. "A spirit of 
wild jingoism seems to have taken possession of this usually conserva­
tive body," McKinley's secretary wrote in his diary. 

A nation that was still recovering from the bitter divisions of the 
Civil War finally had a cause everyone could embrace. President McKin­
ley called for 125,000 military volunteers, and more than twice that 
number poured into recruiting stations. The New York Journal suggested 
that heroic athletes like the baseball star Cap Anson and the boxing 
champion "Gentleman" Jim Corbett be recruited to lead an elite unit. 
Not to be outdone, the rival New York World published an article by Buf­
falo Bill Cody headlined, "How I Could Drive the Spaniards from Cuba 
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with Thirty Thousand Braves!" Theodore Roosevelt announced that he 
would quit his post as assistant secretary of the navy to raise and lead a 
fighting unit. 

"It was a war entered without misgivings and in the noblest frame of 
mind," the military historian Walter Millis wrote thirty years later. 
"Seldom can history have recorded a plainer case of military aggression; 
yet seldom has a war been started in so profound a conviction of its 
righteousness." 

Events moved quickly in the weeks that followed. Roosevelt ordered 
Commodore George Dewey to proceed to Manila Bay, in the Philip­
pines, and destroy the Spanish fleet that had been deployed there. This 
Dewey did with astonishing ease in a single day, May I, after giving his 
famous command "You may fire when you are ready, Gridley." 

Six weeks later, American soldiers landed near Santiago on Cuba's 
southeastern coast. They fought three one-day battles, the most famous 
being the one in which Roosevelt, dressed in a uniform he had ordered 
from Brooks Brothers, led a charge up Kettle Hill, later called San Juan 
Hill. On July 3, American cruisers destroyed the few decrepit Spanish 
naval vessels anchored at Santiago. Spanish forces soon ended their 
resistance, and the Cuban and American commanders, Generals Calixto 
Garcia and William Shafter, prepared to accept their formal surrender. 
Before the ceremony, though, Shafter astonished Garcia by sending him 
a message saying he could not participate in the ceremony or even enter 
Santiago. That was the first hint that the United States would not keep 
the promise Congress had made when it passed the Teller Amendment. 

On August 12, barely two months after the American landing, diplo­
mats representing Spain and the United States met at the White House 
and signed a "protocol of peace" that ended the war. Just 385 Americans 
had been killed in action, barely more than Sioux Indians had killed at 
Little Big Horn in the country's last major military engagement, twenty­
two years before. About two thousand more died later of wounds and 
disease, but even that number was less than had fallen in single after­
noons during intense battles of the Civil War. It had been, in the words 
of the American statesman John Hay, "a splendid little war." 

With victory won, the time had come for the United States to begin 
its withdrawal and, in the words of the Teller Amendment, "leave the 
government and control of the island to its people." Instead it did the 
opposite. 
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In the United States, enthusiasm for Cuban independence faded 
quickly. Whitelaw Reid, the publisher of the New York Tribune and the 
journalist closest to President McKinley, proclaimed the "absolute neces­
sity of controlling Cuba for our own defense," and rejected the Teller 
Amendment as "a self-denying ordinance possible only in a moment of 
national hysteria." Senator Beveridge said it was not binding because 
Congress had approved it "in a moment of impulsive but mistaken gen­
eroSity." The New York Times asserted that Americans had a "higher obli­
gation" than strict fidelity to ill-advised promises, and must become 
"permanent possessors of Cuba if the Cubans prove to be altogether 
incapable of self-government." 

These pillars of American democracy were arguing quite explicitly 
that the United States was not obligated to keep promises embodied in 
law if those promises were later deemed to have been unwisely made. 
Over the next year, they and others justified this remarkable argument 
through a series of propositions. All were calculated to soothe the pub­
lic conSCience, and all were largely or completely false. 

The first of these propositions was that American fighters, not Cubans, 
had expelled the Spanish from Cuba. Newspaper reporters told their cred­
ulous readers that when the U.S. Army arrived, it found the Cuban rebel 
force "in desperate straits," "threatened with collapse," and "bogged down 
in a bitter stalemate." Quite the opposite was true. After three years of 
continual fighting, Cuban rebels had won control of most of the island, 
forced the hungry and disease-plagued Spanish army to withdraw into 
guarded enclaves, and made plans to attack Santiago and other cities. 
They were headed toward victory when the Americans landed. 

The second myth that Americans were led to embrace was that Cuban 
revolutionaries were cowardly laggards who had watched in bewildered 
admiration while Americans defeated the Spanish army. "This ally has 
done little but stay in the rear," one newspaper correspondent reported 
from the front. Another found that the Cubans "made very weak allies." 
A third wrote that the rebel army "did little or no fighting" and "has 
borne no testimony to its desire to free Cuba." 

This was another piece of self-deception, but understandable. Few 
American correspondents had been in Cuba to watch as rebels built 
their power over a period of years, won broad popular support, and 
waged a highly successful guerrilla war. To most of these journalists, the 
war began only when American forces landed in the spring of 1898. 
None understood that Cuban units had secured the beaches where 
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American soldiers landed near Santiago; even the American naval com­
mander there, Admiral William Sampson, said afterward that the absence 
of Spanish troops on the beaches "remains a mystery." Other Cubans 
served as scouts and intelligence agents for the Americans, although 
they indignantly refused repeated demands that they work as porters 
and laborers. 

To most Americans, war consisted of set-piece battles in which armies 
faced off. They loved reading about charges like the one at San Juan 
Hill, in which few Cubans participated. The long war of attrition that 
Cubans had waged unfolded far from the view of American officers and 
correspondents. Most of them did not realize that this campaign played 
a decisive role in the victory of 1898. 

Once Americans convinced themselves that Cubans were cowards 
who had no idea of how to organize an army, it was easy for them to 
conclude that Cuba was incapable of ruling itself. The American press 
never focused on the revolutionary leaders, some of whom were highly 
educated, experienced, and sophisticated. Instead they portrayed the 
rebel force as an ignorant rabble composed largely of blacks who were 
barely removed from savagery. As a result, McKinley and his allies in 
government and business had no trouble portraying them as equal to 
the Hawaiians in ignorance and stupidity. 

"Self-government!" General Shafter snorted when a reporter asked 
him about it. "Why, these people are no more fit for self-government 
than gunpowder is for hell." 

Within days of the Spanish surrender, American officials began 
telling the Cubans that they should forget the promise of independence 
embodied in the Teller Amendment. President McKinley declared that 
the United States would rule Cuba under "the law of belligerent right 
over conquered territory." Attorney General John Griggs told the vice 
president of Cuba's provisional government that the U.S. Army in 
Havana was an "invading army that would carry with it American sov­
ereignty wherever it went." 

The confusion many Cubans felt as they heard these statements 
turned to indignant anger when General Brooke refused to allow their 
liberating army to participate in the celebration planned for the first 
days of 1899. Many were dumbfounded. "None of us thought that 
[American intervention] would be followed by a military occupation of 
the country by our allies, who treat us as a people incapable of acting 
for ourselves, and who have reduced us to obedience, to submission, 
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and to a tutelage imposed by force of circumstances," General Maximo 
Gomez wrote. "This cannot be our fate after years of struggle." 

Most Americans had little regard for Cubans, so it was natural that 
they would reject such protests. Many went even further. They were 
angry that Cubans had not fallen on their knees to thank the United 
States for liberating them. News correspondents reported that instead of 
embracing American soldiers, the Cubans seemed "sour," "sullen," "con­
ceited," "vain and jealous." One wrote of his astonishment to find that 
they were not "filled with gratitude towards us." None seemed willing 
or able to understand how logical it was for Cubans to feel this way. 
They took the Cubans' resentment as further proof of their ignorance 
and immaturity. 

Cuban patriots had for years promised that after independence, they 
would stabilize their country by promoting social justice. Americans 
wanted something quite different. "The people ask me what we mean 
by stable government in Cuba," the new military governor, General 
Leonard Wood, wrote in a report to Washington soon after he assumed 
office in 1900. "I tell them that when money can be borrowed at a 
reasonable rate of interest and when capital is willing to invest in the 
island, a condition of stability will have been reached." In a note to 
President McKinley, he was even more succinct: "When people ask me 
what I mean by stable government, I tell them, 'Money at six percent.'" 

On July 25, 1900, General Wood published an order calling for the 
election of delegates to a Cuban constitutional convention. Fewer than 
one-third of the qualified voters turned out, and even they refused to 
support many of the candidates the Americans sponsored. General 
Wood described the thirty-one delegates as "about ten absolutely first 
class men and about fifteen men of doubtful qualifications and charac­
ter, and about six of the worst rascals and fakirs in Cuba." 

That autumn, Secretary of War Elihu Root, who had been a leading 
corporate attorney in New York, and Senator Orville Platt of Connecti­
cut, chairman of the Senate Committee on Relations with Cuba, wrote 
the law that would shape Cuba's future. The Platt Amendment, as it 
came to be known, is a crucial document in the history of American for­
eign policy. It gave the United States a way to control Cuba without 
running it directly, by maintaining a submissive local regime. Washing­
ton would go on to apply this system in many parts of the Caribbean 
and Central America, where to this day it is known as plattismo. 

Under the Platt Amendment, the United States agreed to end its 
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occupation of Cuba as soon as the Cubans accepted a constitution with 
provisions giving the United States the right to maintain military bases 
in Cuba; the right to veto any treaty between Cuba and any other coun­
try; the right to supervise the Cuban treasury; and "the right to inter­
vene for the preservation of Cuban independence [or] the maintenance 
of a government adequate for the protection of life, property and indi­
vidualliberty./I In essence, the Platt Amendment gave Cubans permis­
sion to rule themselves as long as they allowed the United States to veto 
any decision they made. 

Members of Congress could not avoid realizing that by passing the 
Platt Amendment, they would be reneging on the pledge they had 
made to Cuba less than three years before. Each had to ask himself a 
painful question that the New York Evening Post framed in a pithy edito­
rial: "Given a solemn and unmistakable promise of independence to 
Cuba, how can I lie out of it and still go to church to thank God that I 
am not as other men are?/I Senators resolved this dilemma without evi­
dent difficulty. On February 27, 1901, they approved the Platt Amend­
ment by a vote of forty-three to twenty. Republicans cast all the 
affirmative votes. Later the House of Representatives joined in approval, 
also on a party-line vote. President McKinley signed the amendment 
into law on March 2. That plunged Cuba into what one historian called 
"a storm of excitement./I 

Havana was in turmoil on the night of March 2. A torchlight procession 

delivered a petition of protest to Wood at the Governor's Palace, and 

another crowd of demonstrators sought out the convention delegates and 

urged them to stand firm in their opposition to American demands. Sim­

ilar demonstrations occurred on the following night. Outside the capital, 

municipal governments throughout the island poured out a flood of 

protest messages and resolutions, while public meetings were epidemic. 

On the night of March S, speakers told a procession in Santiago that if the 

United States held to its demands, the Cubans must go to war once more. 

Cuban delegates to the constitutional convention had to decide 
whether to accept the Platt Amendment. American officials assured them 
that the United States wished no direct influence over Cuba's internal 
affairs, and also warned them that if they did not accept the Platt 
Amendment, Congress would impose even harsher terms. After long 
debate, much of it conducted behind closed doors, the Cuban delegates 
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agreed, by a vote of fifteen to fourteen, to do what the United States 
wished. A year later, in an election the Americans supervised, Tomas 
Estrada Palma, who had lived for years in the town of Central Valley, 
New York, was chosen as the first president of the Republic of Cuba. 
General Wood, the military governor, wrote in a private letter what 
every sentient Cuban and American knew: "There is, of course, little or 
no independence left Cuba under the Platt Amendment." 

THE PUERTO RICAN POET LOLA RODRIGUEZ DE TI6, WHO SPENT YEARS IN 

Cuba, once described these islands as "two wings of the same bird." 
Expansionists in the United States agreed. As Theodore Roosevelt was 
preparing to sail for Cuba in the spring of 1898, he sent Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge a letter warning, "Do not make peace until we get Porto 
Rico." Lodge told him not to worry. 

"Porto Rico is not forgotten and we mean to have it," he assured his 
friend. "Unless I am utterly and profoundly mistaken, the Administra­
tion is now fully committed to the large policy we both desire." 

The island of Puerto Rico, which is less than one-tenth the size of Cuba, 
never erupted in armed rebellion against Spain. Like Cuba, though, it 
produced a remarkable group of revolutionary intellectuals who embod­
ied the nationalism that seized many colonial hearts in the second half 
of the nineteenth century. For years Spain resisted their calls for self-rule, 
but that changed when the reform-minded Praxedes Sagasta became 
prime minister in 1897. Soon after taking office, Sagasta offered auton­
omy to both Cuba and Puerto Rico. Cuban rebels, with years of fighting 
behind them and thousands of men under arms, were bent on military 
victory and scorned his offer. Puerto Ricans, however, instantly accepted. 

"Porto Ricans are generally jubilant over the news received from Spain 
concerning political autonomy," the American consul Philip Hanna 
wrote in a dispatch. "The natives generally believe that Spain will grant 
them a form of home rule as will be in every way satisfactory to them." 

Spain's autonomy decree gave Puerto Ricans the right to elect a 
House of Representatives with wide-ranging powers, including author­
ity to name a cabinet that would govern the island. They went to the 
polls on March 27, 1898. Most voted for the Liberal Fusion Party of Luis 
Munoz Rivera, editor of the crusading newspaper La Democracia and a 
passionate leader of the autonomy movement. 

The home-rule government had not yet taken office when, in the 
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predawn hours of May 12, a fleet of seven American warships took up 
positions facing San Juan, the Puerto Rican capital. At first light, the 
fleet's commander, Admiral Sampson, ordered his flagship, the Iowa, to 
open fire on Spanish positions. A desultory artillery duel followed. The 
Americans fired 1,362 shells and killed about a dozen people. Spanish 
defenders replied with 441 shells and several volleys of infantry fire, 
managing to kill one American soldier. After three and a half hours, the 
guns fell silent. In military terms this was a minor engagement, but it 
sent an unmistakable message. Puerto Rico would not be able to avoid 
being caught up in the Spanish-American War. 

For the next two months, American ships maintained a mostly effec­
tive blockade aimed at preventing the Spanish from sending supplies or 
reinforcements to their troops in Puerto Rico. The Spanish, though, 
were too focused on Cuba to pay much attention to events on the 
smaller island. So were the Americans. Hoping to take advantage of this 
situation, members of Puerto Rico's new House of Representatives con­
vened for their first session, on July 17. On that same day, the new cabi­
net, headed by Munoz Rivera, began to function. It would hold power 
for just eight days. 

At 8:45 on the morning of July 25, a detachment of marines and 
sailors from the American gunboat Gloucester waded ashore near Guanica, 
on Puerto Rico's southwestern coast. After a bit of shooting in which 
they suffered no casualties, they secured the town and raised the Ameri­
can flag over its customs house. The moment that flag began to flutter 
in the tropical breeze, the United States effectively took control of Puerto 
Rico. Every institution of Spanish rule, including the autonomous gov­
ernment, quickly withered away. 

Some Puerto Ricans looked forward to the prospect of American rule. 
They hoped for a period of nation building that might last twenty years or 
so, followed by-depending on their political persuasion-independence 
or annexation to the United States. Many were inspired by a generously 
worded proclamation that the American commander, General Nelson 
Miles, issued at the end of July: 

We have not come to make war upon the people of a country that 

for centuries has been oppressed, but, on the contrary, to bring you 

protection .... This is not a war of devastation, but one to give to all 

within the control of its military and naval forces the advantages and 

blessings of enlightened civilization. 
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The war in Puerto Rico was a sideshow, almost completely overshad­
owed by the conflict in Cuba. American casualties were astonishingly 
light, just 9 dead and 46 wounded. The Spanish and Puerto Ricans lost a 
total of about 450 soldiers and civilians dead, wounded, or captured. 
One of the most prominent American correspondents who covered the 
war, Richard Harding Davis, later described it as "a picnic" and "a rete 
des {leurs." 

At the Paris peace conference of December 1898, where the terms of 
final surrender were fixed, Spain tried to retain Puerto Rico, arguing that 
the United States had never before challenged its sovereignty there. The 
Spanish even offered to give the United States territory elsewhere if they 
could keep Puerto Rico. President McKinley rejected all such sugges­
tions. In private instructions to American negotiators, he said he had 
decided that Puerto Rico was lito become the territory of the United 
States." The Spanish, defeated and weak, had no choice but to accept. 

On October 18, at a formal ceremony on the balcony of the gover­
nor's palace in San Juan, Spanish commanders transferred sovereignty 
over Puerto Rico to the United States. lilt was all a quiet affair," the New 

York Evening Post reported. "There was no excitement, and but little 
enthusiasm. An hour after its close, the streets had assumed their wanted 
appearance. There was little to show that anything important had taken 
place, that by this brief ceremony Spain's power on the island of Puerto 
Rico had ended forever." 

NO AMERICAN ALIVE IN 1898 COULD HAVE HAD ANY DOUBT ABOUT WHY THE 

United States had gone to war with Spain. The conflict was fought to 
resolve a single question: Who would control Cuba? Conditions in Cuba 
led to the war, Cuba was the battleground, and Cuba was the prize. But 
when American and Spanish diplomats met in Paris to negotiate a 
treaty ending the war, they had to consider the fate of another land, 
one that was very large, unknown to Americans, and far distant from 
their shores. 

Cuba had exerted a hold on the American imagination for many 
years, at least since Thomas Jefferson wrote of his hope that it would 
one day become part of the United States. The Philippine Islands were 
quite another matter. Few Americans had the faintest idea of where 
they were. Nonetheless, as a result of Commodore Dewey's victory at 
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Manila, the United States suddenly exercised power over them. No one 
had planned this. President McKinley had to decide what the United 
States should do with the vast archipelago. 

McKinley was known above all for his inscrutability. He gave almost 
all the people he met the impression that he agreed with them, and 
rarely allowed even his closest advisers to know what he was thinking. 
Historians have described him as an "enigma" whose inner mind was 
"well concealed" and who "obscured his views by a fog of phraseology, 
conventional or oracular." 

At first, McKinley seemed to want only enough territory in the 
Philippines to build a naval base at Manila. Then he considered the idea 
of granting the islands independence, perhaps under an international 
guarantee. In the end, less worldly considerations dictated his decision. 

McKinley was a devout Christian living in an era of religious revival­
ism. He would later tell a group of Methodist missionaries that while he 
was wrestling with the Philippines question, he fell to his knees in the 
White House on several evenings "and prayed Almighty God for light 
and guidance." 

"One night late, it came to me this way," he said. "There was nothing 
left for us to do but to take them all, and to educate the Filipinos and 
uplift them and Christianize them, and by God's grace do the very best 
we could for them, as our fellow men for whom Christ also died." 

With that, the momentous decision was made. Historians still won­
der why McKinley made it. He was deeply religious, and may truly have 
felt moved by divine revelation. In a speech to the delegation he sent to 
negotiate in Paris, he gave another explanation, saying he was acting to 
seize "the commercial opportunity, to which American statesmanship 
cannot be indifferent." What is certain is that McKinley, in the words of 
one historian, "knew the Filipinos not at all, and would misjudge their 
response with tragic perSistence." He himself admitted that when he 
heard news of Dewey's victory at Manila, he "could not have told where 
those darned islands were within two thousand miles." His fervor to 
"Christianize" the Filipinos, most of whom were already practicing 
Catholics, suggested his ignorance of conditions on the islaf-lds. He cer­
tainly had no idea that they were in the throes of the first anticolonial 
revolution in the modern history of Asia. 

"The episode marked a pivotal point in the American experience," 
Stanley Karnow wrote in his history of the Philippines. "For the first 
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time, U.S. soldiers fought overseas. And, for the first time, America was 
to acquire territory beyond its shores-the former colony itself becom­
ing colonialist." 

On May 1, 1898, three weeks after destroying the Spanish fleet, Dewey 
welcomed the Filipino guerrilla leader Emilio Aguinaldo aboard his flag­
ship, the Olympia. Their versions of what transpired are contradictory. 
Aguinaldo said they agreed to fight the Spanish together and then 
establish an independent Republic of the Philippines. Dewey swore that 
he made no such commitment. Neither man spoke much of the other's 
language and no interpreter was present, so the confusion is under­
standable. Whatever the truth, when Aguinaldo declared the indepen­
dence of the Philippines, on June 12, neither Dewey nor any other 
representative of the United States turned up at the ceremony. 

That snub led Aguinaldo and other Filipino leaders to fear that the 
United States would not recognize their country's independence. Gen­
eral Thomas Anderson, a Civil War veteran who was the first com­
mander of American troops in the Philippines, sought to reassure them. 
"I desire to have amicable relations with you," he wrote to Aguinaldo 
on July 4, "and to have you and your people cooperate with us in mili­
tary operations against the Spanish forces." 

General Anderson may have been sincere, but as he was writing his let­
ter to Aguinaldo, policy in Washington was changing. President McKinley, 
obeying what he took to be the word of God, had decided that the United 
States should assume ownership not simply of an enclave at Manila but 
of the entire Philippine archipelago. He directed his negotiators in Paris 
to offer the Spanish $20 million for it. Spain was in no position to refuse, 
and on December 10, American and Spanish diplomats signed what 
became known as the Treaty of Paris. It gave the United States posses­
sion of Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the distant Philippine archipelago, which 
had more than seven thousand islands and a population of seven million. 

On December 21, McKinley issued an "executive letter" proclaiming 
American sovereignty over the Philippines. Rebels there were already 
proceeding along their own path. They had elected a constituent assem­
bly that produced a constitution, and under its provisions the Republic 
of the Philippines was proclaimed on January 23, 1899, with Aguinaldo 
as its first president. Twelve days later, this new nation declared war 
against United States forces on the islands. McKinley took no notice. To 
him the Filipinos were what the historian Richard Welch called "a dis­
organized and helpless people." 
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McKinley was well aware of Aguinaldo's insurgents and their claims. It is 

probable that he still underestimated the extent of territorial control exer­

cised by Aguinaldo's forces, but in McKinley's opinion it was unimpor­

tant how much territory the insurgent government claimed .... McKinley 

could not believe that Aguinaldo's insurgents would be so stupid as to 

resist the power and benevolence of the United States. McKinley seems to 

have entertained the self-contradictory notions that Aguinaldo was an 

evil, self-seeking bandit chieftain and that he could be as easily managed 

as an office-seeker in Canton, Ohio. 

The Treaty of Paris gave the United States sovereignty over the Philip­
pines, but it could not come into force until the Senate ratified it. The 
debate was long and heated. Opponents denounced the treaty as an impe­
rialist grab of a distant land that shamed American ideals and overex­
tended American power. Senator George Frisbie Hoar of Massachusetts 
warned that it would turn the United States into "a vulgar, common­
place 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." Supporters countered with three arguments: that it 
would be ludicrous to recognize Filipino independence since there was 
no such thing as a Filipino nation; that it was America's duty to civilize 
the backward Filipinos; and that possession of the archipelago would 
bring incalculable commercial and strategic advantages. 

As this debate was reaching its climax, in what the New York World 

called "an amazing coincidence," news came that Filipino insurgents 
had attacked American positions in Manila. It later turned out that 
there had indeed been a skirmish but that an American private had fired 
the first shot. That was not clear at the time, however, and probably 
would not have mattered anyway. Several senators declared that they 
now felt obligated to vote for the treaty as a sign of support for belea­
guered American soldiers on the other side of the globe. "We come as 
ministering angels, not as despots," Senator Knute Nelson of Minnesota 
assured his colleagues. Evidently convinced of that, the Senate ratified 
the Treaty of Paris by a margin of fifty-seven to twenty-seven, barely 
more than the required two-thirds majority. 

President McKinley may well have believed that God wished the United 
States to "uplift" and "Christianize" the Filipino people. Speeches by sen­
ators during the treaty debate, along with many articles in the press, 
however, offered a more tangible rationale for taking the Philippines. 
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Businessmen had become fascinated with the prospect of selling goods 
in China, which, after losing a war with Japan in 1895, had become 
weak and incapable of resisting intervention. They saw a magnificent 
confluence of circumstances, as this vast land became available for 
exploitation at the same time they were casting desperately about for 
new markets. 

"We could not turn [the Philippines] over to France or Germany, our 
commercial rivals in the Orient," McKinley told Congress in his mes­
sage asking ratification of the Treaty of Paris. "That would be bad busi­
ness and discreditable." 

When the United States assumed sovereignty over the Philippines, it 
inherited Spain's confrontation with the rebel army. Soldiers of the 
United States had never before fought outside North America. Nor, with 
the arguable exception of the Indian wars, had they ever fought against 
an army defending its country's independence. They had no idea of 
what they would be facing in their campaign against the "goo-goos," as 
they called the Filipinos, but they launched their war with supreme self­
confidence. 

It began in February 1899, with a pitched battle for Manila. From the 
beginning, there was little doubt about how it would end. The insur­
gents had the advantage of numbers, but by every other standard the 
Americans were clearly superior. Aguinaldo and his troops were crippled 
by a lack of weaponry, enforced by an effective American naval block­
ade. American soldiers landed in waves, by the tens of thousands, eager 
to fight against an enemy of whose motivations they were blissfully 
unaware. In letters home, they told friends and relatives that they had 
come "to blow every nigger to nigger heaven" and vowed to fight "until 
the niggers are killed off like Indians." 

