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Purpose 

It was the purpose of this study to describe the life 

of the common American soldier ln the Spanish-American War. 

It was tol d not as seen through statistics, military strate

gy, or the press , but as lt was experienced by the partici

pants themselves. The study encompassed the background for 

the war, the enlistment of the soldier, his camp life, the 

fighting in Cuba, the selge of Santiago, the soldi er's 

return home, and his discharge. Rather than Just sketching 

events of the war the investigation considered mainly the 

physical living conditions and environment of the soldier, 

as well as his attitudes and reactions to circumstances he 

faced . 

Methods 

The methods used to obtain information for this study 

were (1) interviews of veterans of the Spanish-American War, 

( 2 ) the examination of periodicals, contemporary and cur

rent, letters of participants , books written by partici

pants, government documents and reports, published reminis

cences, general histories, newspaper articles, and published 

and unpublished diaries, and (3} correspondence with veter

ans of that war and their organization. 



2 

Findings 

From the evidence presented in this study the follow

ing evaluations appear to be in order: 

1. While the Spanish-American War lasted only a 

short time, it was responsible for many changes made in for

eign and military affairs of the United States. 

2 . The causes for the conflict go much deeper than 

the sinking of the Maine. The United States actual ly wanted 

a war that could have been avoided. Little consi dera tion 

for preparednes was given by the gover~~ent or the public. 

The war was not incited by conservative commercial interests 

but was considered a popular cru ade to end Spanish misrule 

in Cuba. 

3. Enlistment was a simple but colorful event fo r a 

sol dier. A variety of methods were used to entice enlist

ment , but patriotic appeal to answer his country's call was 

the main inducement. 

4. The training camps were poo rly situated and posed 

hardships of cli mate and inadequate water supply in most of 

them. The soldier had to make a difficult adjustment to the 

routine, training, and manner of li ving ln a regimented 

environment, but the training proved to be insufficient and 

outmoded. 

5. The soldier's equipment was found to be inade

quate , particularly his clothing and firearms . The 



Volunteers came to camp with hard ly any serviceab le equip

ment, which caused a grea t dea l of confus ion, since lt was 

supposed by the gove r nment tha t the Na tiona l Guard and the 

Vo lunteers woul d have their essentials. 
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6. Many hard ships befell t he soldiers. Their food 

was often poorly prepared and monotonous. Again the Gua r ds

men were worse off than the regular a rmy, and had to subsis t 

on hardtack, beans, coffee, canned tomatoes, and canned 

beef . Worse than poor food wer e the epidemics of t ypho i d 

and dy entery that struck the camps during the summer months 

clai ming many lives. The camp hospitals we r e appal li ng to 

the public and many camps were disbanded becaus e of t he ter

ribl e conditions which resulted. 

7. The embar kation port of Tampa was a scene of mass 

confusion and hard work . Life aboard t he crowded transports 

was trying to the troopers who were irked a t t he de lays and 

conditions, but they d i d not compl ain becaus e t hey wanted to 

be in the f i ghti ng. Once enrou t e most enjoyed the voyage . 

8 . The trooper's reactions under fire differed from 

what he thought they would be, and many found bat tl e was not 

so g l orious. Toe lack of preparation on the part of the 

government was displayed then mo r e vivi d ly than at any other 

time during the war . The soldiers faced an enemy that was 

we ll a r med and expe rienced . The Americans had very l ittl e 

food, black powder ammunition exposed the ir positions, their 



a rtillery was of little help, and many errors in strategy 

increased unnecessarily the loss of life. 

9. The problems of lack of supplies worked many 

har dships on the a rmy during combat and during the seige 

which followed . 
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10 . The living conditions of the men in the trenches 

we re extremely unsanitary, a.nd greatly weakened the entire 

a rmy. The surrende r of the Spanish saved the invaders from 

military disaster, because t he army was so weakened by d is

ease that lt coul d not have withstood a seve re counter

att ack . 

11 . The sick and wounded sol diers were left to the ir 

own care whil e the others we r e r e lieved and sent home. 

Later hospita l ships (conve rted ca ttl e boats) we r e sent to 

pi ck t hem up. 

12 . The spirit of individua l self-re liance was one of 

t he most outstanding characteristics of the soldier of this 

war. 

