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THE “SPLENDID LITTLE WAR”

The road to war

ON OCTOBER 10, 1868, a former slave-owner “raised the two-barred and single-starred flag of Cuba at Yara in the District of Bayamo and, with his associates, made public a declaration of independence” (Beck, 117). His name was Carlos Manuel de Céspedes y Castillo, and he was soon to be the first president of the Cuban Republic in Arms, and the commander-in-chief of the armed forces during the Ten Years’ War (1868–78) against the Spanish colonial government. Plans for a revolutionary army were implemented, and Gen Manuel de Quesada y Loinaz was appointed General-in-Chief of the Cuban Army of Liberation by the provisional government.

General de Quesada and many other officers who joined the ranks of the newly formed Army of Liberation had gained most of their military experience in foreign armies. General de Quesada had served in the Mexican army of Benito Juárez during the Mexican patriots’ bloody struggle against the Emperor Maximilian’s French occupying army in 1861–67. Many other Cubans had gained valuable military experience while serving in the Confederate forces during the American Civil War (far fewer had served in the Union armies, due to the fact that larger concentrations of Hispanics were located in the Gulf regions of the Southern states). Foreigners with military education and/or practical experience also joined the new insurgent force, such as the Dominican Máximo Gómez and the American Thomas Jordan. Others, without useful experience, joined up simply out of a sense of adventure.

The original Spanish garrison units at the outbreak of the rebellion were the Antillas Infantry Regiment (No.44) and the Cuba and Havana Rifle Battalions (Nos.17 & 18), whose strength would be multiplied many times over by reinforcements recruited in Spain and in Cuba. “The size of the Cuban Revolutionary Army in the period from 1868 to 1878 never passed more than 15,000 regular well-armed troops, although many more fought in irregular units. Spanish troops reached 55,000 by 1871… with an additional 30,000 Spanish-born militia members, and another 30,000 Cubanborn militia forces called guerrilleros” (Fermoselle, 61–62).
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By 1898 Spain had been forced to confront Cuban insurgents in three separate campaigns. This Spanish Army sargento primero posing for his studio portrait at some time during the Ten Years’ War (1868–78) illustrates the essential features of the uniform still worn in 1898. His good quality jipijapa straw hat here has insignia on the side of the crown (apparently the infantry buglehorn below a number, on a green patch); in 1898 only the Spanish cockade was generally worn. The lightweight tropical uniform, apparently in off-white linen, has removable collar and cuffs of green infantry facing-color, and removable rank insignia (here three gold stripes). Note the infantry emblem also displayed on the flap of his very old-fashioned belly pouch, which recalls the Napoleonic Wars; and the percussion rifle-musket, predating the acceptance of the first batch of US-made Remington rifles in 1869.

Although their forces were generally outnumbered by the Spanish, the Cuban insurgents made up for this disparity by their choice of tactics. Apart from ambushing the Spanish on tracks through thick forest and cane fields, and creeping close to small, isolated outposts to take them in sudden rushes, they also favored mounting cavalry charges when possible. Their armament was patchy, but even those who lacked modern firearms wielded a fearsome weapon – the machete, a common tool available to anyone, particularly the free blacks and the slaves who worked in the cane fields. Spanish infantrymen soon came to fear the shout of “¡al machete!” from an insurgent officer; the slung machete became a formal feature of the rebels’ uniform, and officers and NCOs displayed their rank insignia on the slings (see below, “Cuban Army of Liberation”). The policy of preying on the morale of Spanish troops both during and after the battle certainly worked; however, the principal advantage enjoyed by the insurgents was their knowledge of the terrain, which was used effectively by their military leaders. “They often forced the Spanish to fight at the site of their choosing, where Cuban troops had already taken the most advantageous field positions” (Fermoselle, 62).
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A field headquarters of the Cuban Army of Liberation taken during their third war, that which began in 1895. The range of ethnicity is wide, from apparently Caucasian (far left background) to very dark African Cuban soldiers; the latter would make a contribution to the war out of all proportion with their numbers. (For the flag, see Plate A.)