Faced with these handicaps, the guerrillas turned to tactics unlike 
any the Americans had ever seen. They laid snares and booby traps, slit 
throats, set fires, administered poisons, and mutilated prisoners. The 
Americans, some of whose officers were veteran Indian fighters, responded 
in kind. When two companies under the command of General Lloyd 
Wheaton were ambushed southeast of Manila, Wheaton ordered every 
town and village within twelve miles to be destroyed and their inhabi­
tants killed. 

During the first half of the Philippine War, American commanders 
imposed censorship on foreign correspondents to assure that news of 
episodes like this did not reach the home audience. Only after censorship 
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was lifted in 1901 were Americans able to learn how the war was being 
waged. Newspapers began carrying reports like one filed early in 1901 
by a correspondent from the Philadelphia Ledger. 

Our present war is no bloodless, fake, opera bouffe engagement. 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, an idea prevailing that the Filipino, as such, was little bet­

ter than a dog, noisome reptile in some instances, whose best disposition 

was the rubbish heap. 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 evi­

dence 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. 

The turning point in this war may have come on the afternoon of 
March 23, 1901, when a thirty-six-year-old brigadier general named 
Frederick Funston staged one of the boldest counterguerrilla operations 
in American military history. Funston, who had won the Medal of 
Honor in Cuba three years earlier, was commanding a district on the 
island of Luzon when he received news, extracted from a captured 
courier, that Aguinaldo was encamped at a village in his district. He 
came up with the idea of using a group of Filipino scouts to help him 
penetrate the village and capture Aguinaldo. The scouts were from the 
Macabebe ethnic group, which considered itself a rival of the Tagalogs, 
to which Aguinaldo and many other rebels belonged. 

General Funston and four other officers set out on their mission with 
seventy-nine Macabebe scouts. Their plan was for the scouts to pose as 
rebels and tell Aguinaldo that they were bringing him a group of Amer­
ican prisoners. When the group was about ten miles from Aguinaldo's 
hideout, he sent word that the Americans should be kept away. He did 
invite the "rebels" to come, though, and as his honor guard was wel­
coming them, they suddenly began firing. 

"Stop all the foolishness!" Aguinaldo shouted from inside his head­
quarters. "Don't waste ammunition!" 

One of the scouts turned, burst into Aguinaldo's office, and, with pis­
tol drawn, told him, "You are our prisoners. We are not insurgents. We 
are Americans! Surrender or be killed!" 
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Aguinaldo and his officers were too stunned to respond. Within min­
utes, they had been subdued and disarmed. General Funston appeared 
soon afterward and introduced himself to the rebel leader. 

"Is this not some joke?" Aguinaldo asked. 
It was not. Aguinaldo was arrested and brought to Manila, which 

Funston later said "went wild with excitement." Americans back home 
were thrilled with their new hero. Their satisfaction deepened when, 
less than a month after Aguinaldo's capture, he issued a proclamation 
accepting American sovereignty and urging his comrades to give up 
their fight. 

Several thousand did, leading the American commander in the Philip­
pines, General Arthur MacArthur, to proclaim the rebellion "almost 
entirely suppressed." He spoke too soon. Rebels who were still in the 
field fought with intensifying ferocity. In September 1901, a band of 
them overran an American position on the island of Samar with a bru­
tality that set off some of the harshest countermeasures ever ordered by 
officers of the United States. 

The episode began with what seemed like a routine landing of 
infantrymen at a beach near the village of Balangiga. Some seemed to 
realize that they were in uncertain territory. As they approached the 
shore, one lieutenant gazed ahead and told his comrades, "We are 
bound for goo-goo land now." 

The Americans occupied Balangiga for several weeks, subduing it, 
according to later testimony, through imprisonment, torture, and rape. 
At dawn on the morning of September 28, they rose as usual to the sound 
of reveille. A few remained on sentry duty while the rest ate breakfast. 
The town's police chief strolled up to one of the sentries, said a few 
pleasant words, and then suddenly produced a long knife and stabbed 
him. Immediately the church bells began ringing. Scores of rebels who 
had infiltrated the town poured out of their hiding places. They fiercely 
set upon the unarmed Americans, stabbing and hacking them to death. 
Within minutes the campground was awash in blood. Some Americans 
managed to escape in boats, and made their way to a base thirty miles 
up the coast. Of the seventy-four men who had been posted in 
Balangiga, only twenty survived, most with multiple stab wounds. 

News of the "Balangiga massacre" was quickly flashed back to the 
United States. It stunned a nation that was only beginning to realize what 
kind of war was being fought in the Philippines. American commanders 
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on the islands were just as shocked, but they were in a position to react, 
and react they did. They ordered Colonel Jacob Smith, who had partici­
pated in the Wounded Knee massacre in the Dakota Territory a decade 
before, to proceed to Samar and do whatever was necessary to subdue 
the rebels. Smith arrived, took charge of the remaining garrisons, and 
ordered his men to kill everyone over the age of ten and turn the island's 
interior into "a howling wilderness." 

"I want no prisoners," he told them. "I wish you to kill and burn. The 
more you kill and the more you burn, the better you will please me." 

American soldiers carried out these orders with gusto. They started by 
razing Balangiga, and then rampaged through the countryside. Know­
ing that the assailants at Balangiga had disguised themselves as civilians, 
they took little care to discriminate between combatants and noncom­
batants. Fueled by a passion to avenge their comrades, they killed hun­
dreds of people, burned crops, slaughtered cattle, and destroyed dozens 
of settlements. 

During one long and amazingly ill-conceived march through the 
Samar jungle, eleven marines perished from a combination of starva­
tion and exposure. Their captain, delirious and only intermittently con­
scious, became convinced that their Filipino porters had contributed to 
their deaths by withholding potatoes, salt, and other supplies. He sin­
gled out eleven of them, one for each dead marine, and had them shot. 

Americans had used harsh tactics since the beginning of the Philip­
pine War, but the summary execution of eleven Filipinos who were 
working for them, and who had committed no apparent crime, was too 
much for commanders to ignore. They ordered the offending officer 
court-martialed on charges of murder. He was eventually acquitted, but 
the case set off an explosion of outrage in the United States. 

Until this episode, many Americans had believed that their soldiers 
were different from others, operating on a higher moral plane because 
their cause was good. After Balangiga, however, a flood of revelations 
forced them out of their innocence. Newspaper reporters sought out 
returned veterans and from their accounts learned that American sol­
diers in the Philippines had resorted to all manner of torture. The most 
notorious was the "water cure," in which sections of bamboo were 
forced down the throats of prisoners and then used to fill the prisoners' 
stomachs with dirty water until they swelled in torment. Soldiers would 
jump on the prisoner's stomach to force the water out, often repeating 
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the process until the victim either informed or died. This technique was 
so widely reported in the United States that the Cleveland Plain Dealer 
even published a joke about it. 

MA: What's the sound of running water out there, Willie? 

WILLIE: It's only us boys, Ma. We've been trying the Philippine water cure 

on Bobby Snow, an' now we're pouring him out. 

Others took the matter more seriously. "We have actually come to do 
the thing we went to war to banish," the Baltimore American lamented. 
The Indianapolis News concluded that the United States had adopted 
II the methods of barbarism," and the New York Post declared that American 
troops "have been pursuing a policy of wholesale and deliberate murder." 
David Starr Jordan, the president of Stanford University, declared that 
Filipinos had done no more than rebel against II alien control" and that 
therefore "it was our fault and ours alone that this war began." The revered 
Harvard professor William James said that Americans were guilty of "mur_ 
dering another culture" and concluded one of his speeches by declaring, 
"God damn the U.S. for its vile conduct in the Philippines!" Mark Twain 
suggested that the time had come to redesign the American flag with lithe 
white stripes painted black and the stars replaced by skull and crossbones." 

This spasm of recrimination continued for several months, but soon 
a countercampaign began. Defenders of American policy, who at first 
were too overwhelmed by the onslaught of horrific revelations to respond, 
finally found their voice. Extreme conditions, they insisted, had forced 
soldiers to act as they did. The New York Times argued that "brave and 
loyal officers" had reacted understandably to the II cruel, treacherous, 
murderous" Filipinos. The St. Louis Globe-Democrat said that American 
soldiers had done nothing in the Philippines that they had not done 
during the Civil War and that "in view of the provocation received and 
the peculiar nature of the task to be performed, the transgressions have 
been extremely slight." The Providence Journal urged its readers to accept 
lithe wisdom of fighting fire with fire." 

A second theme that echoed through the press was that any atroci­
ties committed in the· Philippines had been aberrations. They were 
"deplorable," the St. Paul Pioneer Press conceded, but had "no bearing 
on fundamental questions of national policy." The New York Tribune 
said only a few soldiers were guilty and lithe penalty must fall not upon 
the policy, but upon those men." 
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By the time this debate reached its crescendo, in the early months of 
1902, President McKinley had been assassinated and replaced in office 
by Theodore Roosevelt. To Roosevelt fell the task of defending the 
honor of the troops he loved, and he embraced it even though he had 
never been enthusiastic about the Philippine operation. He enlisted his 
close friend and ally Henry Cabot Lodge to lead the defense. In a long 
and eloquent speech on the Senate floor, Lodge conceded that there 
had been cases "of water cure, of menaces of shooting unless informa­
tion was given up, of rough and cruel treatment applied to secure infor­
mation." But Americans who lived "in sheltered homes far from the 
sound and trials of war," he warned, could not understand the chal­
lenges of bringing law to a "semi-civilized people with all the tenden­
cies and characteristics of Asiatics." 

"Let us, oh, let us be just, at least to our own," Lodge begged the Senate. 
At Roosevelt's suggestion, Lodge arranged for the Senate to hold 

hearings into charges of American misconduct in the Philippines. It was 
a clever move. Lodge himself ran the hearings, and he carefully limited 
their scope. There was much testimony about operational tactics, but 
no exploration of the broader policy that lay behind them. The com­
mittee did not even issue a final report. One historian described its work 
as "less a whitewash than an exercise in sleight-of-hand." 

On July 4, 1902, soon after the investigating committee ended its 
work, President Roosevelt declared the Philippines pacified. He was jus­
tified in doing so. The important guerrilla leaders had been killed or 
captured and resistance had all but ceased. It had been a far more costly 
operation than anyone had predicted at the outset. In three and a half 
torturous years of war, 4,374 American soldiers were killed, more than 
ten times the toll in Cuba. About sixteen thousand guerrillas and at 
least twenty thousand civilians were also killed. Filipinos remember 
those years as some of the bloodiest in their history. Americans quickly 
forgot that the war ever happened. 



From a Whorehouse to a White House 

A postage stamp led the United States to overthrow the most formidable 
leader Nicaragua ever had. It set off a chain of events that reverberate to 
this day, making it probably the most influential stamp in history. Had 
it never been issued, Nicaragua might have emerged long ago as a peace­
ful, prosperous country. Instead it is chronically poor and unstable, a 
cauldron of rivalries and a stage for repeated American interventions. 

To the casual eye, this stamp looks unremarkable. It is printed in purple 
and depicts a steaming volcano at the edge of a lake. Around the edges 
are the words "Nicaragua," I/Correos" 1/10 Centavos," and, in tiny letters 
at the bottom, 1/ American Bank Note Company NY." When it was issued 
in 1900, Nicaragua was in the midst of a modernizing revolution. Today 
it is a poignant reminder of what might have been. 

During the last decades of the nineteenth century, the ideals of social 
and political reform swept across Central America. Visionary leaders, 
inspired by European philosophers and nation builders, sought to wipe 
away the feudal systems that had frozen their countries into immobil­
ity. One of them, President Jose Santos Zelaya of Nicaragua, took his 
nationalist principles so seriously that the United States felt compelled 
to overthrow him. 

Portraits of Zelaya, like the one that today adorns Nicaragua's twenty­
cordoba note, show him to have had a forceful countenance, with an 
elegantly twirled mustache and piercing eyes that seem to blaze with 
impatient energy. As a young man, he displayed such promise that his 
father, an army colonel and coffee farmer, arranged to send him to 
school in Europe. After graduating, he returned home with his Belgian 
wife and joined the Liberal Party, which represented the ideals of secu­
larism and radical reform. In 1893, as the long-ruling Conservatives 
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were consumed by factional conflict, he and a group of Liberal com­
rades organized a revolt that brought them down with remarkable ease. 
Within a few months, he emerged as the country's new leader. 

Zelaya was six weeks short of his fortieth birthday when he was sworn 
in as president of Nicaragua. He proclaimed a revolutionary program 
and set out to shake his country from its long slumber. He built roads, 
ports, railways, government buildings, and more than 140 schools; paved 
the streets of Managua, lined them with street lamps, and imported the 
country's first automobile; legalized civil marriage and divorce; and 
even founded the nation's first baseball league, which included a team 
called "Youth" and another called liThe Insurgency." He encouraged 
business, especially the nascent coffee industry. In foreign affairs, he 
promoted a union of the five small Central American countries and fer­
vently embraced the grand project that had thrust Nicaragua onto the 
world stage: the interoceanic canal. 

Every American president since Ulysses S. Grant had pushed for the 
canal project. In 1876 a government commission studied possible 
routes and concluded that the one across Nicaragua "possesses, both for 
the construction and maintenance of a canal, greater advantage, and 
offers fewer difficulties from engineering, commercial and economic 
points of view, than anyone of the other routes." Slowly the project 
gained momentum. In 1889 a private company chartered by Congress 
began dredging near Nicaragua's Atlantic coast. It was undercapitalized 
and went broke shortly before Zelaya came to power. 

One group of men cheered this failure. They were members of a Paris­
based syndicate that owned a great swath of land across Panama, where 
French engineers had tried and failed to build a canal. These men stood 
to become very rich if they could find a buyer for their land. The only 
possible customer was the United States government, but it was pursu­
ing the Nicaragua route. Persuading Washington to change course 
would require a highly sophisticated lobbying campaign. To direct it, 
the syndicate hired a gifted New York lawyer who understood better 
than anyone else of his generation how to bend government to the will 
of business. 

As American corporations began expanding to enormous size in the 
late nineteenth century, they encountered a host of organizational and 
political problems. Many turned for help to William Nelson Cromwell. 
In appearance Cromwell was almost eccentric, with light blue eyes, a 
fair complexion, and long locks of snow-white hair. Behind that odd 
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facade lay a brilliantly sharpened mind. Cromwell's business triumphs 
were legendary. 

"He can smile as sweetly as a society belle," one newspaper corre­
spondent wrote, "and at the same time deal a blow at a business foe that 
ties him in a hopeless tangle of financial knots." 

As both a master of corporate law and a consummate Washington 
lobbyist, Cromwell was an ideal partner for the French canal syndicate. 
In 1898 the chief of the syndicate, Philippe Bunau-Varilla, hired him 
and gave him a daunting assignment: arrange for the United States to 
build its canal across Panama instead of Nicaragua. 

Cromwell's first tactic was to obstruct the slow but steady progress 
that was being made toward a resumption of work in Nicaragua. This he 
did repeatedly, with much help from friends in Congress and the State 
Department. Then, in 1901, the assassination of President McKinley 
brought Theodore Roosevelt, an ardent believer in sea power, to office. 

Roosevelt was determined to have the canal built quickly, no matter 
where. Early in 1902, he asked Congress to appropriate $140 million for 
a canal across Nicaragua. Cromwell had managed to win several influ­
ential figures to his side, including Senator Mark Hanna, a senior leader 
of the Republican Party. To cement their alliance, he made a $60,000 
contribution to the Republicans, charging it off to the canal company 
as a business expense. Even these friends, however, were not strong 
enough to defeat the Nicaragua bill. On January 9 the House of Repre­
sentatives approved it by the daunting margin of 308 to 2. 

Cromwell had managed to postpone this debate for years. Now that 
it was at hand, his cause looked doomed. He could win only if fate was 
somehow to intervene. It did, in the form of the American Bank Note 
Company. 

Like a number of other small countries, Nicaragua had hired this rep­
utable New York firm to manufacture its postage stamps. The company's 
designers produced stamps that showed Nicaragua's most notable geo­
graphical landmarks. Among them was a series depicting the majestic 
Momotombo volcano, complete with a plume of smoke spiraling from 
its crater. One day in Washington, an astute lobbyist for the French canal 
syndicate noticed one of these stamps on a letter sent from Nicaragua. It 
gave him an inspiration that changed the course of history. 

By coincidence, 1902 was a year of extraordinary volcanic activity in 
the Caribbean. In May a devastating eruption killed thirty thousand 
people on the island of Martinique. Soon afterward there was another 
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eruption, on St. Vincent. American newspapers were full of horrifying 
stories about the destructive power of volcanoes, and for several months 
the public mind was seized by a kind of volcano hysteria. Cromwell 
realized that he could take great advantage of this happenstance. 

First he planted in the New York Sun a small item, later shown to have 
been false or highly exaggerated, reporting that the Momotombo vol­
cano had erupted and set off seismic shocks. Then he rounded up a 
sheaf of Momotombo stamps, had them pasted onto sheets of paper 
bearing the title II An official witness to the volcanic activity of Nicaragua," 
and sent one to each senator. The leaflets conveyed an obvious message: 
it would be madness to build a canal in a country so geologically unsta­
ble that it used the image of a smoking volcano on its postage stamps. 

Few people in Washington knew that Momotombo is nearly dormant, 
that it lies more than one hundred miles from the proposed canal route, 
and that the decision to portray it on a stamp had been made not in 
Nicaragua but by deSigners in New York. As the stamps were passed 
around Washington, the ministers of Nicaragua and Costa Rica, who 
were directing what they thought would be a fairly easy campaign to 
secure approval of the Nicaragua route, suddenly found themselves 
overwhelmed. When debate over the canal bill began in the Senate, 
Mark Hanna delivered a passionate speech favoring the Panama route, 
illustrating it with a frightening though highly fanciful map purporting 
to show zones of seismic danger in Central America. His speech and 
behind-the-scenes lobbying, closely coordinated with Cromwell's paral­
lel efforts, produced the desired result. On June 19, 1902, three days 
after senators received the Momotombo stamps, they voted for the 
Panama route by a margin of forty-two to thirty-four. Soon afterward 
the House reversed itself and also accepted that route. For his lobbying 
services, Cromwell collected a fee of $800,000. 

The Momotombo stamp was not the only factor in the vote. It came 
against the backdrop of a political feud between the chairman of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, John T. Morgan of Alabama, a 
leading advocate of the Nicaragua route, and Senator Hanna, who chose 
the Panama side partly as a way to undermine Morgan. Some senators 
were influenced by a last-minute report from the Isthmian Canal Com­
mission, concluding that there were advantages to the Panama route. 
Others saw it as a good financial deal after the canal company reduced 
its asking price from $109 million to $40 million. Transcripts of the 
debate, however, show that senators had a highly exaggerated view of 
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the danger volcanoes could pose to a Nicaraguan canal. The transcripts, 
as well as later statements by members of Congress, leave no doubt that 
the Momotombo stamp and the resulting fear of volcanic eruption in 
Nicaragua played a decisive role in the vote for Panama. 

Senator Morgan complained after the vote that a "corrupt and influ­
ential" pro-Panama lobby had unscrupulously misled his colleagues. He 
was right, but the issue had been decided. On June 29, President Roo­
sevelt signed the law authorizing construction of a canal across Panama. 
Today a block of the Momotombo stamps is prominently displayed at 
the Interoceanic Canal Museum there. 

During the years when it appeared that the canal was going to be 
built across Nicaragua, American officials got along well with President 
Zelaya. In 1898 the American minister in Managua wrote in a dispatch 
that Zelaya "has given the people of Nicaragua as good a government as 
they will permit him .... Foreigners who attend to their own busirtess, 
and do not meddle with politicS which does not concern them, are fully 
protected." Two years later, Secretary of State John Hay praised Zelaya's 
"ability, high character and integrity." The American consul at Sanjuan 
del Norte, which was to be the Caribbean terminus of the canal, called 
him "the ablest and strongest man in Central America" and reported 
that he "is very popular with the masses, and is giving them an excel­
lent government." 

After Congress chose the Panama route, this admiration quickly 
turned to disdain. American officials who had once viewed Zelaya's 
campaign to promote Central American unity as noble began to see it as 
destabilizing. His efforts to regulate American companies, once thought 
of as symbols of his self-confident nationalism, started to look defiant. 

"To the State Department, Nicaragua was no longer a country that 
needed to be coddled or cared for in preparation for future usefulness," 
the American historian John Ellis Findling later wrote. "Rather, it was 
now a country that needed to be watched carefully and kept in line." 

President Roosevelt plunged into the canal project with unrestrained 
vigor. Before he could build anything in the Republic of Panama, how­
ever, he had to resolve one remaining problem. There was no such 
thing as a Republic of Panama. Panama was a province of Colombia, 
and Colombian leaders were reluctant to surrender sovereignty over the 
proposed canal zone-although they suggested they might reconsider if 
the United States offered more money. 

"I feel there are two alternatives," Roosevelt wrote to Secretary of 
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State Hay. "(I) To take up Nicaragua; (2) in some shape or way to inter­
fere when it becomes necessary so as to secure the Panama route with­
out further dealing with the foolish and homicidal corruptionists in 
Bogota." After brief reflection, he chose the second option. 

The United States had little experience in fomenting revolutions. It 
did, however, have one model. A decade earlier, the American diplomat 
John L. Stevens had devised a simple plan that allowed a handful of 
people with little popular support to overthrow the government of 
Hawaii. Roosevelt decided to adapt that plan for Panama. He would 
encourage Panamanian "revolutionaries" to proclaim independence from 
Colombia, quickly give them diplomatic recognition, and then use 
American troops to prevent the Colombian army from reestablishing 
control. 

On November 2, 1903, the commander of the American gunboat 
Nashville, anchored at Col6n on Panama's Caribbean coast, received an 
order from Washington to "prevent the landing of any armed forces 
with hostile intent, either government or insurgent." He was puzzled, 
because no revolution had broken out. The next day, one did. A hastily 
assembled group of rebels announced in the provincial capital, Panama 
City, that they were declaring Panama independent. 

There was no army post in Panama City, but there was a large one in 
Col6n, and its commander reacted immediately to news of the rebel­
lion. He assembled a five-hundred-man force, marched it across town to 
the railroad station, and demanded a train to take it to Panama City. 
The American manager of the Col6n railroad station falsely told him 
that only a single car was available. Undaunted, the commander 
boarded with his staff officers, evidently confident that he could crush 
the rebels even without a large force. He had fallen into a trap. Ameri­
cans telegraphed ahead and arranged for him and his officers to be 
arrested as they stepped off the train. 

A second American warship, the Dixie, docked at Col6n on Novem­
ber 5 and put four hundred marines ashore. The next day the United 
States formally recognized the rebels as leaders of a new Republic of 
Panama. Eight more warships quickly appeared in the waters off Col6n, 
forming a blockade that made it impossible for Colombian vessels to 
reach the breakaway province. One historian called it "as brazen-and 
successful-an act of gunboat diplomacy as the world has ever seen." 

Even Roosevelt himself seemed ambivalent about what he had done. 
At first he sought to deny it. "I did not foment a revolution on the 
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isthmus," he protested to one interviewer. Soon afterward he asserted 
that Colombia's "utterly incompetent" leaders had foolishly lost Panama 
by refusing to approve the canal treaty "in spite of the plainest warn­
ings." He was evidently not persuaded by his own words, because at his 
next cabinet meeting he asked Attorney General Philander Knox to 
come up with a legal argument he could use to justify the operation. 

"Oh, Mr. PreSident," Knox replied, "do not let so great an achieve­
ment suffer from any taint of legality." 

"Have I answered the charges?" Roosevelt asked anxiously. "Have I?" 
"You certainly have, Mr. President," Secretary of War Elihu Root wryly 

answered. "You have shown that you were accused of seduction, and 
you have conclusively proved that you were guilty of rape." 

In Nicaragua, President Zelaya took these events with remarkable 
equanimity. He never showed any anger at losing the canal, or any out­
rage at the American-sponsored "revolution" that cut a nearby nation 
in two. Instead, just a few weeks after the uprising, he received an envoy 
from the Republic of Panama, gave a dinner party in his honor, and rec­
ognized his government. He had good reason for all this, as John Ellis 
Findling explained. 

Zelaya's complacency toward the loss of the canal route can be explained 

by two major factors new in isthmian affairs. First, the years 1902 

and 1903 were peaceful ones for Central America, and Zelaya used the 

time to begin quietly shaping a new Central American union under his 

leadership .... Second, [he) had begun to grant large and potentially 

lucrative concessions to American and Nicaraguan businessmen. A United 

States canal would probably have interfered with this economic policy. 

Like idealists and utopians up to the present day, Zelaya dreamed of 
reestablishing the united Central America that existed from 1821 to 
1838. In 1902 he called the presidents of the other four Central Ameri­
can countries-Guatemala, EI Salvador, Honduras, and Costa Rica-to a 
conference at which he hoped to launch the process of reunification. It 
produced a series of fine-sounding accords, but soon the isthmus fell 
back into its age-old conflict between Conservatives and Liberals. Zelaya 
began trying to impose his will, first by applying political pressure and 
then by sending military expeditions into Honduras and EI Salvador. 