Approved1 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

A great amount of writing has been produced on the 

glorious and colorful aspects of the Spanish-American War, 

particularly about its leaders. Some good works have been 

published on the strategy and politics of the struggle, and 

a few historians, such as Wa lter Millis, have attempted the 

ex tr eme ly difficult task of writing a complete history of 

the conflict. Now, mo re than a half century after this 

"splendid little war," as it was called, only the most dra

matic aspects of the war, such as the charge up San Juan 

Hill and Admiral Dewey's victory at Manila, are generally 

remembered. Because of the passage of ti me, the neglect of 

narrators, and perhaps the tendency of humanity to remembe r 

the gl amo rous and the spectacular mo re than the commonplace, 

facts have degene r ated to l egends . Rea liti es, particularly 

the less attractive ones, have become obscured or ignored. 

One result of this neglect is that the men responsible for 

the success of the entire venture have not been given the 

attention they des erve. 

Re latively little has been written of the men who 

lived on hardtack, "sowbelly," and hard beans in the 

trenches around Santiago, Cuba. History has made the common 

sol di er appear as a me r e stralghtman ln a poorly written 

me lodrama. There can be wars with poor leadership, as this 



was, but there can be no war without an army. The common 

soldier is the army. 

Purpose _2! ~ Study 

2 

The purpose of this study ls to describe the life of 

the common Ame rican soldier in the Spanish-American War. It 

ls tol d, not as seen t hrough statistics and military strat

egy, bu t as it was actually exper ienced . It ls hoped that, 

presented ln this manner, the sol dier would be appreciated 

~o r e, and the war better understood. This study ls con

ce r ned with the li fe of t he par ticipant from his enlistment 

until time of di scharge. More than merely tracing events , 

the investigation a ttempts to descr ibe the psychological 

tr appings of the sol di er as well as his physical environment 

--in short, to tell as much as possi b l e about his feelings, 

attitudes, and r eactions to situations he encounte r ed, as 

we ll as his physical living conditions. The questions 

posed dea li ng wi th sol dier life are l egion, and defy r eady 

enume r ation. 

Li mita tions.£.!. lh! Study 

This work is limited to the Ame rican soldier who 

fough t in Cuba, and mention is made to those participating 

in the fighting elsewhere only for comparative purposes, or 

for illustration of universal qua lities. Generally-known 

history ls used for the sake of providing a background and 
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setting for the common soldier's experiences, and ls not 

intended to represent a comp lete study of all aspects of the 

war. The t er m common sol d i e r, as used in this study, ls 

interpre t ed to mean the en listed sol dier, both regular and 

volunte er. 

Source s ,2!. .l!!.! Study 

To answe r the many questions i mp lied by the genera l 

question, "What was the life of the Ame rican sol dier like in 

t his war? ," many differen t app r oaches became necessary. The 

following sour ces we r e used in obt aining da t a for this 

study: (1) periodicals, contemporary and current; ( 2 } pub

lished and unpublished d i ari es; ( 3) letters of participants; 

(4 ) interviews of veterans; (5) book s written by partici 

pants, and others; (6 ) gove rnment documents and reports; 

(7) published r eminiscences; and (8) newspaper art icl es . 

Because of the sca rcity of related work s, interviews 

and published reminiscence s were r e li ed on to a great ex

tent. Very little was found in archives, either state or 

na tional, but the archives of the Barke r Historical Cente r 

in Austin, Texas, contributed the ext r eme ly useful Willrich 

Papers. The Estill Library at Sam Houston provided the 

basic s e condary ma t erials such as I!!! Splendid Little!!!:,, 

by Frank Fr e ide l; Wa lter Millis ' excellent refe rence, !,h! 

Marti a l Spirit; and Clifford B. We sterme irer's ~ ~ .!£ 
Glory. 
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The Library of Congress was the source for the papers 

of Roswe ll R. Hoes, the Journal of Percival C. Pope, and the 

Asher C. Hinds diary. It also furnished the excellent 

source books , lli Campaign ,2! Santiago~~ by H. H. 

Sargent, and~ Spanish!!£ Journal, a six volume worked

ited by L. C. Dyer. Also found here was the Report .2!, ~ 

Commission Appointed~ .!:,h! President .l2, Investigate lh! 
Conduct ,2.! ~!!!,Department l!! 1!l! !!!: ~Spain;~

niscences of!!!! Santiago Campaign written by John Bigelow, 

Jr.; and copies of the Cosmopolitan and Munsey's magazines 

of the period. 