Both sides won some significant victories during the decade of hostilities, but by the end of this period both sides had been drained of most of their men, materials and morale. The revolutionary army began to fight amongst themselves, splitting over regional, racial and political issues. The civilian sector of the Revolutionary Government had supervision over the military, and the right to secure funds and supplies for the war effort; the major cause of the internecine squabbling was disagreement between civilian and military leaders over the management of the war. The Spanish, too, had grown tired; back in Spain there was a public outcry for concessions to be made to the Cubans, and the ten-year conflict had greatly reduced the royal treasury of a nation already impoverished. The Treaty of Zanjón, in February 1878, called for total capitulation of the Cuban insurgent forces, but offered in return autonomous rule, and promised that there would be no retribution by the Spanish authorities against those who had taken up arms against the Crown.

The combat experience accumulated by the Cuban insurgents in 1868–78 was to be valuable in their future clashes with the Spanish authorities. In 1880 there was a small uprising by some of these veterans; however, it was put down within a few weeks, and was fondly known thereafter as the “Little War”. In the same year slavery in Cuba was abolished, and in 1886 total freedom was granted to the former slaves. However, Spain’s relative failure to follow through with the concessions won under the terms of the Treaty of Zanjón caused continuing discontent. This reached a climax when, on February 23, 1895, the authorities suspended constitutional guarantees, provoking the Cubans into reviving their Army of Liberation. Its re-born organization was along the same lines that had been followed during the Ten Years’ War, but there were two distinct changes. Firstly, “the Revolutionary Government was designed in such a way as to facilitate military operations and avoid previous conflicts between the military and civilian leadership. The military was given more authority to carry out the war without civilian interference and second guessing, particularly in disciplinary matters in the military.” Secondly, the abolition of slavery now provided a greater number of able-bodied potential soldiers for the cause. “The backbone of the Cuban Army of Independence was the black soldier, who made up to seventy percent of the army, while only thirty-two percent of the entire population” (Fermoselle, 77–78). 

The insurgents’ simple objective was to destroy Spain’s grip on Cuba. To do this, their forces had to rise in both western and eastern ends of the elongated island simultaneously, obliging the Spanish to disperse their strength; during the Ten Years’ War the insurgents had attempted this strategy, but had failed, the rest of the war being fought in the mountainous eastern region. For his part, the Spanish Captain-General Valeriano Weyler attempted to isolate the different groups of insurgents by constructing many defensive lines – trochas; the main line virtually cut the island in half from Morón in the north to Jucaro in the south, and a second system west of Havana isolated Pinar del Rio province at the western tip of Cuba.
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Valeriano Weyler y Nicolau, Captain-General of Cuba, in Spanish general officer’s full dress uniform. Weyler was nicknamed “Butcher” by the Cubans, for his reconcetrado policy of forced removal of rural populations into the concentration areas where many died.

The Spanish Crown forces now totaled something between 130,000 and 160,000 men, but of very variable quality and morale. Only a minority were mainland Spanish regular troops of “Peninsular” units; about half were locally recruited, into “Provincial” maneuver units, smaller “Volunteer” local garrison units, or even smaller auxiliary “Guerrilla” companies. Small garrisons – typically of one infantry and one cavalry company, with a couple of artillery pieces – were widely scattered in blockhouses protected by trenches, rifle pits and barbed wire. Larger forces would sally out in fast-moving columns to strike at reported insurgent concentrations, or to carry out regional sweeps among the rural population.

During 1895 and 1896 the insurgents’ two-front operations had some success under the command of Gens Maximo Gómez, Antonio Maceo and Calixto Garcia. By 1897, however, the deaths of experienced insurgent commanders – especially the loss of Antonio Maceo and his brother José – forced a reorganization on the Army of Liberation due to the shortage of competent senior officers. The army corps were located in districts, within which the various corps commanders would report to the district commander. The army’s general headquarters also had to be expanded to handle its growing responsibilities.