Once construction of the Panama Canal started, American officials 
took an exceedingly dim view of adventures like these. Yet Zelaya's 
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periodic military forays, upsetting as they were to some in Washington, 
would probably not have been enough to lead the United States to 
decree his overthrow. Nor would his failure to observe the niceties of 
democracy at home. To these two transgressions, however, he added a 
third, which tipped the balance against him. He continually clashed 
with American companies operating in his country. 

Among all of Zelaya's accomplishments, none stands above his unifi­
cation of the Nicaraguan nation. Through his efforts, the British, who 
had long controlled the thriving ports on Nicaragua's eastern coast and 
the tropical wilderness around them, finally gave up their pretensions 
there. After they were gone, American businessmen moved in. More 
than a dozen bought concessions from Zelaya's government that allowed 
them exclusive logging, mining, or other rights in specified areas. Sev­
eral later turned against him and appealed to the State Department 
for help. 

Among the most pugnacious of these was George D. Emery, a Boston 
lumber merchant. In 1894, Emery bought a concession to harvest 
mahogany, cedar, and other fine woods from a forest in eastern 
Nicaragua. Within a few years he had become the prime supplier of 
mahogany to the Pullman Palace Car Company and other discriminat­
ing customers. He employed more than 1,500 Nicaraguan laborers, paid 
the government $40,000 per year in concession fees, and represented 
$2 million in American investment. 

Emery's concession agreement required him to do two things: build a 
rail line through his forest preserve, and plant two trees for everyone he 
cut down. He did neither. When the government began insisting, he 
demanded that the State Department defend him against Zelaya's 
"molestation and oppressive extractions." 

President Roosevelt paid little attention to the complaints of busi­
nessmen like Emery, and the question of whether he would have moved 
to crush Zelaya has intrigued Nicaraguan historians for years. Roosevelt 
is often thought of as one of the founders of American imperialism. His 
colorful exploits in Cuba, his oft-quoted declaration that the United 
States should keep a "big stick" handy for use in world affairs, and his 
willingness to stage a sham revolution in Panama all argue for that 
view. It would be incomplete, however. Roosevelt was eager to resolve 
troubles with foreign nations peacefully when possible, and he took great 
pride in the fact that during his presidency, the United States never 
started a conflict in which a single life was lost. He had no sympathy for 
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idle ruling classes like those that had long dominated Central America. 
In Jose Santos Zelaya, a man of restless intellect, impatient energy, and 
reformist zeal, he may even have seen a reflection of himself. As late as 
1908, he was still addressing the Nicaraguan leader as his "great and 
good friend." 

Nevertheless, Roosevelt was indirectly responsible for Zelaya's over­
throw, because he propounded the principle that justified it. Since 
1823, U.S. policy in the Western Hemisphere had been shaped by the 
Monroe Doctrine, a unilateral declaration that the United States would 
not tolerate any attempt by European powers to influence the course of 
events in the Americas. Once work began on the Panama Canal, Roo­
sevelt decided to go further. In 1904 he proclaimed the "Roosevelt 
Corollary" to the Monroe Doctrine, which asserted the right of the 
United States to intervene in any country in the Western Hemisphere 
that it judged to be in need of intervention. 

If a nation shows that it knows how to act with reasonable efficiency and 

decency in social and political matters, if it keeps order and pays its obli­

gations, it need fear no interference from the United States. Chronic 

wrongdoing, or an impotence which results in a general loosening of the 

ties of civilized society, may in America, as elsewhere, ultimately require 

intervention by some civilized nation, and in the Western Hemisphere 

the adherence of the United States to the Monroe Doctrine may force the 

U.S., however reluctantly, in flagrant cases of such wrongdoing or impo­

tence, to the exercise of an international peace power. 

Roosevelt left the presidency in March 1909. His successor, William 
Howard Taft, was closer to big business, and chose Philander Knox, a 
highly successful corporate lawyer and former attorney general, to be 
secretary of state. Knox had spent years representing major American 
corporations, most notably Carnegie Steel, and had worked closely with 
William Nelson Cromwell to organize the company that became United 
States Steel. One of his most cherished clients was the Philadelphia­
based La Luz and Los Angeles Mining Company, which held a lucrative 
gold mining concession in eastern Nicaragua. Besides his professional 
relationship with La Luz, Knox was politically and socially close to the 
Fletcher family of Philadelphia, which owned it. 

The Fletchers protected their company in an unusually effective way. 
Gilmore Fletcher managed it. His brother, Henry Fletcher, worked at the 
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State Department, holding a series of influential positions and ulti­
mately rising to undersecretary. Both detested Zelaya, especially after he 
began threatening, in 1908, to cancel the La Luz concession. 

Encouraged by the Fletcher brothers, Knox looked eagerly for a way to 
force Zelaya from power. He thought he might have one when the lum­
ber baron George Emery approached him. Emery was demanding that 
the Nicaraguan government compensate him for losses he said he had 
incurred in Nicaragua, and Knox seized on his case. He sent a brusque 
note to the Nicaraguan minister in Washington, warning him that his 
country's "unnecessary, unwarranted and dilatory" delay in settling this 
claim threatened the "good will" that existed between Managua and 
Washington. Much to Knox's surprise and perhaps disappointment, 
Zelaya met all his demands and quickly accepted the settlement Emery 
proposed. Under its provisions, Emery gave up his concession and 
received $640,000 in compensation. 

Soon afterward, Knox's anger flared again when Zelaya signed an 
agreement to borrow £1.25 million from European banks to finance his 
dream project, a coast-to-coast railroad. Knox had nothing against the 
railroad, but he understood perfectly well that by borrowing money 
from European rather than American banks, Zelaya was trying to make 
his country less dependent on the United States. This he could not 
abide. He asked the British and French governments to quash the loan, 
but they politely refused. In the summer of 1909, it was successfully 
floated in London and Paris. 

For several years, Knox and others in Washington had been spread­
ing rumors that Zelaya was secretly negotiating with European or Japa­
nese interests to build a canal across his country that would compete 
with the one the United States was building in Panama. Those rumors 
were false, but Zelaya did not deny that the canal idea intrigued him. 
Nor did he hide his conviction that it was to Nicaragua's advantage to 
have friends other than the United States. He was a fervent nationalist 
with outsized ambitions for himself and his country. Once he ordered a 
Peruvian citizen deported from Nicaragua, and when the Peruvian 
threatened to appeal to his government, Zelaya replied, "Appeal by all 
means! When I ridicule the United States, laugh at Germany and spit on 
England, what do you suppose I care for your beggarly Peru?" 

Knox found all this quite intolerable. In the summer of 1909, he 
began orchestrating a campaign designed to turn American public opin­
ion against Zelaya. He seized on several minor incidents in Nicaragua, 
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including one in which an American tobacco merchant was briefly 
jailed, to paint the Nicaraguan regime as brutal and oppressive. He sent 
diplomats to Nicaragua whom he knew to be strongly anti-Zelaya, and 
passed their lurid reports to friends in the press. Soon American news­
papers were screaming that Zelaya had imposed a "reign of terror" in 
Nicaragua and become "the menace of Central America." As their sensa­
tionalist campaign reached a peak, President Taft gravely announced 
that the United States would no longer "tolerate and deal with such a 
medieval despot." 

With this declaration, the United States pronounced Zelaya's politi­
cal death sentence. American businessmen in Bluefields, the main town 
on the Caribbean coast, rushed to carry out the execution. With tacit 
approval from the American consul, William Moffett, with whom they 
shared their plans at every stage, they formed a conspiracy with the 
ambitious provincial governor, General Juan Jose Estrada. On October 
10, 1909, Estrada declared himself president of Nicaragua and appealed 
to the United States for diplomatic recognition. 

This revolution was extraordinarily well financed. The chief account­
ant for the La Luz mining company, Adolfo Diaz, a bespectacled clerk 
from a modest Conservative family, served as its treasurer. American 
companies operating in and around Bluefields sent him large sums of 
money. The cost of the revolution has been variously estimated at 
between $63,000 and $2 million. 

Estrada used much of the money to raise and equip a militia. It did 
not prove a great fighting force, though, and his proclaimed march on 
Managua quickly bogged down in the jungle. Zelaya sent troops to 
crush it. Knox, watching from Washington, was stymied. His revolution 
had broken out, but it was quickly collapsing. He needed a pretext to 
intervene. To his great good fortune, Zelaya gave him one. 

Estrada's call for rebel fighters, like every call for fighters in Central 
America, had attracted dozens of American adventurers, mercenaries, 
and gunslingers. Some were miners looking for excitement. Others 
worked for American-owned companies in Bluefields or other coastal 
towns. A handful sailed down from New Orleans. Two would go down 
in Nicaraguan history. 

Lee Roy Cannon was a Virginian who had been a rubber planter in 
Nicaragua, a police officer in El Salvador, and a mercenary in Honduras. 
He had retired to Guatemala, but apparently retirement did not suit 
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him. When Estrada offered him the rank of colonel in Nicaragua's rebel 
army, he accepted. 

Cannon's closest comrade was another veteran of Central American 
wars, Leonard Groce, a Texan who had taken leave from his job as the 
supervisor of mining properties for La Luz. The two men carried out sev­
eral operations together. After one of them, both were captured. They 
confessed to having laid a mine in the San Juan River with the intention 
of blowing up the Diamante, a naval vessel that was carrying five hun­
dred government soldiers to suppress their uprising. Both were sum­
marily convicted of "the crime of rebellion" and sentenced to die. 
Zelaya rejected their pleas for clemency, and early on the morning of 
November 17, 1909, they were put to death by firing squad. 

As soon as news of these executions reached Washington, Knox seized 
on it. He fired off an angry note to the Nicaraguan foreign minister 
declaring that the United States would "not for one moment tolerate 
such treatment of American citizens." Then he issued an official legal 
opinion holding that because Estrada's rebellion had given his men 
the "stature" of belligerents, Cannon and Groce had been entitled to 
prisoner-of-war status. That made Zelaya a war criminal. 

Knox tried to persuade Guatemala, El Salvador, and Costa Rica to send 
armies into Nicaragua to topple Zelaya, but all three demurred. That left 
the secretary of state and President Taft to decide whether the United 
States should act alone. They had no trouble making up their minds. 
On December I, Knox wrote the Nicaraguan minister in Washington an 
extraordinary letter demanding that Zelaya's government be replaced 
by "one entirely disassociated from the present intolerable conditions." 
Nicaraguan schoolchildren study it to this day. 

It is notorious that President Zelaya has almost continually kept Central 

America in tension or turmoil. ... It is equally a matter of common knowl­

edge that under the regime of President Zelaya, republican. institutions 

have ceased in Nicaragua to exist except in name, that public opinion 

and the press have been throttled, and that prison has been the reward of 

any tendency to real patriotism .... 

Two Americans who, this government is now convinced, were officers 

connected with the revolutionary forces, and therefore entitled to be 

dealt with according to the enlightened practice of civilized nations, 

have been killed by direct order of President Zelaya. Their execution is 
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said to have been preceded by barbarous cruelties. The consulate at Man­

agua is now officially reported to have been menaced .... 

The government of the United States is convinced that the revolution 

represents the will of a majority of the Nicaraguan people more than 

does the government of President Zelaya .... In these circumstances, the 

President no longer feels for the government of President Zelaya that 

respect and confidence which would make it appropriate hereafter to 

maintain with it regular diplomatic relations. 

There was no mistaking the seriousness of this message. "We are 
stricken to the heart, we are paralyzed," the Nicaraguan minister said 
after receiving it. Zelaya was also taken aback. He appealed to Mexico 
and Costa Rica, whose leaders were on good terms with the Taft admin­
istration, to intercede on his behalf, but they refused. Then he proposed 
that a commission made up of Mexicans and Americans come to 
Nicaragua to investigate the Cannon and Groce cases, and promised to 
resign if it found him guilty of any wrongdoing. Taft replied by ordering 
warships to approach both Nicaraguan coasts, and the marines to assem­
ble in Panama. 

The Knox Note, as it came to be known, made clear that the United 
States would not rest until Zelaya was gone. Given the American mili­
tary forces arrayed against him, he had no alternative but to comply. 
On December 16, 1909, he submitted his resignation. In his farewell 
speech to the National Assembly, he said he hoped his departure would 
produce peace" and above all, the suspension of the hostility shown by 
the United States, to which I wish to give no pretext that will allow it to 
continue intervening in any way with the destiny of this country." A 
few days later he boarded a ship at the Pacific port of Corinto and sailed 
into exile. 

The new president, Jose Madriz, a distinguished Liberal jurist, made 
suppressing the rebellion his first priority. He dispatched an infantry 
force to Bluefields, and also ordered the purchase of a New Orleans-based 
steamship, the Venus, and her refitting for military use. By the time the 
Venus arrived off the coast of Bluefields, in mid-May 1910, the infantry 
was already there. Government commanders demanded that Estrada's 
rebels surrender or face simultaneous attack from land and sea. 

Before a shot could be fired, the United States intervened. William 
Moffett, the American consul, sent the commander of the Venus a note 
telling him that out of concern for the lives of Americans in and around 
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Bluefields, he had declared the area a "neutral zone." Following the 
example of John L. Stevens, the American diplomat who had ordered 
government troops in Hawaii not to attack or arrest rebels, Moffett 
ordered the commander not to fire at any onshore position and not to 
interfere with commercial shipping. This meant that the Venus could 
neither attack the rebels nor stop ships that were bringing them arms. It 
also assured the rebels of a continuing source of income from customs 
revenue. 

When Moffett wrote the note, he had no military power to enforce it. 
A few days later, two American warships, the Paducah and the Dubuque, 
appeared at Bluefields and disgorged several companies of marines. 
Their commander was Major Smedley Butler, a master of counterinsur­
gency who, at the age of twenty-eight, was already a veteran of the 
Spanish-American War, the Philippine conflict, and the Panama inter­
vention of 1903. Butler's men took control of Bluefields without resis­
tance. After quickly assessing the situation there, he concluded that the 
rebels had no chance of withstanding an army attack. 

"Unless something drastic was done, the revolution would fail," But­
ler wrote later. "It didn't take a ton of bricks to make me see daylight. It 
was plain that Washington would like to see the revolutionists come 
out on top." 

To help that happen, Butler devised a simple formula. He wrote a let­
ter to the Nicaraguan army commanders poised outside Bluefields, 
telling them that while they were of course free to attack whenever they 
wished, he must insist that they not use firearms. Stray bullets, he 
explained, "might accidentally hit American citizens." 

"How are we to take the town if we can't shoot?" the commanders 
demanded in reply. "And won't you also disarm the revolutionaries 
defending the town?" 

"There is no danger of the defenders killing American troops," Butler 
told them smoothly, "because they will be shooting outwards, but your 
troops will be firing towards us." 

Nicaraguan soldiers encamped outside Bluefields were thus forbid­
den to assault the rebels there. They withdrew and marched to the town 
of Rama, about twenty-five miles up the coast. Butler led a handful of 
marines after them. 

We sent an American beachcomber on ahead to Rama to be sure there 
would be another American life to protect, and then re-enacted the farce 
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at Bluefields. We forbade shooting by the government forces, and they 

finally melted away, convinced of the hopelessness of opposing the revo­

lutionists backed by the Marines. The revolution ended then and there. 

President Madriz, who had devoted his life to jurisprudence, believed 
he could negotiate with the United States on the basis of legality. He did 
not anticipate that American leaders would intervene so directly against 
his government. When they did, he proposed a series of compromises. 
American diplomats rejected all of them, insisting that Nicaragua must 
have a government free of "Zelayist influence." There was nothing 
more to be said or done. At the end of August, Madriz resigned from 
office and followed Zelaya into exile. 

With the seat of power vacant, General Estrada was able to march 
unopposed to Managua. While still under way, he sent a telegram to 
Secretary of State Knox assuring American leaders of "the warm regard 
entertained for them by the victorious party of the revolution." He 
entered the capital and was sworn in as president on August 21, 1910. 

"On that day," New York Times correspondent Harold Denny later 
wrote, "began the American rule of Nicaragua, political and economic." 

The day was more significant than Denny could have known. It may 
now be recognized as the opening of an era. This was the first time the 
United States government had explicitly orchestrated the overthrow of 
a foreign leader. In Hawaii, an American diplomat had managed the 
revolution, but without specific instructions from Washington. In Cuba, 
Puerto Rico, and the Philippines, American "regime change" operations 
were part of a larger war. The overthrow of President Zelaya in 
Nicaragua was the first real American coup. 

ON A DECEMBER EVENING IN 1910, BARELY A YEAR AFTER ZELAYA FELL, FOUR 

dapper figures stepped out of their New Orleans hotel to sample the 
fleshy delights of Storyville, one of the world's most celebrated concen­
trations of bordellos, jazz clubs, and gambling halls. Music spilled onto 
the streets. Women flashed meretricious smiles and more at men wear­
ing silk suits and diamond stickpins. It was a fine place for four adven­
turers to spend their last night in the United States before setting out to 
overthrow a government. 

As the four strolled through Storyville, United States Secret Service 
agents followed at a respectful distance. The agents had been watching 
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them for days. It was common knowledge that these four men were 
plotting a revolution in Honduras, and the Secret Service, which was 
responsible for enforcing neutrality laws, wanted to make sure they did 
not launch it from American soil. 

The best known of the four conspirators was Lee Christmas, a flam­
boyant soldier of fortune who had fought in almost every Central Amer­
ican war and revolution of the past quarter century. Christmas, who 
styled himself a general, wore a tasseled uniform made especially for 
him by a Paris tailor. He was as famous in the United States as he was in 
Central America. Sunday supplements competed to publish breathless 
accounts of his exploits. One of them, in the New York Times, called him 
"a Dumas hero in real life" and "the most spectacular figure in Central 
America today." 

Business, specifically the business of revolution, brought Christmas to 
New Orleans at the end of 1910. The most ambitious and successful 
banana planter in Central America, Sam Zemurray, had hired him to 
overthrow the Honduran government, and he had come to New Orleans 
to organize the plot. This he had done. Now he needed to slip away from 
the Secret Service so he could sail off to Honduras and start fighting. 

That night in Storyville, Christmas was accompanied by his three most 
important coconspirators. One was a notorious New Orleans gangster, 
George "Machine Gun" Molony, whom Christmas trusted to shoot his 
way into or out of any situation they might encounter in Honduras. 
The other two were Hondurans: Manuel Bonilla, the man Zemurray had· 
chosen to be the country's next president, and Bonilla's chief aide, Flo­
rian Davadi. Trapped in New Orleans as they were, these four decided to 
make the best of their situation. That led them to the sumptuous May 
Evans bordello on Basin Street. 

As the four conspirators disappeared into the warm embrace for which 
May Evans was famous, Secret Service agents took up posts nearby. It 
must have been frustrating duty. The agents huddled against the raw 
wind that chills New Orleans in midwinter, while the men they were 
watching caroused the night away inside. Finally, at two o'clock in the 
morning, they called it a night. 

"It's nothing but a drunken brawl in the District," they reported to 
their supervisor before heading home. 

Christmas was immediately told that the agents had walked away 
from their posts. He jumped from his bed, quickly dressed, grabbed 
Bonilla and their two companions, and raced toward their car. 
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"Well, compadre," he told Bonilla as they sped away, "this is the first 
time I've ever heard of anybody going from a whorehouse to a White 
House!" 

The four men raced to Bayou St. John, where Sam Zemurray's private 
yacht was docked, climbed aboard, and then sailed across Lake Pontchar­
train and the Mississippi Sound to his hideaway on Ship Island. Their 
patron was waiting for them. He had cases of rifles and ammunition 
hidden on the island, and under cover of the winter darkness, the men 
ferried them to the Hornet, a surplus navy ship they had bought for the 
operation. Before dawn they set sail for Honduras. 

Deposing Zelaya's government in Nicaragua had required the com­
bined efforts of the State Department, the navy, the marines, and Presi­
dent Taft. In Honduras, Zemurray set out to do the job himself. No 
American businessman ever held a foreign nation's destiny so com­
pletely in his hands. 

"Sam the Banana Man" was one of the most colorful figures in the 
history of American capitalism. In New Orleans he is remembered as a 
philanthropist who donated $1 million to Tulane University and paid 
to build a hospital for black women. Agronomists still admire his con­
tributions to the science of banana cultivation. Some Jews consider him 
an exemplary figure of their Diaspora, an immigrant from Eastern Europe 
who arrived at Ellis Island as a penniless youth and rose to great wealth 
and power. In Honduras, people know him as the man who overthrew 
their government and took over their country. 

It is safe to presume that no one in Kishinev, today the capital of 
Moldova, had ever seen a banana when Samuel Zmuri was born there in 
1877. Nor had most people in Alabama, where the renamed Sam 
Zemurray landed with relatives when he was fifteen years old. He found 
work as a dock laborer in Mobile. There he watched sailors dump 
bunches of overripe bananas into the sea. He came up with the idea of 
buying them and sending them quickly to inland towns. Business 
boomed. By the time Zemurray was twenty-one, he was worth more 
than $100,000. 

After selling other people's bananas for more than a decade, Zemur­
ray decided to try growing his own. He borrowed half a million dollars, 
some of it at usurious interest rates of up to 50 percent, and bought fif­
teen thousand acres of land in Honduras. Once again he was brilliantly 
successful, easily paying off his loans and becoming a major force in the 
banana trade. His only problem was the Honduran government. 
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Like many other American businessmen in Central America, Zemur­
ray considered his land a private fiefdom. He resented having to pay 
taxes and abide by Honduran laws and regulations. That put him in 
conflict with President Miguel Davila, who not only insisted that for­
eign businesses submit to taxation but was campaigning to limit the 
amount of land foreigners could own in Honduras. 

Davila was a Liberal who had been a protege of the deposed Nicaraguan 
leader Jose Santos Zelaya. When Zelaya fell, he lost a vital political and 
military ally. Among those who realized this was Sam Zemurray. He 
decided that Davila was now ripe to be overthrown, and with typical 
resolve set out to do the overthrowing himself. 

The first thing Zemurray needed was a pretender, someone who could 
take over the Honduran presidency and run the country on his behalf. 
Bonilla, a conspiracy-minded former general who had once before 
seized the presidency, was an ideal candidate. Since being overthrown, 
Bonilla had been living in British Honduras (present-day Belize) and 
dreaming of a return to power. He had the ambition, but not the means. 
In the spring of 1910, he described his situation quite simply. 

"I am in need of the indispensable elements," he wrote to a friend. 
"Without the decided assistance of EI Amigo, I do not rise in arms 
against General Davila." 

EI Amigo was, of course, the most powerful man in Honduras, Sam 
Zemurray. It was inevitable that he and Bonilla would join forces. /lEI 

Amigo had no other Honduran politico who, once installed in power, 
would be so understanding about the banana men's problems," accord­
ing to one history of the period. "Zemurray would unlikely stop his 
intrigues until the effective exercise of power in Honduras was in the 
hands of a leader or faction sympathetic to his banana business. II 

Although Zemurray and Bonilla made a fine pair, they could not 
launch a revolution on their own. Zemurray had the money, and 
Bonilla made a reasonable front man, but neither had the skills to 
assemble and lead a reliable fighting force. Both knew who could. Lee 
Christmas, who had served as director of the Honduran police during 
Bonilla's presidency, was the hemisphere's most famous soldier of for­
tune. No one was better suited to the job of overthrowing a Central 
American government. Zemurray approached him with a generous 
offer, and he quickly accepted. 

At the end of 1910, Christmas, Bonilla, and Zemurray met in New 
Orleans to make their plan. They made no attempt to hide what they 
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were doing. Christmas set about recruiting among the eager crowd of 
ne'er-do-wells who hung around New Orleans waiting for just such a 
chance. Zemurray, meanwhile, arranged to buy the Hornet. 

Secret Service agents realized full well that the Hornet was to be used 
in an attempt to overthrow the Honduran government. They told her 
new owners that she would be forbidden to sail unless federal inspec­
tors certified that she was transporting no weaponry. Zemurray invited 
inspectors aboard, and they found her to be carrying only large 
amounts of food, two hundred tons of coal, and twenty men. That 
meant they could not detain her, and on December 22, the conspirators 
set sail from Algiers Point. 

Rather than head for Honduras, though, the Hornet hovered just out­
side the American three-mile limit. The plan was for her to wait there 
until Christmas and the other conspirators could shake off their Secret 
Service detail. On the night of December 23 in Storyville, they did. Early 
the next morning, the Hornet, newly laden with rifles, ammunition, and 
George Molony's cherished Hotchkiss machine gun, sailed into action. 

On New Year's Eve the Hornet approached the Honduran island of 
Roatan and quickly captured it, with the defending government force 
surrendering after firing just one shot. Christmas and Molony left their 
men there to celebrate. They took a launch to the nearby island of Utila, 
dragged the local commander out of bed, and told him he was deposed. 
Then they forced him to run in circles around his cabin, dressed only in 
underwear, and shout "Viva Bonilla!/I 

Two American gunboats, the Tacoma and the Marietta, were cruising 
nearby. Their commanders were uncertain whether to seize the Hornet. 
They knew they should act according to Washington's wishes, and were 
awaiting orders. 