The United Spanish War Veterans Organization was an 

indispensable aid in locating veterans. This group of me n 

[at the time of this writing, averaged e ighty-four years of 

age] attended a picnic held in Houston, Texas. This occa

sion aided immensely in the location of veterans to be 

interviewed, both as individuals and as a group. They 

answered all correspondence d irected to them with dispatch 

and in the spirit of cooperation. They demonstrated great 

accuracy in remembe ring dates, places, and names. The 

descriptions they gave of their food, clothing, and equip

ment while soldiers were very precise. Since their organi

zation is composed entirely of veterans of that war, its 

ranks are never replenished by new blood as are other 

similar organizations. Its files are thinning rapidly and 

as a source it will be gone within a few years. 
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Related Studies 

Inves ti ga tion revea l ed no direc tly related studies a t 

the Doc toral or Master's thes is l eve l. The Littl e War of ------
Private !2.!,l, by Charles Johnson Post, gave a ve ry vivid 

account of one man's experi ences. !h,2 ~ l2 Glory dealt 

with all the aspec ts of t he thr ee Cowboy Cavalry units in 

the war and used newspaper accounts exc lusively. Published 

reminiscence s we r e probably the most pert inent related 

works , but mo s t wer e found limited in scope and not readily 

accessible to the pub lic , srlnce there a r e few published. 

The Library of Congress was the best source for accounts of 

this nature. 



CHAPTER 11 

THE CALL TO ARMS 

The Spanish-American War was of short duration, last

ing only one hundred and fifteen days, but the results of 

this war are far greater than the brevity of the conflict 

would indicate. Because of it short duration, the lack of 

preparedness, ridiculous quarrels as to who should receive 

credit for victories, and the fact that mo re soldiers died 

from illness than bullets, this war has been given less 

attention than the more destructive military struggles. 

Some aspects of the War with Spain are well remembered and 

others are not, but there are many thing about the war that 

should be considered before evaluating this contest of arms. 

lt has been responsible for many changes made in the domes

tic, humanitarian, military , and foreign affairs of Ame rica 

since that ti me . 

The effects of the struggle on Amer ican military 

establishments and maintenance were extensive . lt provided 

a training ground for commanders in Wo rl d War I, and demon

strated the need for modernization of the United States Army 

so dramatically that subsequent changes made In the Wa r 

Department caused the nation to be much better prepar ed for 

its entrance into Wo rld War 1. Forty-two per cent of the 

Spanish-American War veterans saw service in that war. The 

losses in death f rom all causes [four and three-tenths per 



cent] we re greater than in World War 1 [seven-tenths of one 

per cent]. As a result the National Defense Act was passed 

and a school for training officers in the latest develop

ments in warfare was e s tablished. And if the fighting 

against the rebe ls in the Philippine s is considered an ex

tension of t he war [consi dered so by the federal government 

for pension purposes] it actually lasted four years and two 

months--a pe riod longe r than most Ame rican wars. Also of 

consequence was the Journey of the batt l eship Oreoon f rom 

America 's West Coas t around Cape Horn to Cuba. This trip 

demonstrated the military or defensive need of an isthmian 

cana l , wh ich was later bullt. 1 

7 

The Spanish-American Wa r marked the entrance of the 

United Stat es into world affairs as a leading nation, and 

opened many new areas to Ame rican tr ade . This war healed 

much of the bi tterness and d isunity wh ich had r esulted from 

the Civil War and Reconstruction. It drove the last gr e at 

absolute mo nar chy from this hemisphere and freed Cuba of 

foreign rule. It brought Ame rica into Far Easte rn aff airs 

and di r ectly raised the standard of living of millions of 

people in the Philippines and the Caribbean areas. The 

presence of American troops in Cuba r esulted In the conquest 

of yellow fever and some k indred diseases, an accomplishme nt 

1 
Leonard C. Packard , "The Flag of Destiny," brochure 

published at Fort Smith, Arkansas; no date given. 
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which benefited all mank ind. An empire and property valued 

at bi llions of dollars were added to the United States, yet 

the war cost only one billion eight hundred million do ll ars, 

an amount far l e ss than the cost of the Civil War or any 

other subsequent American wars. These involvements caused 

the policy of strict isolation, which had been a factor ln 
2 causing the strugg le, to be abandoned. 