United States intervention in Cuba, 1898

By 1898 the Cuban insurgent army held most of the rural areas of the island, while Spain held most of the cities and strategic towns. The colonial authorities had attempted to separate the rebels from their base of support by forced evacuations of non-combatants to defensible concentration areas, where many died of starvation and disease. In the United States an anti-Spanish press had been feeding the pro-insurgent fervor of the American public since the Ten Years’ War. Now horror stories about Spanish atrocities, and a sense of identification with an independence movement trying to throw off European shackles, led to increasing demands for America to commit herself to the cause of Cuban independence, if necessary by military means. President McKinley’s government succeeded in securing the dismissal of CaptGen Weyler in 1897, but US opinion remained inflamed. When the visiting battleship USS Maine inexplicably blew up in Havana harbor on the evening of February 15, 1898, killing 268 of the ship’s company, the disaster was universally blamed on the Spanish authorities.

On April 25, the United States Congress declared that a state of war with Spain existed, and what Senator John Hay would later describe as a “splendid little war” had begun. The US Army was mobilized, but with less than 28,000 men it was quite unprepared for overseas operations. The order to expand the regular Federal army to 60,000 and to mobilize the National Guard units of the States brought a flood of volunteers eager to serve; by August there were 56,000 regulars and 272,000 Guardsmen and Volunteers on the rolls, overwhelming the Army’s limited capacity to clothe, equip, arm and train them.
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In response to possible threats to American interests in Havana after a riot by Spanish sympathizers, and to the growing concern about a German naval presence in the Caribbean, the United States sent the USS Maine into Havana harbor on January 25, 1898. This photo shows part of the wreck after she suspiciously blew up at anchor in Havana harbor at 2145 hours on February 15, 1898, killing 268 out of a ship’s complement of 374 officers and men. The United States now had a motive to declare the war upon Spain for which large numbers of the American public (urged on by the Hearst press) had been calling.

While the US Navy’s Atlantic Fleet instituted a blockade of Havana, the Spanish Adm Pascual Cervera y Topete set sail from the Cape Verde islands with a squadron of Spain’s most modern warships. US Admiral William T.Sampson failed to intercept them on the high seas, and it was impossible to contemplate embarking a landing force while Cervera’s whereabouts were unknown. On May 19, Adm Cervera’s ships anchored in the fortified harbor of Santiago de Cuba at the southeastern tip of the island, where they were immediately blockaded by Adm Sampson; however, the harbor defenses were too strong for him to enter and attack them.

Meanwhile, negotiations over joint military action were taking place between American and Cuban leaders, and it was agreed that the insurgents would provide support for an American invasion force. The great majority of the Spanish troops were around Havana in the northwest, so the plan was to land at Daiquiri and Siboney on the southeast coast just east of Santiago, the island’s second city; the bottled-up Spanish warships and the batteries protecting them would thus be threatened from the sea and by land simultaneously. Assembled around Tampa, FL, the US V Corps was just under 17,000 strong, in three hastily organized divisions, and was commanded by MajGen William R.Shafter. The corps, which sailed on June 14, included 15 regular regiments – the bulk of the US Army – and three regiments of Volunteers; it was short of many necessities, including mounts for the cavalry, and had had little training before embarkation. Using small craft, it was landed over open beaches on June 22–25, with some difficulty and confusion; luckily, it encountered no resistance. Some 5,000 Cuban insurgents under Gen Calixto Garcia would cooperate with the US force. Spain had only some 35,000 troops in Oriente (Santiago) province in the southeast, and less than a third of that number were around Santiago city itself.

The landing force pushed inland without delay, and its advance guard forced Spanish troops back in a bloody jungle skirmish at El Guàsimas on June 24. On July 1, V Corps came up against the main Spanish positions along the San Juan Heights; these were protected by several substantial blockhouses, entrenchments and barbed wire over a front of about two miles, with a secondary position at El Caney a couple of miles to the north. The Spanish Army, while experienced in counterinsurgency, had not fought a modern army for half a century. General Arsenio Linares, the Santiago province commander, failed to reinforce the defenders of these strong positions adequately, keeping many of his troops in Santiago itself.