The United States had a special interest in Honduras at this moment. 
Under a series of Liberal presidents, Honduras had fallen into the habit 
of borrowing money from European banks. President Taft and Secretary 
of State Knox disapproved of this practice, just as they had disapproved 
of Zelaya's railroad loan in 1909. They asked President Davila to transfer 
his debt by accepting a $30 million loan from the American banking 
firm of]. P. Morgan, most of which would be used to payoff the Euro­
pean creditors. To guarantee repayment, ]. P. Morgan would take over 
the Honduran customs service and oversee its Treasury, in effect turning 
the country into a protectorate. 

This proposal put President Davila in an impossible position. He 
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knew that if he accepted the loan, many of his fellow Liberals would 
erupt in anger. If he rejected it, the Americans were certain to punish 
him. 

As Davila wrestled with his dilemma, rebels aboard the Hornet sailed 
to the port of Trujillo and seized it. When news of this reached the Hon­
duran minister in Washington, he decided that it was time for him to 
sign the treaty authorizing the Morgan loan. He marched to the State 
Department and did so. That confused matters, and the news led Cap­
tain George Cooper, commander of the Marietta, to place the Hornet 
under military guard. He warned the insurgents on board not to launch 
further attacks, and when a group of them did anyway, he ordered the 
vessel seized for violating American neutrality laws. 

Despite this apparent unpleasantness, Christmas remained on 
friendly terms with Captain Cooper. On January 17, the two men met 
aboard the Marietta. "He informed me," Cooper reported in a dispatch 
to Washington, "that the State Department was well aware of all the 
plans of the revolutionists before they began, and that they were practi­
cally encouraged." 

This was clear diplomatic code. Cooper was asking the State Depart­
ment if it did indeed support the revolution. When he received no reply 
contradicting Christmas's claim, he logically came to accept it as true. 
He was correct. 

Officials in Washington were ambivalent when the Honduran revo­
lution broke out, but they soon concluded that its success would benefit 
the United States. They considered Davila untrustworthy because of his 
well-known Liberal sympathies and feared that, if allowed to remain in 
office, he would become a dangerous symbol of independence who 
might inspire nationalists elsewhere in Central America. His doubts 
about the Morgan loan confirmed his lack of deference to American 
power. Bonilla, on the other hand, was eager to lead Honduras into 
what would necessarily be a highly unequal partnership with the 
United States. It was an easy call. 

Christmas brought his men ashore from their confiscated ship and 
led them toward La Ceiba, the main town on the coast. When they 
arrived there, they found that Captain Cooper had done them a great 
favor. He had sent a message to the local army commander, General 
Francisco Guerrero, declaring La Ceiba a "neutral zone" that was "off 
limits" to any fighting. Guerrero, forbidden to defend his pOSitions, 
resolved to attack the insurgents outside town. 
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The battle of La Ceiba, fought on January 25, 1911, was one of the 
fiercest of that era. Hundreds of men fought on each side. "Machine 
Gun" Molony lived up to his name by proving highly adept with his 
Hotchkiss, even using it to capture the defenders' single Krupp artillery 
piece. In the end, the insurgents triumphed. Among the dead was Gen­
eral Guerrero, who was shot off his horse while urging his men to the 
front. 

In the Honduran capital, Tegucigalpa, President Davila knew that the 
fall of La Ceiba was very bad news. Hoping to salvage something from 
the disaster, he called the American minister to his office and said he 
was "ready to deliver the presidency to any person designated by the 
United States." To prove his good faith, he asked the National Assembly 
to approve the Morgan loan treaty. By a vote of thirty-two to four, it 
indignantly refused and instead passed a resolution declaring the treaty 
unconstitutional and "an offense against Honduras." 

"Honduras had escaped the grasp of bankers," one historian later 
wrote, "only to fall into the clutches of the banana men." 

The vote against the Morgan loan sealed President Davila's fate. A few 
days later, the United States issued an order forbidding any more fight­
ing in Honduras, meaning that Davila could no longer use his army. 
Stripped of the most elemental power of self-defense, he resigned the 
presidency. He was defeated not by Lee Christmas but by a fiat issued in 
Washington. 

Over the next few weeks, Christmas and an American diplomat, 
Thomas Dawson, met several times aboard the Marietta to decide the 
future of Honduras. They came up with a formula under which a provi­
sional president would hold office for a year and then resign in favor of 
Bonilla. It worked as planned, and Bonilla assumed the presidency in 
February 1912. As he took the oath of office in Tegucigalpa, seventy-five 
United States Marines guarded the wharf that American fruit companies 
used in Puerto Cortes, to ensure that nationalists would not destroy it in 
protest. 

An American prosecutor in New Orleans later indicted both Bonilla 
and Christmas for violating neutrality laws, but the cases never came to 
trial. President Taft personally ordered the charges against Bonilla 
dropped. The prosecutor, understanding this message, soon did the 
same for Christmas. 

President Bonilla handsomely rewarded the man who had placed 
him in power. Soon after taking office, he awarded Zemurray 10,000 
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hectares of banana land-about 24,700 acres-near the north coast. 
Later he added 10,000 hectares near the Guatemalan border. Then he 
gave Zemurray a unique permit allowing his businesses to import what­
ever they needed duty-free. Finally, he authorized Zemurray to raise a 
$500,000 loan in the name of the Honduran government, and use the 
money to repay himself for what he claimed to have spent organizing 
the revolution. 

With assets like these, it is no wonder that Zemurray soon became 
known as "the uncrowned king of Central America." He was certainly 
the king of Honduras. After Bonilla's death in 1913, he controlled a 
string of preSidents. In 1925 he secured exclusive lumbering rights to a 
region covering one-tenth of Honduran territory. Later he merged his 
enterprises with United Fruit and took over as the firm's managing 
director. Under his leadership, United Fruit became inextricably inter­
woven with the fabric of Central American life. According to one study, 
it "throttled competitors, dominated governments, manacled railroads, 
ruined planters, choked cooperatives, domineered over workers, fought 
organized labor and exploited consumers." Four decades later, this 
uniquely powerful company would help overthrow another Central 
American government. 



A Break In the History of the World 

The most powerful fleet of warships ever to sail under one flag lined up 
for a glorious procession off the coast of Virginia on the cool, cloudy 
morning of December 16, 1907. Thousands of people cheered from the 
shore and from small boats. Many waved American flags. Only a hand­
ful of them, though, knew where this fleet was going. 

As a band played "The Girl I Left Behind Me," sixteen battleships 
sailed slowly past the presidential yacht Mayflower at four-hundred-yard 
intervals. Together they carried fourteen thousand soldiers and marines, 
along with nearly a quarter of a million tons of armament. All were 
painted white, with gilded scrollwork adorning their bows. President 
Theodore Roosevelt, as fervent an advocate of sea power as ever occu­
pied the White House, could barely contain his excitement. 

"Did you ever see such a fleet?" he asked his guests aboard the 
Mayflower, flashing his famous grin. "And such a day? It ought to make 
us all feel proud!" 

Roosevelt had spent much of his presidency pushing for the con­
struction of the ships. He wanted to show them off to the world, but no 
war was brewing to which they could be dispatched. With typical flair, 
he decided to assemble them into one spectacular fleet and send it on a 
long voyage. The Great White Fleet, as it came to be known, would sail 
south from Virginia, call at ports in the Caribbean, proceed along both 
coasts of South America, and finally dock in California. 

The fleet represented fearsome martial power, but it was more than 
simply a weapon of war. It symbolized the self-confidence and sense of 
limitless possibility that gripped the American imagination in the first 
decade of the twentieth century. Roosevelt thought it a fine idea to 
show the flag in Trinidad, Brazil, Chile, Peru, and Mexico. Even that 
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itinerary, however, was not ambitious enough for him. He was the first 
president whose conception of American power was truly global, and 
the Great White Fleet was his way of proclaiming it. 

A few hours after the fleet passed out of Hampton Roads, its com­
mander, Admiral Robley Evans, summoned his officers and gave them 
startling news. Their route would not be as announced. Roosevelt had 
given him the real plan, to be kept secret until they sailed. The fleet 
would indeed sail around South America to California, but it would not 
stop there. It was to cross the Pacific Ocean, enter and cross the Indian 
Ocean, pass through the Suez Canal, sail across the Mediterranean, pass 
Gibraltar, and then cross the Atlantic to dock back in Virginia. This 
would be a tour not around a continent but around the world. 

When the plan became public, Roosevelt's critics howled in protest. 
Sending such an enormous fleet of warships on such an ambitious trip 
was highly provocative, they charged, not to mention dangerous and 
expensive. Senator Eugene Hale of Maine, chairman of the Naval Appro­
priations Committee, threatened to withhold the necessary funds. Roo­
sevelt replied curtly that he already had all the money he needed. 

"Try and get it back! II he dared Hale. 
For the next fourteen months, Americans breathlessly followed the 

progress of the Great White Fleet. After a few sailors were involved in a 
barroom brawl in Rio de Janeiro, newspaper correspondents began por­
traying it as skirting constantly on the edge of danger. In fact, the oppo­
site was true. The fleet's officers and men were welcomed warmly 
wherever they called. 

In South America they were feted with banquets, parades, gala balls, 
and sporting contests, and a Peruvian composer even wrote a rousing 
march for them, "The White Squadron." At Pearl Harbor, they spent six 
days enjoying luaus, regattas, and other tropical pleasures. In Auckland, 
New Zealand, Maori dancers performed for them. A quarter of a million 
people greeted them in Sydney. From Australia they sailed to Manila, 
capital of the American-owned Philippines, but because of a cholera 
epidemic they were confined to their ships. Then it was on to Japan, 
which American strategists had already identified as an emerging rival 
in the Pacifici to Chinai back to the Philippinesi westward to Ceylon 
(modern-day Sri Lanka)i and, finally, through the Suez Canal and across 
the Atlantic to home. 

The fleet arrived back at its Virginia base on George Washington's 
birthday, February 22, 1909. A huge crowd turned out despite steady 
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rain. As the giant ships maneuvered into their berths, a military band 
played "There's No Place like Home." President Roosevelt, who had only 
two weeks remaining in his term, was of course on hand. He later wrote 
that sponsoring this extraordinary voyage was lithe most important 
service I rendered for peace." 

That is debatable, but the Great White Fleet's world tour did have 
profound effects. It gave the navy invaluable experience in the logistics 
of long-distance deployment. For naval architects, it provided a host of 
insights that led to the development of the next generation of warships. 
In every country where the fleet called, it left government leaders and 
ordinary people with a new appreciation of American power. Most 
important, it was an ingeniously theatrical form of saber rattling, a 
proclamation that the United States was now a major force in world 
affairs. No one who saw the Great White Fleet could have doubted 
either this nation's power or its ambition. 

HISTORIC SHIFTS IN WORLD POLITICS OFTEN HAPPEN SLOWLY AND ARE HARDLY 

even noticeable until years later. That was not the case with the emer­
gence of the United States as a world power. It happened quite suddenly 
in the spring and summer of 1898. 

Until then, most Americans had seemed satisfied with a nation 
whose reach extended only across their own continent. Their leaders 
had passed up several chances to seize Hawaii. They could have grabbed 
Cuba when revolution first broke out there in 1868 but did not even 
consider it. Nor did they try to take the Dominican Republic in the 
1870s, when it seemed to be available for annexation. 

In 1898 the United States definitively embraced what Senator Henry 
Cabot Lodge called lithe large policy." Historians have given it various 
names: expansionism, imperialism, neocolonialism. Whatever it is 
called, it represents the will of Americans to extend their global reach. 

"How stupendous a change in the world these six months have 
brought," the British diplomat and historian James Bryce marveled in 
the autumn of 1898. "Six months ago you no more thought of annex­
ing the Philippine Isles and Porto Rico than you think of annexing 
Spitzbergen today." 

Some Americans did, in fact, entertain ambitions that reached 
almost that far. Henry Cabot Lodge was among several members of 
Congress who urged the annexation of Canada. Roosevelt mused about 
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attacking Spain, and picked out Cadiz and Barcelona as possible targets. 
Portuguese leaders feared that American troops might seize the Azores. 

Several times before the United States emerged as a world power in 
1898, it had used its military might to force other countries to accept its 
goods. Commodore Matthew Perry led gunboats to Japan in 1854 and, 
in their shadow, induced the Japanese to sign a treaty opening their 
ports to American traders. In 1882 a naval force dispatched by President 
Chester A. Arthur did the same in Korea. Only at the end of the cen­
tury, though, did the American economy reach a level of productivity 
that made these impositions a central feature of United States foreign 
policy. 

"Here, then, is the new realpolitik," proclaimed the eminent historian 
Charles Beard. "A free opportunity for expansion in foreign markets is 
indispensable to the prosperity of American business. Modern diplo­
macy is commercial. Its chief concern is with the promotion of eco­
nomic interests abroad." 

Outsiders watched the emergence of this new America with a combi­
nation of awe and fear. Among the most astonished were European 
newspaper correspondents who were posted in the United States during 
1898. One wrote in the London Times that he had witnessed nothing 
less than "a break in the history of the world." Another, in the Manches­
ter Guardian, reported that nearly every American had come to embrace 
the expansionist idea, while the few critics "are simply laughed at for 
their pains." 

Some of these journalists were unsettled by what they saw. "Love for 
the impossible, the manic paSSion for what has never been dared before, 
penetrates your nerves after an hour, makes your eyes shine and your 
hands shake, and you run," wrote La Stampa's New York correspondent. 
Le Temps said the United States, formerly "as democratic as any society 
can be," had become" a state already closer to the other states of the old 
world, that arms itself like them and aggrandizes itself like them." The 
Frankfurter Zeitung warned Americans against "the disastrous conse­
quences of their exuberance" but realized that they would not listen. 

Americans have never worried too much about diplomatic questions. 

Wild as their land is wild, they have their own opinions, their own poli­

tics and their own diplomatic code. Economically and psychologically, 

they have all that is needed for this. They go forward on the road they 

believe they must travel and do not care at all what Europe says. 
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For at least a century, many people in the United States had believed 
it was their "manifest destiny" to dominate North America. Most cheered 
when, in 1898, they were told that this destiny was now global and 
entitled them to influence and dominate lands beyond their own shores. 
An outspoken band of idealists, however, denounced this change of 
national course as a mean-spirited betrayal of the American tradition. 
Among these protesters were university presidents, writers, several titans 
of industry including Andrew Carnegie, clergymen, labor leaders, and 
politicians of both parties, including former president Grover Cleveland. 
They condemned America's interventions abroad, especially the war 
against nationalist guerrillas in the Philippines, and urged Americans to 
allow other nations the right to self-determination that they themselves 
so deeply cherished. One of these critics, E. L. Godkin, the crusading 
editor of The Nation, lamented that by new standards, no one was con­
sidered a "true-blue American" who harbored "doubts of the ability of 
the United States to thrash other nations; or who fails to acknowledge 
the right of the United States to occupy such territories, canals, isth­
muses or peninsulas as they may think it is desirable to have, or who 
speaks disrespectfully of the Monroe Doctrine, or who doubts the need 
of a large navy, or who admires European society, or who likes to go to 
Europe, or who fails, in case he has to go, to make comparisons unfa­
vorable to Europe." 

This kind of talk drove expansionists to distraction. Theodore Roo­
sevelt denounced Godkin as "a malignant and dishonest liar." The anti­
imperialists as a group, he wrote in a letter to his friend Lodge, were 
"futile sentimentalists of the international arbitration type" who exhib­
ited "a flabby type of character which eats away at the great fighting fea­
tures of our race." On another occasion he described them as "simply 
unhung traitors." 

In the end, the anti-imperialists failed not because they were too rad­
ical but because they were not radical enough. The United States was 
changing with amazing speed. Railroads and telegraph lines brought 
Americans closer to each other than they had ever been. Giant factories 
sprung up and absorbed wave after wave of European immigrants. The 
pace of life palpably quickened, especially in cities, which had begun to 
establish their dominance over national life. All of this appalled many 
of the anti-imperialists. They were elderly traditionalists who wanted 
the United States to remain the inwardly focused country it had always 
been. Their calls for American restraint, and their lamentations on the 
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evils of modernity, did not resonate in a country brimming with ambi­
tion, energy, and a sense of unlimited pOSSibility. 

The first wave of American "regime change" operations, which lasted 
from 1893 to 1911, was propelled largely by the search for resources, 
markets, and commercial opportunities. Not all of the early imperial­
ists, however, were the tools of big business. Roosevelt, Lodge, and Cap­
tain Alfred Thayer Mahan were moved by what they considered to be 
the transcendent imperatives of history. Expanding, they believed, was 
simply what great nations did. In their minds, promoting commerce 
and defending national security fused into what one historian has 
called "an aggressive national egoism and a romantic attachment to 
national power." They considered themselves nothing less than instru­
ments of destiny and Providence. 

The missionary instinct was already deeply ingrained in the Ameri­
can psyche. From the time John Winthrop proclaimed his dream of 
building a "city upon a hill" to which the world would look for inspira­
tion, Americans have considered themselves a special people. At the 
end of the nineteenth century, many came to believe they had a duty to 
civilize needy savages and rescue exploited masses from oppression. 
Rudyard Kipling encouraged their missionary spirit with a famous 
poem published in McClure's Magazine as the debate over annexing the 
Philippines began. 

Take up the White Man's burden 

Send forth the best ye breed, 

Go bind your sons to exile 

To serve your captives' need; 

To wait in heavy harness 

On fluttered folk and wild, 

Your new-caught sullen peoples, 

Half-devil and half-child. 

Americans have a profoundly compassionate side. Many not only 
appreciate the freedom and prosperity with which they have been 
blessed but fervently wish to share their good fortune with others. Time 
and again, they have proved willing to support foreign interventions 
that are presented as missions to rescue less fortunate people. 

When President McKinley said he was going to war in Cuba to stop 
"oppression at our very doors," Americans cheered. They did so again a 
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decade later, when the Taft administration declared that it was deposing 
the government of Nicaragua in order to impose "republican institu­
tions" and promote "real patriotism." Since then, every time the United 
States has set out to overthrow a foreign government, its leaders have 
insisted that they are acting not to expand American power but to help 
people who are suffering. 

This paternalism was often mixed with racism. Many Americans con­
sidered Latin Americans and Pacific islanders to be "colored" natives in 
need of guidance from whites. In a nation whose black population was 
systematically repressed, and where racial prejudice was widespread, 
this view helped many people accept the need for the United States to 
dominate foreign countries. 

Speeches justifying American expansionism on the grounds of the 
white race's presumed superiority were staples of political discourse in 
the 1890s. Senator Albert Beveridge of Indiana described expansion as 
part of a natural process, "the disappearance of debased civilizations and 
decaying races before the higher civilization of the nobler and more virile 
types of man." Representative Charles Cochrane of Mississippi spoke of 
"the onward march of the indomitable race that founded this Republic" 
and predicted "the conquest of the world by the Aryan races." When he 
finished this speech, the House burst into applause. 

It was logical that the rhetoric of imperialism would be heavily tinged 
with racism. What is more interesting is that anti-imperialists also used 
racist arguments. Many of them believed the United States should not 
seize foreign territories because doing so would increase the number of 
nonwhite people within its borders. Ultimately, they feared, these terri­
tories might have to be allowed to send representatives to Congress. 
One of the anti-imperialists, Representative Champ Clark of Missouri, 
rose to warn vividly of the horrors that would bring. 

How can we endure our shame when a Chinese senator from Hawaii, 

with his pigtail hanging down his back, with his pagan joss in his hand, 

shall rise from his curule chair and in pidgin English proceed to chop logic 

with George Frisbie Hoar or Henry Cabot Lodge? 0 temporal 0 mores! ... 
Mr. Speaker, should [you] preside here twenty years hence, it may be 

that you will have a polyglot House, and it will be your painful duty to 

recognize "the gentleman from Patagonia," "the gentleman from Cuba," 

"the gentleman from Santo Domingo," "the gentleman from Korea," 

"the gentleman from Hong Kong," "the gentleman from Fiji," "the 
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gentleman from Greenland," or, with fear and trembling, "the gentle­

man from the Cannibal Islands," who will gaze upon you with watering 

mouth and gleaming teeth. 

WITHIN DAYS AFTER THE OVERTHROW OF THE HAWAIIAN MONARCHY, ON 

January 17, 1893, many American newspapers were condemning it. 
The New York Evening Post called it "a revolution on a strictly cash basis." 
To the New York Times, it was "a business operation purely." Other 
papers reported it under headlines like "Minister Stevens Helped Over­
throw Liliuokalani" and liThe Warship Boston Cut a Big Figure in Hawai­
ian Revolution." 

As these articles were appearing, Hawaii's new leaders were securing 
their power. President Sanford Dole and his "advisory council" declared 
martial law, suspended the right of habeas corpus, and ordered the cre­
ation of a National Guard. Then, evidently worried that even those 
steps might not be enough to safeguard their infant regime, they 
arranged for John L. Stevens, the American diplomat who made their 
revolution possible, to raise the Stars and Stripes over Government 
House in Honolulu and proclaim that in the name of the United States, 
he was assuming "protection of the Hawaiian Islands." 

"A company of United States Marines was stationed at the govern­
ment building, and a force of sailors was given the C. R. Bishop resi­
dence and ground," Dole wrote later. "Under this protectorate, matters 
quieted down." 

A few days later, Lorrin Thurston, chief organizer of the Hawaiian 
revolution, arrived in Washington with four other "annexation com­
missioners." They brought with them a draft of a treaty providing for 
the II full, complete and perpetual political union between the United 
States of America and the Hawaiian Islands." Before the Senate could 
vote on it, however, a most unwelcome Hawaiian turned up in Wash­
ington: the deposed queen. In a written statement to Secretary of State 
John Watson Foster, who had replaced the ailing James G. Blaine, she 
asserted that the rebellion in her country "would not have lasted an 
hour" without the support of American troops and that the new gov­
ernment had "neither the moral nor the physical support of the masses 
of the Hawaiian people." 

These accusations reinforced the doubts many Americans had about 
annexing Hawaii, and with the end of its session approaching, the Senate 
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decided not to vote on the annexation treaty. Thurston and his disap­
pointed comrades had to leave Washington without their prize. On 
March 4, 1893, Grover Cleveland was inaugurated for his second, non­
consecutive term as president. Cleveland was a Democrat and a declared 
anti-imperialist. Five days after taking office, he withdrew the treaty. 

On July 4, 1894, the archipelago's new leaders responded to this 
rebuff by proclaiming a Republic of Hawaii, with Sanford Dole as presi­
dent. Under its constitution, most legislators would be appointed rather 
than elected, and only men with savings and property would be eligible 
for public office. This all but excluded native Hawaiians from the gov­
ernment of their land, and a few months later, a group of them staged 
an abortive uprising. The former queen was among those arrested. On 
the sixth day of her imprisonment, a delegation of officials visited her 
and induced her to sign a document of abdication. She later said she 
had signed it to save other defendants from execution, but a military 
tribunal sentenced five of them to death anyway. The sentences were 
not carried out, however, and within a couple of years all the plotters 
were freed. Liliuokalani herself was sentenced to five years in prison, 
and freed after two. 

In 1897, Cleveland was succeeded by William McKinley, a probusi­
ness Republican who sympathized with the imperial idea. A delegation 
from the Hawaiian government visited him soon after his inauguration. 
One of its members, William Smith, wrote later that hearing him after 
years of listening to Cleveland was "like the difference between daylight 
and darkness." 

McKinley soon announced his support for the annexation of Hawaii, 
and the lobbying began anew. President Dole himself came to Washing­
ton to help lead it. No one paid him much attention, but as he was 
starting to lose hope, the atmosphere in Washington suddenly 
changed. In the spring of 1898, in quick succession, the Maine was 
destroyed at Havana, the United States went to war with Spain, and 
Commodore Dewey wiped out the Spanish fleet in the Philippines. 
Annexationists found themselves with a new and hugely persuasive 
argument: Hawaii would be the base Americans needed in their emerg­
ing campaign to project power in Asia. 

"The annexation of the Hawaiian Islands, for the first time in our his­
tory, is presented to us as a war necessity," Representative De Alva S. 
Alexander of New York gravely declared. "Today we need the Hawaiian 
Islands much more than they ever needed us." 
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Many of his colleagues quickly came to agree. In short order, seized 
by the fever that transformed the United States in the summer of 1898, 
both houses of Congress approved the annexation treaty. McKinley 
signed it on July 7, and with his signature, Hawaii became a territory of 
the United States. 

"There is little doubt that Hawaii was annexed because of the Span­
ish War," William Adam Russ wrote at the end of his two-volume his­
tory of the period. "The chain of circumstances which explains that 
event goes like this: the United States fought Spain in defense of Cuban 
rights; in order to defeat Spain it was thought necessary to conquer the 
Philippines; in order to win the Philippines a halfway stop was needed 
to serve as a coaling station. In other words, Hawaiian annexation came 
about when the United States needed the islands for its newly con­
ceived empire." 

TWo generations later, following a world war that the United States 
entered after an attack on Pearl Harbor, many members of Congress 
were reluctant to grant statehood to Hawaii, partly because of its racial 
composition and partly because of its distance from the mainland. After 
Congress voted to admit Alaska in 1958, those arguments became 
impossible to sustain. On March 11, 1959, the Senate voted to make 
Hawaii the fiftieth state, and the House of Representatives followed the 
next day. Three months later, Hawaiians went to the polls in a plebiscite 
and voted for statehood by a seventeen-to-one margin. Of the 240 elec­
toral precincts, only one, the small island of Niihau, almost all of whose 
residents were native Hawaiians, voted no. 

Native Hawaiians will probably never again constitute even a large 
minority of the population in the land of their ancestors. According to 
the 2000 census, fewer than 10 percent of the people living in the archi­
pelago fall into the category "Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander." 
Nonetheless, during the last decades of the twentieth century, many 
Hawaiians began to look more closely at their heritage. A movement for 
"Hawaiian sovereignty" emerged and won considerable support-partly 
because it never defined specifically what "sovereignty" should be. Few 
Hawaiians went so far as to advocate separation from the United States, 
but a surprising number, including some leading politicians, came to 
believe that Hawaii should be granted some form of autonomy that 
would recognize the uniqueness of its history and the way it became 
part of the Union. 

In 1993, one hundred years after the American-backed revolution 
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that brought down Hawaii's monarchy, this movement achieved a 
remarkable success. Its leaders persuaded the United States Senate and 
the House of Representatives to pass a resolution. declaring that Congress 
"apologizes to Native Hawaiians on behalf of the people of the United 
States for the overthrow of the Hawaiian Kingdom on January 17, 1893," 
and for the subsequent "deprivation of the rights of Native Hawaiians 
to self-determination. II 

The entire Hawaiian congressional delegation came to the Oval Office 
to watch President Bill Clinton sign the resolution, on November 22, 
1993. "One hundred years ago, a powerful country helped overthrow a 
legal government," Senator Daniel Akaka asserted. "We've finally come 
to the point where this has been acknowledged by the United States. II 

Supporters of this resolution were not the only ones who considered its 
passage to be a profoundly important event. While it was being debated, 
several opponents warned that if passed, it could have far-reaching 
effects. According to one of the dissenters, Senator Slade Gorton of Wash­
ington, "the logical consequence of this resolution would be independ­
ence." Some Hawaiians dared to hope that he would one day be proven 
right. 

Most people on the islands, however, are pleased with the way their 
history has turned out. They enjoy the prosperity and freedom that 
comes with American citizenship, and especially with statehood. Their 
experience suggests that when the United States assumes real responsi­
bility for territories it seizes, it can lead them toward stability and hap­
piness. In Hawaii, it did that slowly and often reluctantly. The revolution 
of 1893 and the annexation that followed undermined a culture and 
ended the life of a nation. Compared to what such operations have 
brought to other countries, though, this one ended well. 

ALTHOUGH THE ANNEXATION OF HAWAII PROVOKED INTENSE DEBATE IN THE 

United States, it was ultimately accomplished with the stroke of a pen. 
No force in Hawaii had the slightest hope of challenging it. That was 
not the case in Cuba. 

The Republic of Cuba came into existence on May 20, 1902. Its early 
years were marked by sporadic uprisings and attacks on American prop­
erty. After a protest against electoral fraud in 1906, American troops 
landed and placed the country under direct military rule. They stayed 
for three years. When they left, President William Howard Taft warned 
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Cubans that although the United States did not wish to annex their 
country, it was "absolutely out of the question that the island should 
continue to be independent" if its citizens persisted in their "insurrec­
tionary habit." 

Opposition movements matured during the rule of Gerardo Machado 
in the 1920s and 1930s. All of Latin America was being swept by winds 
of nationalism and anti-Yankee sentiment, and they blew especially 
strongly in Cuba, which had strong trade unions, a core of radical writ­
ers and thinkers, and a long tradition of resistance to foreign power. The 
greatest beneficiary was the Communist Party. Founded in 1925 and 
quickly banned by Machado, it took advantage of its position as an out­
lawed enemy of the dictator, and by 1930 was the dominant force in 
Cuba's labor movement. During this period, Communists managed to 
persuade many Cubans that they were the nation's truest patriots. 

After Franklin Roosevelt became president of the United States in 
1933, he decided that the Machado dictatorship had become an embar­
rassment and encouraged the Cuban army to rebel. It did so, and out of 
the ensuing turmoil emerged a sergeant named Fulgencio Batista. By 
the mid-1930s he was master of Cuba, and he shaped its fate for most of 
the next quarter century. 

Batista broke diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union, cracked 
down on the Communist Party, and invited American military advisers 
to train his army. He later encouraged American investors, induding 
prominent gangsters, to build what became a spectacularly lucrative 
tourism industry based on prostitution and casino gambling. His most 
lasting legacy, however, may have been his cancellation of the congres­
sional election that was to have been held in 1952. Among the candi­
dates was Fidel Castro, a charismatic young lawyer and former student 
leader. Castro might have gone on to a career in electoral politics, but 
after Batista's coup made that impossible, he turned to revolution. 

For an astonishingly long time, American policy makers deluded 
themselves into believing that all was well in Cuba. In 1957 the National 
Security Council reported that Cuban-American relations faced "no 
critical problems or difficulties." A year later Allen Dulles, director of 
the Central Intelligence Agency, told a congressional hearing that there 
was no likelihood of Soviet influence growing anywhere in Latin Amer­
ica. Blithe assurances like these suggest the shock that many Americans, 
especially those in Washington, felt when Batista fled the country on 
January 1, 1959, a few steps ahead of Castro's rebels. 
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The day after Batista's flight, Castro descended from his mountain 
stronghold to Santiago, the city that the Americans had prevented Gen­
eral Calixto Garda from entering at the end of the Spanish-American 
War. In the central plaza, which is named for Carlos Manuel de Cespedes, 
another nineteenth-century rebel leader, Castro made his first speech as 
leader of the victorious revolution. He said nothing about his political 
plans but made a solemn promise. It was one that would have puzzled 
most Americans, but it thrilled the Cuban soul. 

This time the revolution will not be frustrated! This time, fortunately for 

Cuba, the revolution will achieve its true objective. It will not be like 

1898, when the Americans came and made themselves masters of the 

country. 

The Cuban revolution, and especially Castro's turn toward anti-Yankee 
radicalism, baffled most Americans. Few had any idea of how the United 
States had treated Cuba in the past, so naturally they could not under­
stand why Cubans wished so fervently to break out of the American 
orbit. Many were astonished, just as their grandparents had been in 
1898, to learn that "liberated" Cubans were ungrateful to the United 
States. President Dwight Eisenhower was among the baffled: 

Here is a country that, you would believe on the basis of our history, 

would be one of our real friends. The whole history ... would seem to 

make it a puzzling matter to figure out just exactly why the Cubans and 

the Cuban government would be so unhappy when, after all, their prin­

cipal market is here, their best market. You would think they would want 

good relationships. I don't know exactly what the difficulty is. 

Castro's government confiscated foreign corporations, banned capi­
talist enterprise, and steered Cuba into a close alliance with the Soviet 
Union. In 1961, exiles sponsored by the CIA invaded Cuba in an 
attempt to depose him but failed miserably. Eighteen months later, after 
the Soviets deployed offensive missiles in Cuba, Soviet and American 
leaders brought their countries to the brink of nuclear combat in the 
most terrifying showdown of the Cold War. Successive American presi­
dents vowed to bring Castro down, and at several points the CIA tried 
to kill him. He not only survived but devoted much of his life to under­
mining United States interests from Nicaragua to Angola. That made 
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him an icon of anti-Americanism and a hero to millions around the 
world. 

Castro was a pure product of American policy toward Cuba. If the 
United States had not crushed Cuba's drive to independence in the 
early twentieth century, if it had not supported a series of repressive dic­
tators there, and if it had not stood by while the 1952 election was can­
celed, a figure like Castro would almost certainly not have emerged. His 
regime is the quintessential result of a "regime change" operation gone 
wrong, one that comes back to haunt the country that sponsored it. 

IN PUERTO RICO, 450 MILES EAST OF CUBA, AMERICAN OCCUPATION TROOPS 

declared the second anniversary of their takeover to be a national holi­
day. On that day, July 25, 1900, there would be banquets, speeches, 
band concerts, and a military parade. For the Americans, still caught up 
in the excitement of their country's sudden rise to world power, it 
seemed a wonderful moment to celebrate. They had, after all, acquired 
at almost no cost a lovely little island ideally situated to guard vital 
Caribbean trade routes. 

Puerto Ricans were in a more somber mood. On the eve of the cele­
bration, Luis Munoz Rivera, Puerto Rico's most distinguished political 
figure, sat down despondently to write his view of what the invasion 
had wrought. 

The North American government found in Puerto Rico a degree of auton­

omy larger than that of Canada. It should have respected and enlarged it, 

but only wanted to and did destroy it .... Because of that, and other 

things about which we shall remain silent, we shall not celebrate our 

25th of July. Because we thought that an era of liberty was dawning and 

instead we are witnessing a spectacle of terrible assimilation ... because 

none of the promises were kept, and because our present condition is 

that of serfs attached to conquered territory. 

The first decades of American colonial rule in Puerto Rico were an 
unhappy time. They began with an act of Congress, the Foraker Act, 
that established the rules by which the island would be governed. It 
vested absolute power in a governor appointed by the president of the 
United States. There would be an elected, thirty-five-member House of 
Delegates, but its decisions were subject to veto by either the governor 
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or Congress. The only Puerto Rican who testified at a congressional 
hearing on the act was Julio Henna, a veteran civil rights campaigner. 

"No liberty, no rights, no protection," Henna said in an eloquent 
summary of its provisions. "We are Mr. Nobody from Nowhere." 

During the early years of the twentieth century, four American cor­
porations gobbled up most of Puerto Rico's best land. On it they planted 
sugar, a crop suited to large-scale farming. The big losers were families 
who grew coffee, which is known as the "poor man's crop" because it 
can be cultivated on small plots. By 1930, sugar accounted for 60 per­
cent of the country's exports, while coffee, once the island's principal 
crop, had fallen to just 1 percent. 

With little access to land, ordinary Puerto Ricans became steadily 
poorer. One study found that while 17 percent of them were unemployed 
at the time of the American invasion, 30 percent were unemployed a 
quarter century later. One-third were illiterate. Malaria, intestinal dis­
eases, and malnutrition were facts of everyday life, and most people had 
no access to even rudimentary medical care. Life expectancy was forty­
six years. Running water and electricity were rare luxuries. The annual 
per capita income was $230. Politics, in one historian's words, was dom­
inated by a coalition of "profit-hungry foreign corporations, a colonial 
state steeped in paternalism and distrustful of the capabilities of the 
subjects under its rule, and a complacent local political leadership 
wanting to protect their class prerogatives." 

Part of what made Puerto Rico's condition so vexing was the perma­
nent uncertainty about its political status. It was never set on the path 
toward statehood, as Hawaii was, or toward the independence that was 
ultimately bestowed on the Philippines. Congress granted American cit­
izenship to Puerto Ricans in 1917, and in 1948 gave them the right to 
elect their own governor. Four years later, they voted in a referendum to 
accept the unique status of a "free associated state"-part of the United 
States, but not a state itself. At a glittering ceremony on July 25, 1952, 
exactly fifty-four years after marines landed on the beach at Guanica, 
the Puerto Rican flag was raised to fly alongside the American flag over 
the Capitol building in Sanjuan. 

The governor who presided over that ceremony was Luis Munoz 
Marin, son of Luis Munoz Rivera, whose dream of self-rule the United 
States had crushed at the dawn of the century. Rarely does the son of a 
brilliant political leader turn out to match his father in energy and 
vision, but Munoz Marin did. He began his long political career as an 
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advocate of independence for Puerto Rico, but in the years after World 
War II, he concluded that the eternal debate over political status was 
consuming so much political and emotional energy that little was left 
for resolving the island's dire problems. He also believed that in the 
newly complex Cold War world, keeping a small island within a larger 
nation made sense. In his speeches and writings, he urged Puerto Ricans 
to accept realities dictated from Washington and work within them to 
improve their lives. 

Beginning in the late 1940s, political leaders in Washington came to 
realize that ruling an impoverished colony in the Caribbean made the 
United States look bad. This sentiment became more urgent when Cuba 
turned to Communism after 1959 and the Caribbean found itself 
caught up in the Cold War. Americans began allowing Puerto Rico 
steadily increasing control over its own affairs. As the island started to 
flower, not just economically but also intellectually, Puerto Rico became 
a center of democratic thought and action. Its national life finally began 
to fulfill the dreams its patriotic sons and daughters had harbored for 
generations. 

Despite more than a century of overt and covert efforts to turn them 
into "real Americans," Puerto Ricans cling to their heritage with remark­
able ferocity. Spanish is still their language of choice. They send their 
own team to the Olympic Games, and overwhelmingly oppose any effort 
to merge it with the United States team. Whether on the island or in 
New York and the other American cities where more than two million 
Puerto Ricans live, they are passionate about their native food, music, 
and traditions. Even in the heart of the melting pot, they have not 
melted. When they speak of "my country," most mean Puerto Rico, not 
the United States. 

Election results and public opinion surveys suggest that many Puerto 
Ricans, perhaps even most, are satisfied with the political limbo in 
which they live. Their many frustrations are easy to understand, but so 
is their unwillingness to embrace the unknown implications of either 
statehood or independence. They have carved out a space in the global 
cartography that may be indistinct but has considerable advantages. It 
guarantees that they will not fall into the troubles that afflict their 
island neighbors-Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Cuba, and]amaica­
while allowing them free entry into the mainland, a steady flow of sub­
sidies from Washington, and the right to maintain a good measure of 
their traditional identity. 
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Most Puerto Ricans understand that the United States, despite all its 
misdeeds over a century of colonial mastery, harbors· no ambition to 
oppress them. Almost all wish to maintain their friendly ties to the main­
land, although they disagree vigorously on how to do so-by continuing 
the island's "associated" status, by joining the Union as the fifty-first 
state, or by becoming an independent country. 

As colonial experiments go, American rule over Puerto Rico has been 
relatively benign. It did not produce the violent backlash that emerged in 
countries like Cuba, Nicaragua, and the Philippines. This is due mainly to 
the fact that the United States agreed to take direct political responsibil­
ity for governing Puerto Rico, rather than ruling it through local clients. 

A reasonable case can be made for the proposition that Puerto Rico 
would be better off today if the United States had not seized it in 1898. 
Given the realities of that history, however, it has emerged in better 
shape than most lands whose governments the United States over­
threw. A happy end to this long story, in the form of a resolution to the 
question of the island's political status, is at least possible. That would 
take away from Americans the stigma of ruling another people, a role 
for which they are psychologically and spiritually unsuited. It would 
also give them a welcome chance to believe that their toppling of for­
eign regimes need not always end badly. 

OF ALL THE NATIONS WHOSE DESTINY THE UNITED STATES CAME TO MASTER IN 

the early years of the twentieth century, the Philippines was by far the 
largest, most distant, and most complex. When it became an American 
possession, it had a population of over seven million, larger than that of 
Hawaii, Cuba, Puerto Rico, Nicaragua, and Honduras combined. Ameri­
cans knew less about its seven thousand islands than they knew about 
the moon. 

"'Tis not more than two months since ye larned whether they were 
islands or canned goods," the satirist Finley Peter Dunne wrote as the 
United States took over the Philippines. 

The United States ruled the Philippines through an American gover­
nor and an advisory legislature, the lower house of which was elected. 
In the first election, held in 1907, 3 percent of the adult population 
voted. The overwhelming winner was the Nationalist Party, whose plat­
form called for "complete, absolute and immediate independence." 

Americans ignored this demand for decades. As the world changed, 
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however, many came to agree that independence for the Philippines 
might be a good idea. It would relieve the United States of the oppro­
brium reserved for colonizers and-given the extreme closeness of rela­
tions between the two lands-would still allow the United States to 
maintain considerable power over the archipelago. In 1934, Congress 
approved a proposal to grant independence within ten years. It could 
not be carried out because World War II intervened but came to fruition 
a year after the war ended. 

On July 4, 1946, the United States formally relinquished power over 
the Philippines. Soon afterward, General Eisenhower recommended that 
the United States withdraw from its military bases there, the largest of 
which were Subic Bay Naval Station and Clark Air Base. He recognized 
their strategic value but concluded that it was outweighed by the anti­
Americanism their presence would certainly provoke. Sadly, his superi­
ors were not as far-sighted, and his recommendation was ignored. A few 
months after the independence ceremony, the new Filipino govern­
ment signed an agreement leasing these bases to the United States for 
ninety-nine years. 

Over the years that followed, Subic Bay and Clark grew to become 
cities unto themselves. Thousands of American soldiers were based at 
each one, and tens of thousands of Filipinos worked in their commis­
saries, warehouses, and repair shops. A vast network of bars, bordellos, 
and massage parlors thrived outside the bases' perimeters. Just as Eisen­
hower predicted, these bases became a vivid symbol of American power 
and a focal point of nationalist anger. Filipino leaders, however, were 
eager to please their American patrons and did not want to lose the $200 
million that the bases brought into the islands' economy each year. 

In 1965, President Lyndon Johnson began a major escalation of the 
American war effort in Vietnam, giving Subic Bay and Clark a greater 
strategic importance than ever. In that same year, an ambitious politi­
cian named Ferdinand Marcos was elected president of the Philippines. 
The combination of these two factors-the bases' growing importance 
and the emergence of Marcos-shaped the next quarter century of Philip­
pine history. 

During Marcos's two four-year terms as president, dissatisfaction with 
his callous indifference to the injustices of Filipino life set off a series of 
armed rebellions. In 1971 he declared that since only a strong govern­
ment could contain the growing insurgencies that his misrule pro­
voked, he had no choice but to impose martial law. He closed Congress, 
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suspended the constitution, canceled the forthcoming presidential elec­
tion, and ordered the arrest of thirty thousand opposition figures. For 
the next fourteen years, he ran one of the most corrupt regimes in Asia. 
Through a maze of government-protected cartels and monopolies, he 
and his comrades stole billions of dollars. The country, which had been 
progressing slowly toward prosperity and freedom, slid backward into 
repression and poverty. 

None of the American presidents who dealt with Marcos during his 
period of absolute power held him in much esteem. His personal and 
political style repelled Richard Nixon. Jimmy Carter could not abide the 
campaigns of torture, rape, and murder by which he maintained his 
regime. Ronald Reagan, who had a warm spot for anti-Communist dicta­
tors, heard complaints about him from American businessmen who could 
no longer make money in the Philippines because the ruling clique was 
taking it all. Despite these reservations, however, the United States main­
tained its friendship with Marcos until the end. It gave his regime billions 
of dollars in military aid, much of which he spent on violent campaigns 
against both rebel insurgencies and peaceful opposition movements. The 
reason was clear. Clark Air Base and Subic Bay Naval Station had become 
foundations of American military power in Asia, and the United States 
was willing to do whatever was necessary to hold on to them. 

One of the few concessions the United States managed to wrest from 
Marcos was the release from prison of Benigno Aquino, the main oppo­
sition leader. Aquino came to the United States for medical treatment, 
and, before long, began casting his eyes back on his homeland. On 
August 20, 1983, against the adVice of some of his friends, he returned 
to Manila. As his plane descended, he slipped into the lavatory to put 
on a bulletproof vest. It did not help. Seconds after he stepped into the 
airport, a military squad blocked his way. One of its members fired a 
shot into the back of Aquino's head, and he fell dead. 

"I point an accusing finger straight at the United States," declared 
Raul Manglapus, an anti-Communist moderate who was one of the 
country's leading political figures. "Their support made murder and 
repression possible." 

The assassination of Aquino proved too much for Filipinos to bear. 
Under the banner "People Power," they rose up against Marcos in one 
of the most remarkable peaceful revolutions in Asian history. Hoping to 
weaken it, the dictator called a preSidential election for February 7, 
1986. Aquino's Widow, Corazon, ran against him. The official tally gave 
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victory to Marcos, but no one believed it. Protests escalated, and even 
powerful military officers began endorsing them. Only the United 
States remained at Marcos's side. 

"I don't know anything more important than those bases," President 
Reagan explained at a news conference. 

Within a few days, however, even American officials had to recognize 
that their old ally was lost. Soon afterward, he realized it himself. On 
February 25, he and his wife flew on an American helicopter to Clark 
Air Base, and then on to Guam. From there they made their way to 
Hawaii, where the deposed tyrant died three years later. 

Corazon Aquino, who became president after Marcos fled, returned 
to her people the civil rights and public freedoms Marcos had taken 
from them. Her government failed to make substantial progress toward 
resolving the country's huge social and economic problems, but restor­
ing democracy was not its only achievement. It also negotiated an 
epochal agreement with the United States that led to the closing of 
American military bases in the Philippines. The last American soldiers 
left Clark and Subic Bay at the end of 1992. 

The story of Washington's rule over the Philippines, first direct and 
then indirect, is above all one of lost opportunity. Americans waged a 
horrific war to subdue the islands at the beginning of the twentieth cen­
tury, but once they won, their brutality ended. They did not impose 
murderous tyrants the way they did in much of Central America and 
the Caribbean. The parliamentary election they organized in 1907, 
although hardly democratic by modern standards, was the first of its 
kind in Asia. In the years that followed, they treated their Asian subjects 
no worse than the British did, perhaps better than the Dutch treated 
Indonesians, and certainly better than the Japanese treated people in 
the countries they occupied during World War II. When France was 
fighting to hold on to Indochina in the 1950s, the United States had 
already granted independence to the Philippines. 

During their decades of power in the Philippines, however, Ameri­
cans never sought to promote the kind of social progress that might 
have led the country toward long-term stability. As in other parts of the 
world, Washington's fear of radicalism led it to support an oligarchy 
that was more interested in stealing money than in developing the 
country. The United States did bequeath to the Filipinos a form of 
democracy, but when the archipelago was finally allowed to go its own 
way, in the 1990s, it was as poor as it was unstable. 
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What would have happened if the United States had not seized the 
Philippines at the beginning of the twentieth century? Another colo­
nial power might have done so, and perhaps found itself caught in the 
trap that the Dutch faced in Indonesia, or the French in Indochina. 
Alternately, Filipinos might have been able to maintain their independ­
ence. That could have led them to a happier twentieth century. Even if 
it did not, it would have spared the United States the blame, justified or 
not, that many Filipinos and others around the world assign to it for the 
troubles the Philippines now faces. 

NEARLY A DECADE PASSED BETWEEN THE TIME THE UNITED STATES SUBDUED 

the Philippines and its next "regime change" operation. During that 
time, it adjusted its approach. President Taft adopted a policy he called 
"dollar diplomacy," under which the United States brought countries 
into its orbit through commercial rather than military means. He assured 
foreign leaders that they had nothing to fear as long as they allowed 
free rein to American businesses and sought loans only from American 
banks. The first to reject those conditions was President Jose Santos 
Zelaya of Nicaragua. 

Nicaraguans remember Zelaya as a visionary who dared to imagine that 
his small, isolated country could reach greatness. His sins-impatience, 
egotism, an autocratic temperament, and a tendency to mix public 
funds with his own-were and are common traits among leaders in 
Central America and beyond. Few others, however, have matched his 
reformist passion or his genuine concern for the downtrodden. 

Zelaya wandered the world unhappily in the years after his over­
throw. He ended up in New York, and in 1918 he died in his apartment 
at 3905 Broadway. Although he never returned to his homeland, his 
memory and, more important, the memory of how the United States 
had pushed him out of power burned in the hearts of Nicaraguans. That 
made it impossible for his successor, General Estrada, to consolidate 
power. Estrada was finally forced to resign, and his faint-hearted vice 
president, Adolfo Diaz, the former chief accountant of the La Luz min­
ing company, succeeded him. 

The ascension of this weak and pliable figure to the presidency 
marked final victory for President Taft and Secretary of State Knox. 
Knox quickly arranged for two New York banking houses, Brown Broth­
ers andJ. and W. Seligman, to lend Nicaragua $15 million and take over 
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the country's customs agency to guarantee repayment. By 1912, Ameri­
cans were also running the country's national bank, steamship line, and 
railway. 

Nicaraguans never accepted their country's role as a protectorate of 
the United States. At the end of 1912, Benjamin Zeled6n, a fervent 
admirer of Zelaya, launched a futile but heroic rebellion. He died while 
fighting the United States Marines. Among those who saw his body 
being dragged to a cemetery near Masaya was a teenager named Augusto 
Cesar Sandino. It was a decisive moment. 

"Zeled6n's death," Sandino later wrote, "gave me the key to under­
standing our country's situation in the face of Yankee piracy." 

Fourteen years later, with United States Marines still occupying his 
country, Sandi no launched a rebellion of his own. At first the State 
Department sought to dismiss his guerrillas as a "comparatively small 
body" made up of "lawless elements" and "ordinary bandits." That 
view became steadily harder to sustain, and finally, in 1933, President 
Herbert Hoover decided the United States had shed enough blood in 
Nicaragua and ordered the marines home. 

With the Americans gone, Sandino agreed to talk peace. He traveled 
to Managua under a guarantee of safe conduct, and in remarkably short 
order agreed to end his rebellion and rejoin the country's normal politi­
cal life. That settled the matter for everyone except the ambitious young 
commander of the American-created National Guard, General Anastasio 
Somoza Garda. He correctly saw Sandino as a threat to his ambitions 
and arranged for him to be assassinated. Soon afterward, General Somoza 
seized the presidency for himself. 