Famously, the San Juan Heights were captured on July 1 by US frontal assaults up the bare slopes, supported by artillery and Gatling guns. The dismounted Cavalry Div took the outlying Kettle Hill on the Spanish left, defended by part of the Talavera Peninsular Regt, and Gen Kent’s 1st Div drove the Puerto Rico Provisional Bn off San Juan Hill on the Spanish right. Meanwhile, Gen Lawton’s 2nd Div, supported by Capron’s Bty, had finally overcome the courageous defense of the fortified hilltop village of El Caney by only some 500 Spanish troops under Gen Joaquin Vara del Rey. The Spanish failed to mount counterattacks; and US control of these heights, upon which heavy artillery could be installed, spelled disaster for the Santiago garrison – and the warships in its harbor.

Admiral Cervera came out to fight on July 3, and his squadron was destroyed by US warships commanded by Rear Adm Winfield S.Schley. General Shafter besieged Santiago from the east and north, and Gen Garcia’s insurgents from the west. Although a Spanish column managed to fight its way in from the west, this merely added to the number of mouths Gen José Toral had to feed; his water supply had been cut off and his ammunition was low. On July 17, after prolonged negotiations in an attempt to save face, the garrison marched out into captivity. (General Calixto Garcia and his insurgent army were denied the privilege of taking part in the surrender ceremony.)
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Men, equipment, and supplies waiting to be loaded onto cargo ships heading for Cuba from Port Tampa, Florida. Note, far right, the branch emblem, regimental number and company letter pinned to the side of the campaign hat.

The war in Cuba was over, and a treaty was formally signed on August 12, 1898. “On January 1, 1899, Captain-General Adolfo Jiménez Castellanos turned the administration of Cuba over to General John R.Brooke, and four hundred years of Spanish government in Cuba came to an end” (Fermoselle, 92). The campaign had cost the US Army just 385 soldiers killed in action, but more than 5,000 dead of wounds or – predominantly – of disease.
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African American soldiers of the 24th US (Colored) Infantry Regiment training with Springfield “trapdoor” rifles at Chickamauga Battlefield, GA, in the weeks prior to sailing for Cuba. They had received bolt-action Krags by July 1, when men from this regiment captured a Spanish blockhouse on San Juan Hill by breaking through the roof and dropping down inside. That morning the 25th (Colored) Infantry had also distinguished themselves, in the assault on El Viso fort at El Caney.

The Philippine Insurrection

The Philippine islands had been under a fairly relaxed Spanish rule since the 1570s; very few Spaniards were actually resident, and missionaries and merchants were the most visible representatives of the colonial power. The great expanse of the Philippine archipelago, its lack of infrastructure and the number of languages spoken by its diverse peoples all had the effect of limiting any coherent movement for reform or independence more or less to the vicinity of the capital, Manila on Luzon island. During the 1870s there was some agitation among the small Spanish-speaking educated class, both at home and in Spain itself; and in 1872 about 200 native soldiers mutinied at the Cavite arsenal, killing their officers. Spanish reprisals were severe; agitation continued to spread, and leaders emerged such as José Rizal y Mercado of the Liga Filipina, who worked from exile in Hong Kong and Barcelona until he was extradited, and executed after a travesty of a trial in December 1896. Parallel with this Spanish-speaking organization was another of Tagalog-speakers, usually known as the Katipunan. Its center was in Cavite province, where armed insurrection broke out on August 26, 1896. Emilio Aguinaldo was at that time the mayor of Cavite Viejo and the local leader of the Katipunan.

Spain responded by building up the garrison to some 28,000 troops, and put down the rising in a couple of months. However, the legalized murder of Rizal in December caused it to revive and spread to other provinces. Aguinaldo eventually signed the so-called Pact of Biacna-Bató with the Spanish governor-general in December 1897. Under its terms Aguinaldo was given a considerable sum of money to go into permanent exile, in return for Spanish promises of liberal reforms.