Shortly before Sandino was killed, he prophesized that he "WOUld 
not live much longer," but said that was fine because "there are young 
people who will continue my fight." He was quite right. In 1956 an ide­
alistic young poet assassinated President Somoza. Soon afterward, a group 
called the Sandinista National Liberation Front, named for Sandino, 
launched a rebellion against the dynastic Somoza dictatorship. It seized 
power in 1979, formed an alliance with Fidel Castro's Cuba, and pro­
claimed a nationalist program that directly challenged American power. 
President Ronald Reagan responded by sponsoring another round of 
war in Nicaragua's mountains and jungles. This turned Nicaragua into a 
bloody battlefield of the Cold War. Thousands of Nicaraguans died in a 
conflict that was in part a proxy fight between the United States and 
Cuba. American-sponsored rebels did not achieve their main goal, the 
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overthrow of the Sandinista regime, but in 1990, two years after the war 
ended, Nicaraguans voted the Sandinistas out of office. The country 
remained deeply polarized, however, and one of the poorest in the 
Western Hemisphere. 

In few countries is it possible to trace the development of anti-American 
sentiment as clearly as in Nicaragua. A century of trouble between the 
two nations, which led to the death of thousands and great suffering for 
generations of Nicaraguans, began when the United States deposed 
President Zelaya in 1909. Benjamin Zeled6n took up arms to avenge 
him. Zeled6n's death inspired the young Sandino, who, in turn, inspired 
the modern Sandinista Front. 

For all his faults, Zelaya was the greatest statesman Nicaragua ever 
produced. If the United States had found a way to deal with him, it 
might have avoided the disasters that followed. Instead, it crushed a 
leader who embraced capitalist principles more fully than any other 
Central American of his era. 

That terrible miscalculation drew the United States into a century of 
interventions in Nicaragua. They took a heavy toll in blood and trea­
sure, profoundly damaged America's image in the world, and helped 
keep generations of Nicaraguans in misery. Nicaragua still competes 
with Haiti to lead the Western Hemisphere in much that is undesirable, 
including rates of poverty, unemployment, infant mortality, and deaths 
from curable diseases. 

Not all of Nicaragua's misfortune can be attributed to a single cause. 
At the dawn of the twentieth century, though, it was headed toward a 
very different future from the one that unfolded. If Nicaragua had been 
left to develop in its own way, it might have become prosperous, demo­
cratic, and a stabilizing force in Central America. Instead it is just the 
opposite. 

SAM ZEMURRAY LIKED TO DESCRIBE HONDURAS, WHICH LIES JUST ACROSS 

Nicaragua's northern border, as a country where "a mule costs more 
than a congressman." He bought plenty of both, and a string of pliable 
presidents as well. In the years after the coup he sponsored in 1911, his 
Cuyamel Fruit Company and two others-Standard Fruit and United 
Fruit-came to own almost all the fertile land in the country. They also 
owned and operated its ports, electric power plants, sugar mills, and 
largest bank. 
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In exchange for these concessions, the fruit companies promised to 
build a rail network that would tie the country together. They never did. 
The only lines they built were the ones they needed, connecting their 
plantations to Caribbean ports. The Life Pictorial Atlas of the World, pub­
lished in 1961, devoted exactly one sentence to Honduras: "A great 
banana exporter, Honduras has 1,000 miles of railroad, 900 of which 
belong to U.S. fruit companies." 

Strikes, political protests, uprisings, and attempted coups racked Hon­
duras for decades. To suppress them, the country's presidents maintained 
a strong army that absorbed more than half of the national budget. When 
the army could not do the job, it called in the United States Marines. 

The suffocating control that Americans maintained over Honduras 
prevented the emergence of a local business class. In Guatemala, El Sal­
vador, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica, coffee planters slowly accumulated 
capital, invested in banks and other commercial enterprises, and went 
on to assert civic and political power. That never happened in Hon­
duras. The only option available to energetic or ambitious Hondurans 
was to work for one of the banana companies. These companies were 
triumphs of the American free market, but they used their power to pre­
vent capitalism from emerging in Honduras. 

In 1958 the Liberal Party, which Sam Zemurray's coup had forced from 
office nearly half a century before, finally returned to power. Its leader, 
Ramon Villeda Morales, took over a country in which United Fruit was 
the biggest company, the biggest landowner, and the biggest private 
employer. He called it "the country of the seventies-seventy percent 
illiteracy, seventy percent illegitimacy, seventy percent rural popula­
tions, seventy percent avoidable deaths." 

Villeda tried to pass a land reform law, but was forced to withdraw it 
under intense pressure from United Fruit. When his term was about to 
expire in 1963, the Liberal candidate who was nominated to succeed 
him vowed to revive the law, and also to curb the power of the army. 
That combination disturbed some powerful Hondurans. Ten days before 
the election, the army staged a coup, installed General Oswaldo Lopez 
Arellano in the presidency, dissolved Congress, and suspended the con­
stitution. Military officers ruled Honduras for the next eighteen years. 
During this period, the fruit companies' grip on the country weakened 
as plant diseases ravaged several of their plantations and banana pro­
duction in other nations increased. 

In 1975 the Securities and Exchange Commission discovered that 
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General Lopez Arellano had received $1.25 million in secret payments 
from United Brands, the conglomerate that had absorbed United Fruit. 
The army reacted by removing Lopez Arellano from the presidency and 
replacing him with another officer. At the New York headquarters of 
United Brands, the scandal had a more dramatic impact. Eli Black, the 
company's president and board chairman, became the focus of a federal 
investigation. On the morning of February 3, 1975, he smashed a hole 
in the window of his office on the forty-fourth floor of the Pan Am 
building and jumped through it. 

Honduras held its next election in 1981, and Roberto Suazo Cordova, 
a country doctor and veteran political infighter, emerged as president. 
True power, however, remained with the military, specifically with the 
highly ambitious army commander General Gustavo Alvarez. That suited 
the United States, because Alvarez was a fierce anti-Communist who 
detested the Sandinista movement that had recently come to power in 
neighboring Nicaragua. When the Reagan administration asked him to 
turn Honduras into a base for anti-Sandinista rebels, known as contras, 
he eagerly agreed. Soon hundreds of contras were operating from camps 
along the Nicaraguan border, and thousands of American soldiers were 
flying in and out of the ballooning Aguacate air base nearby. From 1980 
to 1984, annual United States military aid to Honduras increased from 
$4 million to $77 million. Once again, it had surrendered its national 
sovereignty to Americans. 

Rivals forced General Alvarez from power in 1984 but did not dismantle 
his repressive machine. It had two purposes: supporting the contras and 
repressing dissent within Honduras. To achieve this latter goal, the army 
established a secret squad called Battalion 3-16, trained and supported 
by the CIA, that maintained clandestine torture chambers and carried 
out kidnappings and killings. The most powerful figure in the country 
during this period was the American ambassador, John Negroponte, 
who studiously ignored all pleas that he try to curb the regime's excesses. 

While the contra war raged, progress toward democracy in Honduras 
was impossible and citizens faced a frightening form of government­
sponsored terror. The war had another effect, which did not become 
clear until years later. Thousands of poor Honduran families, submerged 
in grinding poverty and fearful of the military, fled the country during 
the 1980s. Many ended up in Los Angeles. There, large numbers of Hon­
duran teenagers joined violent street gangs. In the 1990s many of these 
youths were deported back to Honduras, where they faced the same lack 
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of opportunity that had forced their parents to flee. Soon they estab­
lished in their homeland a replica of the bloody gang culture they had 
absorbed in Los Angeles. 

These awful turns in Honduran national life were in part the result of 
United States intervention, and they symbolize the unimaginable con­
sequences that "regime change" operations can have. At the beginning 
of the twentieth century, Americans deposed a government in Hon­
duras in order to give banana companies freedom to make money there. 
For decades, these companies imposed governments that crushed every 
attempt at national development. In the 1980s, when democracy 
finally seemed ready to emerge in Honduras, the United States pre­
vented it from flowering because it threatened the anti-Sandinista 
project that was Washington's obsession. That was the period when 
Honduran children turned up by the thousands in Los Angeles, where 
many of them fell into the criminality they later brought home. Hon­
duras, a miserably poor country where the average person earns less 
than $3,000 a year, was unprepared for this plague. It sank into a 
tragedy more brutal than any it had ever known. 

No one can know what might have happened in Honduras if the 
United States had never intervened there. Two facts, however, are indis­
putable. First, the United States has been the overwhelming force in 
Honduran life for more than a century. Second, Honduras today faces a 
nightmare of poverty, violence, and instability. Hondurans bear part of 
the blame for this heartrending situation, but Americans cannot escape 
their share. 

THE SHATTERING EVENTS OF 1898 ESTABLISHED THE UNITED STATES AS A 

world power. In the first years of the twentieth century, it began flexing its 
newfound political muscle. The first region to feel the effect was the 
Caribbean Basin. Once the United States resolved to build an interoceanic 
canal, it felt the need to control events in nearby countries. "The 
inevitable effect of our building the canal," Secretary of War Elihu Root 
asserted in 1906, "must be to require us to police the surrounding 
premises." 

Most of the nations in these "surrounding premises" were still search­
ing for their modern identities. Viewed from the United States, they 
seemed chronically unstable or in turmoil. Americans came to believe 
that by establishing "order" in these unhappy lands, they could achieve 
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two wonderful results simultaneously. They would bring economic 
benefit to themselves while at the same time civilizing and modernizing 
nations that seemed primitive and crying out for gUidance. Caught up 
in the all-encompassing idea of their country's "manifest destiny," they 
convinced themselves that American influence abroad could only be 
positive and that anyone who rejected it must be bad. 

"All that this country desires is that the other republics on this conti­
nent shall be happy and prosperous," Theodore Roosevelt declared, 
"and they cannot be happy and prosperous unless they maintain order 
within their boundaries and behave with a just regard for their obliga­
tions toward outsiders." 

The "outsiders" toward whom Latin Americans were supposed to 
behave properly were businessmen from the United States. Countries that 
allowed them free rein were considered progressive and friendly. Those 
that did not were turned into pariah states and targets for intervention. 

The first burst of American expansionism was over by the time Presi­
dent Taft left office at the beginning of 1913. By then, the United States 
owned Puerto Rico and the Philippines, and had turned Cuba, Nicaragua, 
and Honduras into official or unofficial protectorates. Through a series 
of political and military maneuvers, it had come to dominate the 
Caribbean Basin. It had also annexed two uninhabited but strategically 
located Pacific atolls, Wake and Midway, as well as Guam and the 
islands that became known as American Samoa. In each of these places, 
it established naval bases that became valuable assets as it began pro­
jecting power around the world. 

"The tendency of modern times is toward consolidation," Senator 
Lodge asserted. "Small states are of the past, and have no future." 

The leaders of those small states, like Jose Santos Zelaya in Nicaragua 
and Miguel Davila in Honduras, found that powerful figures in Wash­
ington considered their independence deeply threatening. Their over­
throws marked the end of a period during which Central America was 
moving toward profound social reform. They dreamed of transforming 
their feudal societies into modern capitalist states, but American inter­
vention aborted their grand project. 

Expansion presented the United States with a dilemma that has con­
fronted many colonial powers. If it allowed democracy to flower in the 
countries it controlled, those nations would begin acting in accordance 
with their own interests rather than the interests of the United States, 
and American influence over them would diminish. Establishing that 
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influence, though, was the reason the United States had intervened in 
those countries in the first place. Americans had to choose between per­
mitting them to become democracies or maintaining power over them. 
It was an easy choice. 

If the United States had been more far-sighted, it might have found a 
way to embrace and influence reformers in Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Philip­
pines, Nicaragua, and Honduras. That could have produced a fairer social 
order in those countries, with two results. First, it would have improved 
the lives of many who have instead lived and died in poverty. Second, it 
would have eased festering social conflicts that periodically exploded into 
violence and dragged the United States into new rounds of intervention. 

Nationalists reflexively rebel against governments they perceive as 
lackeys of foreign power. In the twentieth century, many of these rebels 
were men and women inspired by American history, American prin­
ciples, and the rhetoric of American democracy. They were critical of 
the United States, however, and wished to reduce or eliminate the 
power it wielded over their countries. Their defiance made them anath­
ema to American leaders, who crushed them time after time. 

The course the United States followed brought enormous power and 
wealth but slowly poisoned the political climate in the affected coun­
tries. Over a period of decades, many of their citizens concluded that 
democratic opposition movements had no chance of success because the 
United States opposed them so firmly. That led them to begin embracing 
more radical alternatives. If the elections of 1952 in Cuba had not been 
canceled, and if candidates like the young Fidel Castro had been allowed 
to finish their campaigns for public office and use democratic institu­
tions to modernize Cuba, a Communist regime might never have 
emerged there. If the United States had not resolutely supported dicta­
tors in Nicaragua, it would not have been confronted with the leftist 
Sandinista movement of the 1980s. 

In the quarter century before 1898, much of the world suffered 
through a series of economic crises. The United States was not exempt, 
passing through depressions or financial panicS in the mid-1870s, mid-
1880s, and early 1890s. Political leaders saw overseas expansion as the 
ideal way to end this destructive cycle. They believed it would answer 
the urgent questions raised by two epochal developments that changed 
the United States at the end of the nineteenth century: the closing of its 
frontier and the greatly increased production of its farms and factories. 
Successive presidents embraced the "open door" policy, which they 
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described as a way of bringing all nations into a global trading system. It 
might better have been called "kick in the door," because in reality it 
was a policy of forcing foreign nations to buy American products, share 
their resources with the United States, and grant privileges to American 
businesses, whether they wanted to or not. 

American leaders clamored for this policy because, they said, the 
country desperately needed a way to resolve its "glut" of overproduc­
tion. This glut, however, was largely illusory. While wealthy Americans 
were lamenting it, huge numbers of ordinary people were living in con­
ditions of severe deprivation. The surplus production from farms and 
factories could have been used to lift millions out of poverty, but this 
would have required a form of wealth redistribution that was repugnant 
to powerful Americans. Instead they looked abroad. 

By embracing the "open door" policy, the United States managed to 
export many of its social problems. The emergence of markets abroad 
put Americans to work, but it distorted the economies of poor countries 
in ways that greatly increased their poverty. As American companies 
accumulated vast sugar and fruit plantations in the Pacific, Central Amer­
ica, and the Caribbean, they forced countless small farmers off their 
land. Many became contract laborers who worked only when Ameri­
cans needed them, and naturally came to resent the United States. At 
the same time, American companies flooded these countries with man­
ufactured goods, preventing the development of local industry. 

The first American "regime change" operations had effects that rip­
pled across the country and around the world. Within the United 
States, they brought together a nation that was still divided by the 
legacy of the Civil War; secured the power of the sensationalist press, 
especially its most ardent exponent, William Randolph Hearst; and 
convinced most Americans that their country was destined for global 
leadership. They also robbed Americans of an important measure of 
their innocence. The scandal over torture and murder in the Philip­
pines, for example, might have led Americans to rethink their country's 
worldwide ambitions, but it did not. Instead, they came to accept the 
idea that their soldiers might have to commit atrocities in order to sub­
due insurgents and win wars. Loud protests followed revelations of the 
abuses Americans had committed in the Philippines but, in the end, 
those protests faded away. They were drowned out by voices insisting 
that any abuses must have been aberrations and that to dwell on them 
would show weakness and a lack of patriotism. 



A BREAK IN THE HISTORY OF THE WORLD • 107 

American presidents justified these first "regime change" operations 
by insisting that they wanted only to liberate oppressed peoples, but in 
fact all these interventions were carried out mainly for economic rea­
sons. The United States annexed Hawaii and the Philippines because 
they were ideal stepping-stones to the East Asia trade; took Puerto Rico 
to protect trade routes and establish a naval base; and deposed the pres­
idents of Nicaragua and Honduras because they refused to allow Ameri­
can companies to operate freely in their countries. In none of these 
places was Washington prepared for either the challenges of rule or the 
anger of nationalists. 

Why did Americans support policies that brought suffering to people 
in foreign lands? There are two reasons, so intertwined that they became 
one. The essential reason is that American control of faraway places 
came to be seen as vital to the material prosperity of the United States. 
This explanation, however, is wrapped inside another one: the deep­
seated belief of most Americans that their country is a force for good in 
the world. Thus, by extension, even the destructive missions the United 
States embarks on to impose its authority are tolerable. Generations of 
American political and business leaders have recognized the power of the 
noble idea of American exception ali sm. When they intervene abroad 
for selfish or ignoble reasons, they always insist that in the end, their 
actions will benefit not only the United States but also the citizens of 
the country in which they are intervening-and, by extension, the causes 
of peace and justice in the world. 

Two other facts of geopolitical life emerge from the history that 
Americans made between 1893 and 1913. One is the decisive role that 
presidents of the United States play in shaping the course of world 
events. There is no limit to the number of "what if" scenarios to which 
this evident fact can give rise. If the anti-imperialist Grover Cleveland 
had not lost the election of 1888 to Benjamin Harrison (Cleveland won 
the popular vote but lost in the Electoral College), the United States 
would certainly not have supported a revolution against the monarchy 
in Hawaii. If someone other than William McKinley had been president 
in 1898, he might have decided to set Cuba and the Philippines on the 
path to independence after the Spanish-American War. If the strongly 
probusiness William Howard Taft had not won the presidency in 1908 
and named the corporate lawyer Philander Knox as secretary of state, 
Washington might not have insisted on crushing the Zelaya govern­
ment in Nicaragua and, with it, the hope for modernization in Central 
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America. Since presidents can so decisively shape the fate of foreign 
nations, it is no wonder that non-Americans sometimes wish they could 
vote in American elections. 

A second fact that jumps from the history of this era is the absolute 
lack of interest the United States showed in the opinions of the people 
whose lands it seized. American leaders knew full well that most Hawai­
ians opposed the annexation of their country but proceeded with it 
anyway. No representative of Cuba, the Philippines, or Puerto Rico was 
present at the negotiations in Paris that ended the Spanish-American 
War and sealed their countries' fates. In Nicaragua and Honduras, even 
American diplomats conceded in their dispatches to Washington that 
the Liberal reform project was far more popular than the oligarchic 
regimes the United States imposed. The idea that the victorious power 
should listen to public opinion in these countries would have struck 
most Americans as absurd. They believed Latin Americans and Asians to 
be as they were portrayed in editorial cartoons: ragged children, usually 
nonwhite, who had no more idea of what was good for them than a 
block of stone. 

Although much has been written about the profound changes that 
1898 brought to the United States and about the decisive impact that 
year had on former Spanish colonies, less attention has been focused on 
the impact in Spain itself. There, the great defeat was for many years 
described simply as el catastrofe. It marked the end of an empire that 
had survived for more than four centuries and had played a decisive 
role in world history. Inevitably, the collapse of that empire led to a 
period of recrimination and self-doubt. It also, however, produced a 
group of brilliant poets, novelists, and philosophers who became known 
as the Generation of '98, and who together constituted probably the most 
important intellectual movement in Spanish history. These figures, 
among them Ram6n del Valle-Inch in, Miguel de Unamuno, and Jose 
Ortega y Gasset, proclaimed a cultural and spiritual rebirth for their 
country in the wake of its loss. Their belief that a nation can achieve 
greatness within itself, rather than through empire, helped lay the foun­
dation for the Spanish Republic that came to life in the 1930s and, more 
successfully, for the vibrant Spain that emerged at the end of the twentieth 
century. Some have even seen in Spain's resurgence a model for the way 
countries can not only survive the loss of empire but emerge from it to 
become stabilizing forces in the world they once sought to dominate. 



Covert Action 





Despotism and Godless Terrorism 

On the Austin campus of the University of Texas, a great library houses 
a collection of objects that have set off shattering revolutions. Among 
them are the world's first photograph, which was printed on a pewter 
plate in 1826; a Gutenberg Bible, one of five in the United States; and a 
copy of the first book printed in English. Waves of history radiate from 
these objects. They inspire awe, set off complex emotions, and tug at 
the mystic chords of memory. 

One of the most extraordinary objects in this collection does not 
seem to belong in a library at all. It is a reconstruction of the home office 
that John Foster Dulles used during his term as secretary of state, from 
1953 to 1958. His family donated the entire office, complete with furni­
ture, wall panels, carpets, bookcases, and books. Visitors may view the 
framed photos Dulles kept on his desk, his silver tea set, his collection 
of fine jade, and a display of gifts he received from foreign dignitaries. 
The library considers this room to be a historical artifact. So it is. 

On most days, Dulles worked at the State Department until late after­
noon. At about six o'clock he was driven to the White House, where he 
and President Dwight Eisenhower would, in Eisenhower's words, "try to 
analyze the broader aspects of the world drama we saw unfolding." 
Then, if he had no pressing diplomatic engagement, Dulles came home 
to this room. He would pour himself a glass of Old Overholt rye, sit 
down in his favorite armchair, and peer into the fireplace. Often he 
absentmindedly stirred his drink with his index finger. Sometimes he 
would read a detective novel. At other times, he reflected silently on the 
challenges of power. 

Although the precise topics Dulles thought about as he sat in this 
room are unrecorded, the experience of seeing it is strongly evocative. 
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Quite probably, Dulles considered the overthrow of foreign govern­
ments. In this armchair, before this fireplace, with these curtains behind 
him, he shaped the fate of millions around the world, including genera­
tions yet unborn. 

If ever a man was born to international privilege, it was John Foster 
Dulles. His family traced its ancestry to Charlemagne. As a boy he thrived 
under the special encouragement of his grandfather and namesake, the 
lawyer-diplomat John Watson Foster, who had been a treaty negotiator, 
minister to Russia and Spain, and secretary of state under President Ben­
jamin Harrison. (In this last capacity, he worked with Lorrin Thurston 
in 1893 on the unsuccessful campaign to annex Hawaii.) Young Dulles 
often stayed at his grandfather's manse in Washington. Foster took him 
to dinner parties at the White House, and allowed him to join in long 
conversations with distinguished guests who called at his home, among 
them President William Howard Taft, former president Grover Cleve­
land, and future president Woodrow Wilson. 

Besides being a diplomat, Foster was one of the first high-level inter­
national lawyers in Washington. He negotiated loans to foreign govern­
ments, served as counsel to the Mexican and Chinese legations, and 
undertook diplomatic missions for Presidents Cleveland, William 
McKinley, and Theodore Roosevelt. Perhaps most important, he influ­
enced his grandson to follow in his footsteps. 

In order to spend as much time as possible with his grandfather, Dulles 
attended law school at George Washington University. That made it dif­
ficult for him to find a job at any of the major New York firms, which 
preferred to hire Ivy League graduates. His doting grandfather stepped 
in to help. As a young man in Indiana, Foster had worked with a lawyer 
named Algernon Sullivan, who later moved to New York and formed a 
partnership with William Nelson Cromwell, the silver-haired legal genius 
who persuaded Congress to build the Central American canal across 
Panama instead of Nicaragua. Sullivan was no longer living, so Foster 
approached his surviving partner. 

"Isn't the memory of an old association enough to give this young 
man a chance?" he asked Cromwell. 

Few power brokers would refuse such an appeal from a former secretary 
of state. Dulles was hired as a clerk at the firm of Sullivan & Cromwell, 
with a monthly salary of $50. Unlike other clerks, he was able to live 
well, since his grandfather allowed him to draw on the $20,000 that 
had been set aside as the young man's inheritance. He needed that help 
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only for a short time. Propelled by his sharp legal mind and network of 
connections, Dulles rose through the firm more quickly than anyone 
ever had. By 1927, sixteen years after being hired, he was its sole man­
aging partner and one of the highest-paid lawyers in the world. 

Dulles's web of international contacts grew spectacularly during this 
period. In the spring of 1915, President Wilson named Dulles's uncle, 
Robert Lansing, to succeed William Jennings Bryan as secretary of state. 
Lansing arranged for the young lawyer to receive a string of diplomatic 
assignments. By the time he reached his mid-thirties, Dulles was on 
easy terms with some of the world's richest and most powerful men. 
From them he absorbed what one of his biographers, the historian 
Ronald Pruessen, called a "rather simplistic" view of the world. 

Dulles may have been a world watcher, but his thoughts always demon­

strated the angular vision that came with a perch in a Wall Street tower .... 

The way he saw the world, in particular-the kinds of problems he iden­

tified and the kinds of concerns that led him to identify them-had been 

shaped by a lifetime of experiences .... Day-to-day work with [corporate] 

clients, spread out over forty years, strongly affected his perspective on 

international affairs and helped shape the frame of reference from which 

he operated long before he was secretary of state. It helped him develop a 

particular interest in the commercial and financial facets of international 

relations and a particular attentiveness to what he thought were the eco­

nomic imperatives of American foreign policy .... Economic preoccupa­

tions were often a dominant and initiating force in his world view and 

thought. 

The list of Dulles's clients at Sullivan & Cromwell is nothing less than 
a guide to the biggest multinational corporations of early-twentieth­
century America. Some were companies that Cromwell had brought to 
the firm years before, like the Cuban Cane Sugar Corporation and Inter­
national Railways of Central America. Others were American banking 
houses, among them Brown Brothers and J. and W. Seligman, which 
were then effectively governing Nicaragua, and foreign houses like Credit 
Lyonnais and Dresdner Bank. Dulles arranged loans to governments 
across Latin America, Europe, and the Middle East; sued the Soviet 
Union on behalf of American insurance companies; organized a world­
wide takeover campaign for the American Bank Note Company, which 
had printed the fateful Nicaraguan stamp showing a volcano in fictitious 
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eruption; and negotiated utility concessions in Mexico and Panama for 
the American & Foreign Power Company. His clients built ports in Brazil, 
dug mines in Peru, and drilled for oil in Colombia. They ranged from 
International Nickel Company, one of the world's largest resource car­
tels, to the National Railroad Company of Haiti, which owned a single 
sixty-five-mile stretch of track north of Port-au-Prince. 

Dulles was especially interested in Germany, which he visited regu­
larly during the 1920s and 1930s. According to the most exhaustive 
book about Sullivan & Cromwell, the firm "thrived on its cartels and col­
lusion with the new Nazi regime," and Dulles spent much of 1934 "pub­
licly supporting Hitler," leaving his partners "shocked that he could so 
easily disregard law and international treaties to justify Nazi repression." 
When asked during this period how he dealt with German clients who 
were Jewish, he replied that he had simply decided "to keep away from 
them." Finally, facing a revolt by his partners, he agreed in 1935 to close 
the firm's Berlin office, later backdating the decision to a year earlier. 

Soon after World War II ended, Dulles found in Communism the evil 
he had been so slow to find in Nazism. His epiphany came when he read 
Stalin's Problems of Leninism, which he found gripping. Several times he 
compared it to Hitler's Mein Kampfas a blueprint for world domination. 

In the spring of 1949, Governor Thomas E. Dewey of New York 
appointed Dulles to fill a vacant seat in the United States Senate. When 
Dulles ran for a full term that November, he decked his campaign car 
with a banner proclaiming him "Enemy of the Reds!" His patrician style 
and evident unfamiliarity with the lives of ordinary people, however, 
made him an unappealing candidate, and he lost to Herbert Lehman, a 
liberal Democrat. This experience convinced him that if he wished to 
exert political influence, he should pursue appointive rather than elec­
tive office. 

Law and politics were not Dulles's only paSSions. Throughout his life 
he was also moved by deep Christian faith. It was an integral part of his 
character, and from it grew the intensity of his anti-Communist zeal. He 
cannot be understood apart from it. 

Dulles's paternal grandfather was a missionary who spent years 
preaching in India. The young man's father was pastor of the First Pres­
byterian Church in Watertown, New York, on the shore of Lake Ontario. 
As a child, Dulles attended three church services on Sunday and several 
others on weekdays. Every week he was expected to memorize two 
verses from a hymn and ten verses from Psalms or the New Testament. 
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His mother wanted him to follow the family tradition by becoming a 
clergyman, and not until arriving at Princeton did he consider other 
options. In later life he was an elder of the Presbyterian Church and a 
member of Union Theological Seminary's board of directors. After his 
death he was described as "the only religious leader, lay or clerical, ever 
to become Secretary of State." 

Dulles believed that the heritage of the United States, which he 
described as "in its essentials a religious heritage," placed Americans 
under a special obligation. He felt what he called" a deep sense of mis­
sion," a conviction that "those who found a good way of life had a duty 
to help others to find the same way." Like his father, he was a born 
preacher; like his grandfather, a missionary. When the 1950s dawned, he 
was looking for a way to channel his "Christian insight and Christian 
inspiration" into the fight against "the evil methods and designs of 
Soviet Communism." 

The best way to do that, Dulles quite reasonably concluded, was to 
become secretary of state. He thought he had the job in 1948, when his 
old friend Thomas Dewey seemed poised to take the presidency from 
Harry Truman, but voters frustrated his ambition by giving Truman an 
upset victory. Determined to try again, he spent the next several years 
expanding his network of Republican contacts and publishing articles 
about Communism and the Soviet threat. 

In the spring of 1952, Eisenhower declared his candidacy for the 
Republican preSidential nomination. He had spent his adult life in the 
army, far from the refined circles in which Dulles moved. A mutual 
friend, General Lucius Clay, suggested that Dulles fly to Paris to meet 
Eisenhower, who was then serving as supreme commander of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization. Dulles found this a fine idea, and arranged 
to give a speech in Paris as a way of disguising the true purpose of his 
trip. He and Eisenhower met for two long conversations. The general 
was much impressed. He relied on Dulles throughout his presidential 
campaign and soon after the election named him secretary of state. 

Dulles was then sixty-five years old. He had been shaped by three 
powerful influences: a uniquely privileged upbringing, a long career 
advising the world's richest corporations, and a profound religious faith. 
His deepest values, beliefs, and instincts were those of the international 
elite in which he had spent his life. One of his biographers wrote that 
he was "out of touch with the rough and tumble of humanity" because 
"his whole background was superior, sheltered, successful, safe." 
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At the State Department, as at Sullivan & Cromwell, Dulles was famous 
for his solitary style of decision making. It was said that he carried the 
department in his hat, and that even his assistant secretaries did not 
know what he was planning. He shaped important policies without 
consulting anyone inside or outside the State Department. The diplo­
mat and historian Townsend Hoopes called him "a compulsive over­
simplifier" whose "mind was fundamentally shrewd and practical, but 
quite narrow in range, seeking always immediate and tangible results." 

Dulles was an intellectual loner-a man who relied not merely in the last 
resort, but almost exclusively, in large matters and small, on his own 
counsel. His views on important matters were developed by an appar­
ently elaborate, structured and wholly internalized process .... The 
resulting conclusion thus stood at the end of a long chain of logic and, 
when finally arrived at, was not easily reversed. 

By nature Dulles was stiff and confrontational. He conveyed an 
absolute certainty about his course that many took for arrogance. One 
biographer wrote that he "scarcely knew the meaning of compromise, 
and insofar as he understood it, he despised it." He believed that a secre­
tary of state should not be a conciliator but rather, in Eisenhower's 
words, "a sort of international prosecuting attorney." 

In the take-no-prisoners style he had honed at Sullivan & Cromwell, 
Dulles wished neither to meet, accommodate, or negotiate with the 
enemy. He resolutely opposed the idea of cultural exchanges between 
the United States and any country under Communist rule. For years he 
sought to prevent American newspapers from sending correspondents 
to China. He steadfastly counseled Eisenhower against holding summit 
meetings with Soviet leaders. "Indeed," one biographer has written, 
"evidence of America-Soviet agreement on any issue troubled him, for 
he judged it could only be a ruse designed to cause the free world to 'let 
down its guard. "' 

Dulles, as a lawyer, had been trained in adversarial terms; interests, for 
him, could at times appear to be whatever was necessary to overwhelm 
the opponent. Moreover, he had been much impressed by Arnold Toyn­
bee's suggestion that without some kind of external challenge, civiliza­
tions withered and died. It was not too difficult, then, for threats and 
interests to merge in Dulles's mind: to conclude that the United States 
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might actually have an interest in being threatened, if through that process 

Americans could be goaded into doing what was necessary to preserve 

their way of life. 

When Eisenhower and Dulles took office, at the beginning of 1953, 
the main fact of international political life was the spread of Commu­
nism. The Soviet Union had imposed its rule on much of Eastern Europe, 
successfully tested an atomic bomb, and attempted to starve West 
Berlin into submission with a sixteen-month blockade. A Communist 
army had seized power in China, and another had tried to do so in 
Greece. Communist parties in France and Italy were strong and grow­
ing. Thousands of Americans had been killed fighting Communist forces 
in Korea. Senator Joseph McCarthy of Wisconsin shocked many Ameri­
cans with charges that Communists had even infiltrated the United 
States Army and State Department. The United States was gripped by a 
fear of encirclement, a terrible sense that it was losing the postwar battle 
of ideologies. 

During the 1952 presidential campaign, Dulles made a series of 
speeches accusing the Truman administration of weakness in the face of 
Communist advances. He promised that a Republican White House 
would "roll back" Communism by securing the "liberation" of nations 
that had fallen victim to its "despotism and godless terrorism." As soon 
as the election was won, he began searching for a place where the 
United States could strike a blow against this scourge. Before he had 
even taken office, like a messenger from heaven, a senior British intelli­
gence officer arrived in Washington carrying a proposal that perfectly 
fit Dulles's needs. 

BRITAIN WAS AT THAT MOMENT FACING A GRAVE CHALLENGE. ITS ABILITY TO 

project military power, fuel its industries, and give its citizens a high 
standard of living depended largely on the oil it extracted from Iran. 
Since 1901 a single corporation, the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, prin­
cipally owned by the British government, had held a monopoly on the 
extraction, refining, and sale of Iranian oil. Anglo-Iranian's grossly 
unequal contract, negotiated with a corrupt monarch, required it to pay 
Iran just 16 percent of the money it earned from selling the country's 
oil. It probably paid even less than that, but the truth was never known, 
since no outsider was permitted to audit its books. Anglo-Iranian made 
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more profit in 1950 alone than it had paid Iran in royalties over the pre­
vious half century. 

In the years after World War II, the currents of nationalism and anti­
colonialism surged across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. They carried 
an outspokenly idealistic Iranian, Mohammad Mossadegh, to power in 
the spring of 1951. Prime Minister Mossadegh embodied the cause that 
had become his country's obsession. He was determined to expel the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, nationalize the oil industry, and use the 
money it generated to develop Iran. 

Mossadegh, a European-educated aristocrat who was sixty-nine years 
old when he came to power, believed passionately in two causes: nation­
alism and democracy. In Iran, nationalism meant taking control of 
the country's oil resources. Democracy meant concentrating political 
power in the elected parliament and prime minister, rather than in the 
monarch, Mohammad Reza Shah. With the former project, Mossadegh 
turned Britain into an enemy, and with the latter he alienated the shah. 

In the spring of 1951, both houses of the Iranian parliament voted 
unanimously to nationalize the oil industry. It was an epochal moment, 
and the entire nation celebrated. "All of Iran's misery, wretchedness, 
lawlessness and corruption over the last fifty years has been caused by 
oil and the extortions of the oil company," one radio commentator 
declared. 

Under the nationalization law, Iran agreed to compensate Britain for 
the money it had spent building its wells and refinery, although any 
impartial arbitrator would probably have concluded that given the 
amount of profit the British had made in Iran over the years, Iran's debt 
would be less than nil. Mossadegh loved to point out that the British 
had themselves recently nationalized their coal and steel industries. He 
insisted that he was only trying to do what the British had done: turn 
their nation's wealth to its own benefit, and make reforms in order to 
prevent people from resorting to revolution. British diplomats in the 
Middle East were, of course, unmoved by this argument. 

"We English have had hundreds of years of experience on how to 
treat the natives," one of them scoffed. "Socialism is all right back 
home, but out here you have to be the master." 

Mossadegh's rise to power and parliament's vote to nationalize the 
oil industry thrilled Iranians but outraged British leaders. The idea that 
a backward country like Iran could rise up and deal them such a blow 
was so stunning as to be incomprehensible. They scornfully rejected 
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suggestions that they offer to split their profits with Iran on a fifty-fifty 
basis, as American companies were doing in nearby countries. Instead 
they vowed to resist. 

"Persian oil is of vital importance to our economy," Foreign Secretary 
Herbert Morrison declared. "We regard it as essential to do everything 
possible to prevent the Persians from getting away with a breach of 
their contractual obligations." 

Over the next year, the British did just that. At various points they 
considered bribing Mossadegh, assassinating him, and launching a mil­
itary invasion of Iran, a plan they might have carried out if President 
Truman and Secretary of State Dean Acheson had not become almost 
apoplectic on learning of it. The British sabotaged their own installa­
tions at Abadan in the hopes of convincing Mossadegh that he could 
not possibly run the oil industry without them; blockaded Iranian ports 
so no tankers could enter or leave; and appealed unsuccessfully to the 
United Nations Security Council and the International Court of Justice. 
Finally, they concluded that only one option was left. They resolved to 
organize a coup. 

Britain had dominated Iran for generations, and during that time 
had suborned a variety of military officers, journalists, religious leaders, 
and others who could help overthrow a government if the need arose. 
Officials in London ordered their agents in Tehran to set a plot in 
motion. Before the British could strike their blow, however, Mossadegh 
discovered what they were planning. He did the only thing he could 
have done to protect himself and his government. On October 16, 
1952, he ordered the British embassy shut and all its employees sent out 
of the country. Among them were the intelligence agents who were 
organizing the coup. 

This left the British disarmed. Their covert operatives had been expelled 
from Iran, Truman's opposition made an invasion impossible, and world 
organizations refused to intervene. The British government faced the 
disorienting prospect of losing its most valuable foreign asset to a back­
ward country led by a man they conSidered, according to various diplo­
matic cables, "wild," "fanatical," "absurd," "gangster-like" "completely 
unscrupulous," and "clearly imbalanced." 

Modern Iran has produced few figures of Mossadegh's stature. On his 
mother's side he was descended from Persian royalty. His father came 
from a distinguished clan and was Iran's finance minister for more than 
twenty years. He studied in France and Switzerland, and became the 
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first Iranian to win a doctorate in law from a European university. By 
the time he was elected prime minister, he had a lifetime of political 
experience behind him. 

Mossadegh was also a highly emotional man. Tears rolled down his 
cheeks when he delivered speeches about Iran's poverty and misery. 
Several times he collapsed while addressing parliament, leading Newsweek 
to call him a "fainting fanatic." He suffered from many ailments, some 
physical and others of unknown cause, and had a disarming habit of 
receiving guests while lying in bed. His scrupulous honesty and intense 
parsimony-he used to peel two-ply tissues apart before using them­
made him highly unusual in Middle Eastern politics and greatly endeared 
him to his people. In January 1952, Time named him man of the year, 
choosing him over Winston Churchill, Douglas MacArthur, Harry Tru­
man, and Dwight Eisenhower. It called him an "obstinate opportunist" 
but also "the Iranian George Washington" and "the most world-renowned 
man his ancient race had produced for centuries." 

Barely two weeks after Mossadegh shut the British embassy in Tehran, 
Americans went to the polls and elected Eisenhower as president. Soon 
after that, Eisenhower announced that Dulles would be his secretary of 
state. Suddenly the gloom that had enveloped the British government 
began to lift. 

At that moment the chief of CIA operations in the Middle East, Ker­
mit Roosevelt, happened to be passing through London on his way 
home from a visit to Iran. He met with several of his British counter­
parts, and they presented him with an extraordinary proposal. They 
wanted the CIA to carry out the coup in Iran that they themselves could 
no longer execute, and had already drawn up what Roosevelt called "a 
plan of battle." 

What they had in mind was nothing less than the overthrow of Mossadegh. 

Furthermore, they saw no point in wasting time by delay. They wanted to 

start immediately. I had to explain that the project would require consid­

erable clearance from my govemment and that I was not entirely sure what 

the results would be. As I told my British colleagues, we had, I felt sure, 

no chance to win approval from the outgoing administration of Truman 

and Acheson. The new Republicans, however, might be quite different. 

British officials were so impatient to set the coup in motion that they 
decided to propose it at once, without even waiting for Eisenhower to 
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be inaugurated. They sent one of their top intelligence agents, Christopher 
Montague Woodhouse, to Washington to present their case to Dulles. 
Woodhouse and other British officials realized that their argument­
Mossadegh must be overthrown because he was nationalizing a British 
oil company-would not stir the Americans to action. They had to find 
another one. It took no deep thought to decide what it should be. Wood­
house told the Americans that Mossadegh was leading Iran toward 
Communism. 

Under normal circumstances, this would be a difficult case to make. 
There was a Communist party in Iran, known as Tudeh, and like every 
other party in the country, it supported the oil nationalization project. 
Mossadegh, a convinced democrat, allowed Tudeh to function freely 
but never embraced its program. In fact, he abhorred Communist doc­
trine and rigorously excluded Communists from his government. The 
American diplomat in Tehran assigned to monitor Tudeh recognized all 
this, and reported to Washington that the party was "well-organized 
but not very powerful." Years later, an Iranian-American scholar con­
ducted an exhaustive study of Tudeh's position in 1953, and concluded 
that "the type of coordinated cooperation and mutual reliance the 
Americans feared existed between Mossadegh and the Tudeh could not 
have existed." 

The perceived Tudeh threat, as feared by the perpetrators of the coup, was 

not real. The party had neither the numbers, nor the popularity, nor a 

plan to take over state power with any hope of holding on to it .... This 

decision [to stage the coup] seems to have had little to do with on-the­

ground realities and much to do with the ideological imperatives of the 

period: the Cold War. 

Woodhouse gave Dulles the idea that he could portray Mossadegh's 
overthrow as a "rollback" of Communism. The State Department, how­
ever, did not have the capacity to overthrow governments. For that, 
Dulles would have to enlist the CIA. It was still a new agency, created in 
1947 to replace the wartime Office of Strategic Services. Truman had used 
the CIA to gather intelligence and also to carry out covert operations, 
such as supporting anti-Communist political parties in Europe. Never, 
though, had he or Secretary of State Acheson ordered the CIA-or any 
other agency-to overthrow a foreign government. 

Dulles had no such reservations. Two factors made him especially 
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eager to use the CIA in this way. The first was the lack of alternatives. 
Long gone were the days when an American president could send 
troops to invade and seize a faraway land. A new world power, the 
Soviet Union, counterbalanced the United States and severely restricted 
its freedom to overthrow governments. An American invasion could set 
off a confrontation between superpowers that might spiral into nuclear 
holocaust. In the CIA, Dulles thought he might have the tool he 
needed, a way to shift the balance of world power without resorting to 
military force. 

Calling on the CIA had another great attraction for Dulles. He knew 
he would work in perfect harmony with its director, because the direc­
tor was his younger brother, Allen. This was the first and only time in 
American history that siblings ran the overt and covert arms of foreign 
policy. They worked seamlessly together, combining the diplomatic 
resources of the State Department with the CIA's growing skill at clan­
destine operations. 

Before the coup could be set in motion, the Dulles brothers needed 
President Eisenhower's approval. It was not an easy sell. At a meeting of 
the National Security Council on March 4, 1953, Eisenhower wondered 
aloud why it wasn't possible "to get some of the people in these down­
trodden countries to like us instead of hating us." Secretary of State 
Dulles conceded that Mossadegh was no Communist but insisted that 
"if he were to be assassinated or removed from power, a political vac­
uum might occur in Iran and the communists might easily take over." If 
that happened, he warned, "not only would the free world be deprived 
of the enormous assets represented by Iranian oil production and 
reserves, but ... in short order the other areas of the Middle East, with 
some Sixty percent of the world's oil reserves, would fall into Commu­
nist hands." 

Dulles had two lifelong obsessions: fighting Communism and pro­
tecting the rights of multinational corporations. In his mind they were, 
as the historian James A. Bill has written, "interrelated and mutually 
reinforcing." 

There is little doubt that petroleum considerations were involved in 

the American decision to assist in the overthrow of the Mossadegh 

government .... Although many have argued for America's disinterest in 

Iranian oil, given the conditions of glut that prevailed, Middle Eastern 

history demonstrates that the United States had always sought such 
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access, glut or no glut .... Concerns about communism and the avail­

ability of petroleum were interlocked. Together, they drove America to a 

policy of direct intervention. 

After the National Security Council meeting in March, planning for a 
coup began in earnest. Allen Dulles, in consultation with his British 
counterparts, chose a retired general named Fazlollah Zahedi as titular 
leader of the coup. Then he sent $1 million to the CIA station in Tehran 
for use "in any way that would bring about the fall of Mossadegh." John 
Foster Dulles directed the American ambassador in Tehran, Loy Hender­
son, to contact Iranians who might be interested in helping to carry out 
the coup. 

Two secret agents, Donald Wilber of the CIA and Norman Darbyshire 
of the British Secret Intelligence Service, spent several weeks that spring 
in Cyprus devising a plan for the coup. It was unlike any plan that either 
country, or any country, had made before. With the cold calculation of 
the surgeon, these agents plotted to cut Mossadegh away from his people. 

Under their plan, the Americans would spend $150,000 to bribe jour­
nalists, editors, Islamic preachers, and other opinion leaders to "create, 
extend and enhance public hostility and distrust and fear of Mossadegh 
and his government." Then they would hire thugs to carry out "staged 
attacks" on religious figures and other respected Iranians, making it 
seem that Mossadegh had ordered them. Meanwhile, General Zahedi 
would be given a sum of money, later fixed at $135,000, to "win addi­
tional friends" and "influence key people." The plan budgeted another 
$11,000 per week, a great sum at that time, to bribe members of the Iran­
ian parliament. On "coup day," thousands of paid demonstrators would 
converge on parliament to demand that it dismiss Mossadegh. Parlia­
ment would respond with a "quasi-legal" vote to do so. If Mossadegh 
reSisted, military units loyal to General Zahedi would arrest him. 

"So this is how we get rid of that madman Mossadegh!" Secretary of 
State Dulles exclaimed happily when he was handed a copy of the plan. 

Not everyone embraced the idea. Several CIA officers opposed it, and 
one of them, Roger Goiran, chief of the CIA station in Tehran, went so 
far as to quit. Neither of the State Department's principal Iran experts 
was even informed about the plot until it was about to be sprung. That 
was just as well, since State Department archives were bulging with dis­
patches from Henry Grady, who had been Truman's ambassador in Iran, 
reporting that Mossadegh "has the backing of 95 to 98 percent of the 
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people of this country," and from Grady's boss, Undersecretary of State 
George McGhee, who considered Mossadegh "a conservative" and "a 
patriotic Iranian nationalist" with "no reason to be attracted to social­
ism or communism." 

None of this made the slightest impact on Dulles. His deepest instinct, 
rather than any cool assessment of facts, told him that overthrowing 
Mossadegh was a good idea. Never did he consult with anyone who 
believed differently. 

The American press played an important supporting role in Opera­
tion Ajax, as the Iran coup was code-named. A few newspapers and 
magazines published favorable articles about Mossadegh, but they were 
the exceptions. The New York Times regularly referred to him as a dicta­
tor. Other papers compared him to Hitler and Stalin. Newsweek reported 
that, with his help, Communists were "taking over" Iran. Time called 
his election "one of the worst calamities to the anti-communist world 
since the Red conquest of China." 

To direct its coup against Mossadegh, the CIA had to send a senior 
agent on what would necessarily be a dangerous clandestine mission to 
Tehran. Allen Dulles had just the man in Kermit Roosevelt, the thirty­
seven-year-old Harvard graduate who was the agency's top Middle East 
expert. Bya quirk of history, he was the grandson of President Theodore 
Roosevelt, who half a century earlier had helped bring the United States 
into the "regime change" era. 

Roosevelt slipped into Iran at a remote border crossing on July 19, 
1953, and immediately set about his subversive work. It took him just a 
few days to set Iran aflame. Using a network of Iranian agents and 
spending lavish amounts of money, he created an entirely artificial 
wave of anti-Mossadegh protest. Members of parliament withdrew their 
support from Mossadegh and denounced him with wild charges. Reli­
gious leaders gave sermons calling him an atheist, a Jew, and an infidel. 
Newspapers were filled with articles and cartoons depicting him as every­
thing from a homosexual to an agent of British imperialism. He realized 
that some unseen hand was directing this campaign, but because he had 
such an ingrained and perhaps exaggerated faith in democracy, he did 
nothing to repress it. 

"Mossadegh's avowed commitment to promoting and respecting polit­
ical and civil rights and liberties, and allowing the due process of law to 
take its course, greatly benefited his enemies," the historian Fakhreddin 
Azimi wrote years later. 
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At the beginning of August, though, Mossadegh did take one step to 
upset the CIA's plan. He learned that foreign intelligence agents were 
bribing members of parliament to support a no-confidence motion 
against him, and to thwart them, he called a national referendum on a 
proposition that would allow him to dissolve parliament and call new 
elections. On this occasion he shaded his democratic principles, using 
separate ballot boxes for "yes" and "no" voters. The result was over­
whelmingly favorable. His enemies denounced him, but he had won a 
round. Bribed members of parliament could not carry out the CIA's plan 
to remove him through a "quasi-legal" vote, since there no longer was a 
parliament. 

Roosevelt quickly came up with an alternative plan. He would arrange 
for Mohammad Reza Shah to sign royal decrees, or firmans, dismissing 
Mossadegh from office and appointing General Zahedi as the new 
prime minister. This course could also be described as "quasi-legal," 
since under Iranian law, only parliament had the right to elect and dis­
miss prime ministers. Roosevelt realized that Mossadegh, who among 
other things was the country's best-educated legal scholar, would reject 
the firman and refuse to step down. He had a plan for that, too. A squad 
of royalist soldiers would deliver the firman, and when Mossadegh 
rejected it the soldiers would arrest him. 

The great obstacle to this plan turned out to be the shah. He hated 
Mossadegh, who was turning him into little more than a figurehead, 
but was terrified of risking his throne by joining a plot. In a series of 
meetings held late at night in the backseat of a car parked near the royal 
palace, Roosevelt tried and failed to persuade the shah to join the coup. 
Slowly he increased the pressure. First he arranged to fly the shah's 
strong-willed twin sister, Ashraf, home from the French Riviera to 
appeal to him; she agreed to do so after receiving a sum of money and, 
according to one account, a mink coat. When that approach failed, 
Roosevelt sent two of his Iranian agents to assure the shah that the plot 
was a good one and certain to succeed. Still the shah vacillated. Finally, 
Roosevelt summoned General Norman Schwarzkopf, a dashing figure 
who had spent years in Iran running an elite military unit-and whose 
son would lead the Desert Storm invasion of Iraq four decades later-to 
close the deal. 