When the Spanish-American War broke out in April 1898, Aguinaldo, then in Hong Kong, made arrangements with representatives of the US consulates in Hong Kong and Singapore, and of Cdre George Dewey, commander of the US Navy’s Asiatic squadron, to return to the Philippines to assist the United States. On May 1, Dewey destroyed Adm Patricio Montojo’s Spanish squadron in Manila Bay, subsequently capturing Cavite habor and block-ading Manila (a victory that made him a national hero, and would bring him the rare distinction of the rank of Admiral of the Navy). Aguinaldo arrived home on May 19, and announced the renewal of the struggle with Spain. The Filipinos declared their independence on June 12 and proclaimed a provisional republic, with Aguinaldo as president. On June 30, about 10,000 US troops from VIII Corps, commanded by Gen Wesley Merritt, began to disembark at Cavite. After investing Manila with the help of the insurgents, he attacked the city with naval gunfire support. On August 13, after the briefest defense, the Spanish capitulated.
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The dense white smoke produced by the M1873 Springfield “trapdoor” rifle identifies these US troops in the Philippines as from a State Volunteer unit; during the Insurrection many State troops were still issued with this obsolescent weapon. Note, center foreground, the double row of cartridge loops on the Mills-pattern webbing belt, giving the soldier a basic load of 80 or 90 rounds.
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Filipino insurgents in the field; like the Cuban Mambíses, most wore simple white peasant clothing and straw hats, with rope-soled alpagatas or bare feet, but many were armed with captured 11mm Spanish Remington rolling-block rifles. Between 1867 and 1934 literally millions of examples of this most successful military rifle of all time were produced in various countries, chambered and bored for a wide range of ammunition; in America alone the calibers supplied to different customers ranged from .236in to .50in (6mm to 12.7mm).

In September a revolutionary assembly met and ratified Filipino independence. However, much to the shock of Aguinaldo and his supporters, the Treaty of Paris signed between Spain and the USA on December 10, 1898, ceded the Philippines, along with Puerto Rico and Guam, to the United States. American–Filipino relations had been strained from the outset, and now deteriorated rapidly. On January 23, 1899, the assembly and President Aguinaldo approved the Malolos Constitution, declaring the Philippines an independent republic. On the night of February 4, fighting broke out between the Americans and the Filipinos surrounding Manila. Aguinaldo issued a proclamation of war against the USA; his men fought with reckless courage, but were defeated within 24 hours. On February 6, the US senate ratified the Treaty of Paris, and America immediately sent reinforcements to the Philippines.

VIII Corps had been reduced to about 12,000 men, but by summer 1899 some 35,000 US troops were on the islands. They faced around 40,000 insurgents; the Filipinos were initially hampered by mutual distrust between Aguinaldo and their best military leader, Antonio Luna, who was soon murdered. The Revolutionary Government fled northwards; in April 1899 the US capture of their headquarters at Manolos separated the insurgents in the north and south of Luzon, and by November 1899 the Filipinos had resorted to guerrilla warfare. Nevertheless, some large-scale clashes continued; for instance, in January 1900 more than 1,000 Filipinos attacked a company of the US 25th (Colored) Infantry defending the village of Iba on the west coast. Between October 1900 and June 1901 more than 1,000 separate engagements were recorded. The insurrection tailed off after March 23, 1901, when a daring operation led by Gen Frederick Funston captured Aguinaldo at his secret headquarters at Palanan in northern Luzon. 

While the Roman Catholic, Tagalog-speaking Filipino insurgents had been virtually suppressed by April 1902, when Gen Miguel Malvar surrendered in Samar, a new enemy arose to fight the Americans: the Moros – fanatical Muslim Filipinos, who controlled the island of Mindanao and the Sulu Archipelago. The US Army now faced a long-drawn-out counter-guerrilla campaign, dispersed in small units across a vast area of tropical forest and swampland. Despite the official declaration of the ending of the Phillipine Insurrection in 1902, it would be another 15 years before it could be truly said that fighting had ceased, and sporadic clashes between Moros and US troops would continue into World War I and after.
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After his capture on March 23, 1901, Gen Emilio Aguinaldo comes aboard an American gunboat. Like José Rizal y Mercado of the Spanish-speaking Liga Filipina, Aguinaldo, leader of the Tagalog-speaking Katipunan movement was of part-Chinese descent. After his capture Aguinaldo took an oath of allegiance to the United States, was granted a pension from the US government, and retired to private life; he lived to be 95, only dying in 1964.
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