The shah received Schwarzkopf in a ballroom at the palace, but at 
first refused to speak. Through gestures, he let his guest know that he 
feared that microphones were hidden in the walls or ceiling. Finally the 
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two men pulled a table into the center of the room and climbed on top 
of it. In what must have been unusually forceful whispers, Schwarzkopf 
made clear that the power of both Britain and the United States lay 
behind this plot, and that the shah had no choice other than to cooper­
ate. Slowly the shah gave in. The next day he told Roosevelt he would 
sign the (irmans, but only on condition that immediately afterward, he 
could fly to his retreat on the Caspian Sea. 

"If by any horrible chance things go wrong, the Empress and I will 
take our plane straight to Baghdad," he explained. 

That was not exactly a resounding commitment to the coup, but it 
was good enough for Roosevelt. He secured the (irmans and, on the after­
noon of August 14, gave the one dismissing Mossadegh to an officer 
who was part of the plot, Colonel Nematollah Nassiri, commander of 
the Imperial Guard. Late that night, Nassiri led a squad of men to 
Mossadegh's house. There he told the gatekeeper that he needed to see 
the prime minister immediately. 

Then, much to Nassiri's surprise, a company of loyalist soldiers 
emerged from the shadows, surrounded him, and took him prisoner. 
Mossadegh had discovered the plot in time. The man who was sup­
posed to arrest him was himself arrested. 

At dawn the next morning, Radio Tehran broadcast the triumphant 
news that the government had crushed an attempted coup by the shah 
and "foreign elements." The shah heard this news at his Caspian 
retreat, and reacted just as he had promised. With Empress Soraya at his 
side, he jumped into his Beechcraft and flew to Baghdad. There he 
boarded a commercial flight to Rome. When an American reporter 
asked him if he expected to return to Iran, he replied, "Probably, but not 
in the immediate future." 

Roosevelt, however, was not so easily discouraged. He had built up a 
far-reaching network of Iranian agents and had paid them a great deal 
of money. Many of them, especially those in the police and the army, 
had not yet had a chance to show what they could do. Sitting in his 
bunker beneath the American embassy, he considered his options. 
Returning home was the obvious one. He even received a cable from his 
CIA superiors urging that he do so. Instead of obeying, he summoned 
two of his top Iranian operatives and told them he was determined to 
make another stab at Mossadegh. 

These two agents had excellent relations with Tehran's street gangs, 
and Roosevelt told them he now wished to use those gangs to set off 
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riots around the city. To his dismay, they replied that they could no 
longer help him because the risk of arrest had become too great. This 
was a potentially fatal blow to Roosevelt's new plan. He responded in 
the best tradition of secret agents. First he offered the two agents 
$50,000 to continue working with him. They remained unmoved. Then 
he added the second part of his deal: if the men refused, he would kill 
them. That changed their minds. They left the embassy compound 
with a briefcase full of cash and a renewed willingness to help. 

That week, a plague of violence descended on Tehran. Gangs of thugs 
ran wildly through the streets, breaking shop windows, firing guns into 
mosques, beating passersby, and shouting "Long Live Mossadegh and 
Communism!" Other thugs, claiming allegiance to the self-exiled shah, 
attacked the first ones. Leaders of both factions were actually working 
for Roosevelt. He wanted to create the impression that the country was 
degenerating into chaos, and he succeeded magnificently. 

Mossadegh's supporters tried to organize demonstrations on his 
behalf, but once again his democratic instincts led him to react naively. 
He disdained the politics of the street, and ordered leaders of political 
parties loyal to him not to join the fighting. Then he sent police units to 
restore order, not realizing that many of their commanders were 
secretly on Roosevelt's payroll. Several joined the rioters they were sup­
posed to suppress. 

Leaders of the Tudeh party, who had several hundred militants at 
their command, made a last-minute offer to Mossadegh. They had no 
weapons, but if he would give them some, they would attack the mobs 
that were trying to destroy his regime. The old man was horrified. 

"If ever I agree to arm a political party," he told one Tudeh leader 
angrily, "may God sever my right arm!" 

Roosevelt chose Wednesday, August 19, as the climactic day. On that 
morning, thousands of demonstrators rampaged through the streets, 
demanding Mossadegh's resignation. They seized Radio Tehran and set 
fire to the offices of a progovernment newspaper. At midday, military 
and police units whose commanders Roosevelt had bribed joined the 
fray, storming the foreign ministry, the central police station, and the 
headquarters of the army's general staff. 

As Tehran fell into violent anarchy, Roosevelt calmly emerged from 
the embassy compound and drove to a safe house where he had stashed 
General Zahedi. It was time for the general to play his role as Iran's des­
ignated savior. He did so with gusto, riding with a group of his jubilant 
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supporters to Radio Tehran and proclaiming to the nation that he was 
"the lawful prime minister by the Shah's orders." From there he pro­
ceeded to his temporary headquarters at the Officers' Club, where a 
throng of ecstatic admirers was waiting. 

The day's final battle was for control of Mossadegh's house. Attackers 
tried for two hours to storm it but were met with withering machine­
gun volleys from inside. Men fell by the dozen. The tide finally turned 
when a column of tanks appeared, sent by a commander who was part 
of the plot. The tanks fired shell after shell into the house. Finally resis­
tance from inside ceased. A platoon of soldiers gingerly moved in. 
Defenders had fled over a back wall, taking their deposed leader with 
them. The crowd outside surged into his house, looting it and then set­
ting it afire. 

No one was more amazed by this sudden turn of events than the 
shah. He was dining at his Rome hotel when news correspondents burst 
in to tell him the news of Mossadegh's overthrow. For several moments 
he was unable to speak. 

"Can it be true?" he finally asked. 
In the days that followed, the shah returned home and reclaimed the 

Peacock Throne he had so hastily abandoned. Mossadegh surrendered 
and was placed under arrest. General Zahedi became Iran's new prime 
minister. 

Before leaving Tehran, Roosevelt paid a farewell call on the shah. This 
time they met inside the palace, not furtively in a car outside. A servant 
brought vodka, and the shah offered a toast. 

"lowe my throne to God, my people, my army-and to you," he 
said. 

Roosevelt and the shah spoke for a few minutes, but there was little 
to say. Then General Zahedi, the new prime minister, arrived to join 
them. These three men were among the few who had any idea of the 
real story behind that week's tumultuous events. All knew they had 
changed the course of Iranian history. 

"We were all smiles now," Roosevelt wrote afterward. "Warmth and 
friendship filled the room." 



Get Rid of This Stinker 

The most heavily attended funeral in Guatemalan history was for a man 
who had been dead twenty-four years. More than 100,000 people filled 
the streets of Guatemala City and jammed the cemetery. Many threw 
red carnations at the cortege and chanted, "Jacobo! Jacobo!" Some, espe­
cially those old enough to remember the statesman they were burying, 
were overcome with emotion. 

"All I know is that there was no persecution during his government," 
said a seventy-seven-year-old man in the crowd who struggled to hold 
back his tears. "Afterwards, people began dying." 

Jacobo Arbenz Guzman was the second of two presidents who gov­
erned Guatemala during the country's "democratic spring," which 
lasted from 1944 to 1954. For decades after the CIA overthrew him and 
chased him from his homeland, it was dangerous to speak well of Arbenz 
or lament his fate. He died alone and forgotten. Only when his remains 
were finally brought home to Guatemala and buried, on October 20, 
1995, did his people have a chance to honor him. They did so with a 
fervor born of unspeakable suffering. 

Arbenz took office in 1951, the same year another nationalist, Moham­
mad Mossadegh, became prime minister of Iran. Each assumed leader­
ship of a wretchedly poor nation that was just beginning to enjoy the 
blessings of democracy. Each challenged the power of a giant foreign­
owned company. The company howled in protest, and charged that the 
government was Communistic. Secretary of State Jphn Foster Dulles 
agreed. 

Few private companies have ever been as closely interwoven with the 
United States government as United Fruit was during the mid-1950s. 
Dulles had, for decades, been one of its principal legal counselors. His 
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brother, Allen, the CIA dire<;tor, had also done legal work for the com­
pany and owned a substantial block of its stock. John Moors Cabot, the 
assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs, was a large share­
holder. So was his brother, Thomas Dudley Cabot, the director of inter­
national security affairs in the State Department, who had been United 
Fruit's president. General Robert Cutler, head of the National Security 
Council, was its former chairman of the board. John J. McCloy, the 
president of the International Bank for Reconstruction and Develop­
ment, was a former board member. Both undersecretary of state Walter 
Bedell Smith and Robert Hill, the American ambassador to Costa Rica, 
would join the board after leaving government service. 

During the first half of the twentieth century, United Fruit made 
great profits in Guatemala because it was able to operate without inter­
ference from the Guatemalan government. It simply claimed good 
farmland, arranged for legal title through one-sided deals with dictators, 
and then operated plantations on its own terms, free of such annoy­
ances as taxes or labor regulations. As long as that system prevailed, 
men like John Foster Dulles considered Guatemala a "friendly" and 
"stable" country. When a new kind of government emerged there and 
began to challenge the company, they disapproved. 

For thirteen years during the 1930s and 1940s, United Fruit thrived 
in Guatemala under the patronage of Jorge Ubico, a classically outsized 
Latin American caudillo. According to one historian, Ubico "called any­
one a Communist whose social, economic and political ideologies were 
more progressive than his own" and "trusted only the army, wealthy 
indigenous landowners and foreign corporations." The most important 
of those corporations was United Fruit, which provided tens of thousands 
of full- and part-time jobs in Guatemala. Ubico showered United Fruit 
with concession agreements, including one in 1936 that his agents nego­
tiated personally with Dulles. It gave the company a ninety-nine-year 
lease on a vast tract of land along the rich Pacific plain at Tiquisate, and 
guaranteed it an exemption from all taxes for the duration of the lease. 

Guatemalans became restive as Ubico's harsh rule wore on. An emerg­
ing middle class, inspired by the democratic rhetoric of World War II 
and the examples of reformist presidents Lazaro Cardenas in Mexico 
and Franklin D. Roosevelt in the United States, began agitating for 
change. During the summer and fall of 1944, thousands of demonstra­
tors, led by schoolteachers, launched a wave of street protests. As they 
reached a peak, young officers staged a lightning uprising and toppled 
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the old regime. Guatemala's own "October Revolution" was won at the 
cost of fewer than one hundred lives. 

A few months later, Guatemalans went to the polls in their country's 
first democratic election. By an overwhelming margin, they chose a 
visionary young schoolteacher, Juan Jose Arevalo, as their president. In 
his inaugural address, delivered to an expectant nation on March 15, 
1945, Arevalo cited Roosevelt as his inspiration, and vowed to follow 
his example. 

There has in the past been a fundamental lack of sympathy for the work­

ing man, and the faintest cry for justice was avoided and punished as if 

one were trying to eradicate the beginnings of a frightful epidemic. Now 

we are going to begin a period of sympathy for the man who works in the 

fields, in the shops, on the military bases, in small businesses .... We are 

going to add justice and humanity to order, because order based on injus­

tice and humiliation is good for nothing. 

President Arevalo laid a solid foundation for Guatemala's new democ­
racy, and did much to bring his country into the modern age. During 
his six-year term, the National Assembly established the country's first 
social security system, guaranteed the rights of trade unions, fixed a 
forty-eight-hour workweek, and even levied a modest tax on large land­
holders. Each of these measures represented a challenge to United Fruit. 
The company had been setting its own rules in Guatemala for more 
than half a century, and did not look favorably on the surge of national­
ism that Arevalo embodied. It resisted him every way it could. 

Arevalo's term ended on March 15, 1951. As thousands watched, he 
handed the presidential sash over to his elected successor, Jacobo Arbenz. 
It was the first peaceful transfer of power in Guatemalan history. Are­
valo, though, was not in a celebratory mood. In his farewell speech, he 
lamented that he had not been able to do more for his people: 

The banana magnates, co-nationals of Roosevelt, rebelled against the 

audacity of a Central American president who gave to his fellow citizens 

a legal equality with the honorable families of exporters .... It was then 

that the schoolteacher, ingenuous and romantic, from the presidency of 

his country, discovered how perishable, frail and slippery the brilliant 

international doctrines of democracy and freedom were. It was then, 

with the deepest despondency and pain, that I felt, with consequent 
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indignation, the pressure of that anonymous force that rules, without 

laws or morals, international relations and the relationships of men. 

The incoming president was destined to feel that pressure even more 
intensely. Arbenz was a thirty-seven-year-old colonel who had helped 
lead the 1944 uprising against Ubico, but he was by no means a typical 
Guatemalan army officer. His father was a pharmacist who had emi­
grated from Switzerland and had committed suicide while Jacobo was 
still a boy. That ended his hope of becoming a scientist or an engineer, 
but a friend in the tight-knit Swiss community arranged for him to be 
given a place at the Military Academy. There he compiled a brilliant 
academic record and excelled at boxing and polo. He was also strikingly 
good-looking, blue-eyed and fair-haired but with a Latin profile. At a 
Central American athletic competition, he met a young Salvadoran 
woman, Maria Cristina Vilanova, who, despite her upper-class back­
ground, was a passionate leftist. After their marriage, she encouraged 
him to develop a social conscience and political ambition. He showed 
both in his inaugural address, setting out "three fundamental objec­
tives" for his presidency: 

to convert our country from a dependent nation with a semi-colonial 

economy into an economically independent country; to convert 

Guatemala from a country bound by a predominantly feudal economy 

into a modern capitalist state; and to make this transformation in a way 

that will raise the standard of living of the great mass of our people to the 

highest level. 

This was a sweeping agenda, and as soon as President Arbenz began 
to press it, he found himself at odds with all three of the American com­
panies that dominated Guatemala's economy. First he announced plans 
to build a publicly owned electric system, which would break a highly 
lucrative monopoly held by Electric Bond & Share. Then he turned his 
attention to International Railways of Central America, which owned 
nearly all the country's rail lines, including the sole link between the 
capital and the Atlantic port of Puerto Barrios-most of which it also 
owned. Arbenz proposed to build a new deepwater port, open to all, 
with a highway connection to the capital. Then, confronting the cru­
elly unbalanced system of land ownership that was and is at the root of 
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poverty in Guatemala, he won passage of a landmark law that threat­
ened United Fruit itself. 

The Agrarian Reform Law, which the National Assembly passed on 
June 17, 1952, was the crowning achievement of Guatemala's demo­
cratic revolution. Under its provisions, the government could seize and 
redistribute all uncultivated land on estates larger than 672 acres, com­
pensating owners according to the land's declared tax value. This was a 
direct challenge to United Fruit, which owned more than 550,000 acres, 
about one-fifth of the country's arable land, but cultivated less than 15 
percent of it. The company said it needed these vast, fertile tracts for 
future contingencies. To citizens of a country where hundreds of thou­
sands went hungry for want of land, this seemed grossly unjust. 

The three interlocking companies most affected by Arbenz's reforms 
had controlled Guatemala for decades. United Fruit was by far the coun­
try's largest landowner and largest private employer. It held 46 percent 
of the stock in International Railways of Central America, thereby 
securing freight service and access to Puerto Barrios at highly favorable 
rates. Electric Bond & Share supplied power for the railways and banana 
plantations. Together, the three companies had more than $100 million 
invested in Guatemala. Arbenz subjected them to a host of new regula­
tions, and many of their executives and stockholders came to detest 
him. So did the New York lawyer who represented all three of them, 
John Foster Dulles. 

Early in 1953, the Guatemalan government seized 234,000 unculti­
vated acres of United Fruit's 295,OOO-acre plantation at Tiquisate. It offered 
compensation of $1.185 million, the value the company had declared 
for tax purposes. United Fruit executives rejected the offer, asserting 
that no one took self-assessed valuations seriously. They demanded $19 
million. 

Most Guatemalans considered land redistribution a welcome step in 
a nation where democracy was beginning to bloom. It looked quite dif­
ferent from Washington. Many old friends of United Fruit had assumed 
influential positions in the Eisenhower administration just as the 
Guatemalan government was seizing the company's land. They consid­
ered these seizures not only illegal and outrageous but proof of Com­
munist influence. Since Guatemala is the traditional leader in Central 
America, they also worried that any reforms allowed to succeed there 
would quickly spread to other countries. In their minds, defending 



134 • OVERTHROW 

United Fruit and defeating Central American Communism fused into a 
single goal. They could achieve it only by overthrowing Arbenz . 
. United Fruit rose to its mythical status in Guatemala under the lead­

ership of Sam Zemurray, the visionary "Banana Man" who had organ­
ized the overthrow of President Miguel Davila of Honduras in 1911 and 
gone on to become one of the most powerful figures in Central Amer­
ica. Soon after Guatemala turned democratic, in 1944, Zemurray sensed 
that its reformist government would give the company trouble. The 
stakes were high, and he wanted to be sure that American public opin­
ion was with him. He decided to hire an outside public relations expert. 
The new man was Edward Bernays, a nephew of Sigmund Freud and the 
dominant figure in his young profession. 

Bernays was one of the first masters of modern mass psychology. He 
liked to describe himself as the "father of public relations," and no one 
disagreed. His specialty was what he called "the conscious and intelli­
gent manipulation of the organized habits and opinions of the masses." 
He proposed to Zemurray that United Fruit launch a campaign to 
blacken the image of Guatemala's government. That, he argued, could 
decisively weaken it and perhaps set off events that would trigger its 
collapse. 

"I have the feeling that Guatemala might respond to pitiless public­
ity in this country," Bernays surmised. 

Never before had an American corporation waged a propaganda cam­
paign in the United States aimed at undermining the president of a for­
eign country. Zemurray was reluctant to make United Fruit the first. 
Then, in the spring of 1951, Bernays sent him a message with alarming 
news. The reformist leader of faraway Iran, Mohammad Mossadegh, 
had just done the unthinkable by nationalizing the Anglo-Iranian Oil 
Company. "Guatemala might follow suit," Bernays wrote in his note. 

That was all Zemurray needed to hear. He authorized Bernays to 
launch his campaign, and the results soon began to show. First were a 
series of articles in the New York Times, portraying Guatemala as falling 
victim to "reds"; they appeared after Bernays visited Times publisher 
Arthur Hays Sulzberger. Next came reports in leading magazines, most 
of them written, like the Times series, with helpful advice from Bernays. 
Then Bernays began organizing press junkets to Guatemala. They pro­
duced glowing dispatches about United Fruit and terrifying ones about 
the emergence of Marxist dictatorship in Guatemala. 

Prominent members of Congress echoed these themes. Most outspoken 
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among them was a Massachusetts senator with a familiar name, Henry 
Cabot Lodge, scion of two families that United Fruit had helped make 
rich. In the same chamber where his grandfather and namesake had 
helped secure American control of Cuba and the Philippines more 
than half a century before, Lodge delivered vituperative speeches de­
picting Guatemalan leaders as crypto-Communists. Meanwhile, in the 
House of Representatives, the majority leader and future speaker, John 
McCormack-also from Massachusetts, where United Fruit had sustained 
generations of prosperity-rose regularly to deliver chilling warnings 
that Guatemala's democratic leaders had become "subservient to the 
Kremlin's design for world conquest" and were turning their country 
into "a Soviet beachhead." 

This rhetoric reached a new peak after the Agrarian Reform Law was 
passed. Powerful officials in Washington, products of the international 
business world and utterly ignorant of the realities of Guatemalan life, 
considered the idea of land redistribution to be inherently Marxist. 
"Products of the Cold War ethos," the historian Richard Immerman has 
written, "they believed it axiomatic that no government would take 
such a radical measure against a United States business if it were not 
dominated by communists." 

Guatemala's communist party was actually a modest affair. Even at 
its peak it had only a few hundred active members, no mass base, and 
no support in the foreign ministry or army. Communists never held 
more than four seats in the sixty-one-member National Assembly. None 
sat in Arbenz's cabinet, although two gifted young Communist fire­
brands, one the leader of a labor federation and the other a charismatic 
peasant organizer, were among his closest advisers. 

Arbenz was a leftist and intrigued by Marxist ideas. Often he irritated 
the United States with symbolic gestures, like allowing an official news­
paper to charge that American forces were using germ warfare in Korea, 
or permitting the National Assembly to observe a minute of silence 
when Stalin died in 1953. He may have considered these incidents triv­
ial. Officials in Washington, however, seized on them as proof that he 
had become an enemy. 

If the first American error in assessing Arbenz was to believe that he 
was leading Guatemala toward Communism, the second was to assume 
that he was doing so as part of a master plan drafted in Moscow. Secre­
tary of State Dulles in particular had not the slightest doubt that the 
Soviet Union was actively working to shape events in Guatemala. The 
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fact that the Soviets had no military, economic, or even diplomatic rela­
tions with Guatemala, that no delegation of Guatemalans had ever vis­
ited Moscow, and that a study by the State Department itself had found 
the few Guatemalan Communists to be "indigenous to the area" inter­
ested him not at all. In the spring of 1954, he told a South American 
diplomat that although it was "impossible to produce evidence clearly 
tying the Guatemalan government to Moscow," American leaders were 
acting against that government "based on our deep conviction that 
such a tie must exist." 

No evidence ever emerged to support that "deep conviction." Not in 
the vast archive of files the CIA captured after its coup, nor in any other 
document or testimony that has surfaced since, is there any indication 
that Soviet leaders were even slightly interested in Guatemala during 
the 1950s. Dulles could not have fathomed that. He was convinced to 
the point of theological certainty that the Soviets were behind every 
challenge to American power in the world. So was the rest of the Eisen­
hower administration. It believed, as one historian has put it, "that it 
was dealing not with misguided, irresponsible nationalists, but with 
ruthless agents of international communism." 

Dulles and his colleagues came into office determined to rid them­
selves of the troublesome regime in Guatemala, but without a clear idea 
of how to do so. Kermit Roosevelt's triumph in Iran showed them the 
way. They decided to design a Guatemalan version of Operation Ajax. 
To reflect their confidence, they code-named it Operation Success. 

On December 3, 1953, the CIA authorized an initial $3 million to set 
the plot in motion. It would start with a propaganda campaign, proceed 
through a wave of destabilizing violence, and culminate in an attack 
staged to look like a domestic uprising. This operation, though, would 
be much larger in scale than the one in Iran. Allen Dulles's idea was to 
find a suitable opposition leader among Guatemalan exilesi equip him 
with a militia that could pose as a full-scale rebel armYi hire American 
pilots to bomb Guatemala CitYi and then, with the country in chaos, 
have the American ambassador tell military commanders that peace 
would return only if they deposed Arbenz. 

The ambassador that Secretary of State Dulles chose for this job was 
John Peurifoy, a West Point dropout from South Carolina who had 
failed the foreign service examination and, eager to work in govern­
ment, took a job as an elevator operator at the Capitol. He made friends 
easily and with the help of home-state connections landed a job at the 
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State Department. In 1950 he became ambassador to Greece, where he 
showed himself to be a flamboyant figure, happiest when driving fast 
cars or denouncing leftists. His passion for the latter attracted Dulles's 
attention, and at the end of 1953 he was named the new United States 
ambassador to Guatemala. The New York Times speculated that this 
choice would mean "a change in the asserted passivity with which the 
United States has watched the growth of Communist influence." 

On the evening of December 16, Peurifoy had his first and only meet­
ing with Arbenz. It lasted for six hours, over an extended dinner at 
Arbenz's official residence. When Arbenz began to discourse on United 
Fruit's abuses, Peurifoy interrupted to say that the real problem in 
Guatemala was "commie influence." The next day he sent Dulles a curt 
assessment of the man they had targeted: "If he is not a communist, he 
will certainly do until one comes along." 

"Normal approaches will not work in Guatemala," Peurifoyadded 
ominously. "The candle is burning slowly and surely, and it is only a 
matter of time before the large American interests will be forced out 
entirely." 

These were just the words Dulles wanted to hear. He brought the 
cable to Eisenhower, who read it gravely. By the time he finished, 
according to his own account, he had decided to give Operation Success 
his final approval. 

Eisenhower's order set the CIA off on its second plot against a foreign 
government. It was run autonomously within the agency, meaning that 
its coordinator, Colonel Al Haney, a former college football star who 
had run CIA guerrillas behind enemy lines in Korea, could report directly 
to Allen Dulles. Haney established a clandestine headquarters at a mili­
tary airfield in Opa-Locka, Florida, on the outskirts of Miami; a trans­
shipment post for weapons at France Field in the Panama Canal Zone; 
and a network of remote airstrips in Honduras and Nicaragua, both of 
which were ruled by dictators who fervently wished to see Arbenz over­
thrown. Allen Dulles found all of this "brilliant," but Colonel]. C. King, 
the head of Western Hemisphere operations for the CIA's directorate of 
plans, which carries out covert action, spoke up to dissent. King had no 
use for nationalists like Arbenz, but he worried about the long-term 
impact of Haney's ambitious plan. 

"He'll be starting a civil war in the middle of Central America!" King 
protested. 

Allen Dulles responded by inviting both King and Haney to his 
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