Near the end of the nineteenth century the United 

States was relatively inexperienced in foreign affairs and 

war s f ought outside the continent, but at this time a change 

began to take place. Pr eviously all the nation's foreign 

policy had been de si gned to keep out of European affairs 

which might slow the conquest of this continent. As the 

frontier di sappeared, the United States became less self

centered and introspective, and attention shifted mo re 

towards the whole world. From the Civil Wa r until the Har

rison administration, Amer ican dip lomacy was episodical and 

of little vigor. At tention was then drawn toward foreign 

· affairs by the fur-seal controver yin Pribilof Islands, and 

events in Hawaii, Samoa, Chile, Venezuela, and Cuba. It was 

the events centering around Cuba that led to the greatest 

involvement for the now full grown United States.3 

2 
I bid. -3 
John D. Hicks, !h!, American Nation, 299~307. 



The United States had long had an interest in the 

affairs of Cuba. This island neighbor, les s than one hun

dred miles from its shores, has been of concern to America 

since at least 1820. Southern expansionists before the 

9 

Civil War had desired the island, and after the war Cuban 

rebels sought to involve the United States in their repeated 

atte:mpts to be free of their Spanish masters. 4 A ten year 

revolt which was begun in 1868 caused very strained rela

tions between Spain and the United States. Danger of war was 

greatest in 1873 when an American ship, the Virglnlus, was 

captured and the crew executed for ai ding the Cuban 

insurgents. > 

ln 1895 another insurrection broke out under Maxi mo 

Gomez, and within a year the rebe ls had control of almost 

half the island. The struggle developed into a situation 

wher e the rebels were not strong enough to win without aid, 

and Spain was too weak to crush them. The island was rav

aged by war and new accounts of terror and destruction 

arouse d great sympathy in the United States. 

When McKinley took office he, li ke Cleveland before 

hi m, tried to settle the controversy without resorting to 

war. His efforts brought about the removal of General 

4 
Harry Hansen (ed.),~ World Almanac, 1961, 202. 

s 
Hicks, American Nation, 307.308. 

129485 
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Valeriano "Butcher" Weyler and abandonment of his cruel pol

icies of suppression. This action temporarily offered a 

chance for peaceful settlement, but the exp losion of the 

American battleship Maine in Havana Harbor greatly lessened 

the chanc es for a settlement short of war . McKinley did not 

take as firm a stand for peace as a strong President would 

have done. On April 11, 1898 , after American diplomat s had 

obtained all the concessions asked of Spain, McKinl ey 

allowed himself to be pressured into asking for authority to 

intervene in Cuba. The American ambassador in Madrid had 

already cabled that Spain would give in to the demands of 

the United States, but Congress voted permission to use 

force to drive Spa in from Cuba. The war came on Apr il 24, 
1898 in spite of diplomatic success. 6 This, in essence, 

meant that war coul d have been avoided had the Americans 

be en willing to accept reasonable concessions. 

In the Spring of 1898 the United State s wanted war . 7 

The ed itor of the Atlantic Monthly stated ln an artic l e, 

dated June , 1898 , that regardless of the long background of 

crise s and concern over Cuba these "could not have driven us 

"8 . . . to war if we had not been willing 

6 !Jl.!i·, 307- 313 . 
7 Walter Millis, ,!!2! Martia l Spirit, 35 . 
8 

W. H. Page1 "The War With Spain, and Af t er," 
Atlantic Monthly, tH: 724. 
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The causes of the war were wrapped in a peculiar psy

chological background. Perhaps it was the time at which 

this particular crisis came, or perhaps it was the mood of 

the people in the United States. Most Americans felt that 

the war was unavoidable and the result of a long erles of 

inci dents over Cuba, but if a prediction of war had been 

made six months before, it would have been considered jingo

istic.9 The war was not caused by conservative commercial 

interests, as is sometimes supposed . McKinley and other 

more conservative leaders fought to preserve peace until it 

became a political impossibility , not Just a political 

liability, to oppose it. 10 The minority opinion was well 

expressed by the conservative Atlantic Monthly when it said 

the war may have been caused by: 

Newspapers conducted by lost souls that make 
merchandise of all things that influence man's 
worst passions. A congress with no attractive 
political programs for the next election, and a 
spirit of unrest among those classes of people who 
had not wholly recovered from the riot ln fa l se 
hopes tha t lnsffred the followers of Mr . Bryan 
in 1896. • • • 

Many agree that the explosion of the Maine was the 

factor that precipitated our entrance into the war . It 

9 
.!E.!i·, 721-72) . 

10 
Frank Freidel, The Splendid Little War, 5-6. See 

also Hicks, American Natlon, jio-J1 2~ey Wish, 
Contemporary America, 96-97. 

11 
Page, "War With Spain," 724. 
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still has not been proven that t he Spani h ank the war hlp. 

In fact, it def initely would have been to the advantage of 

t he r ebe ls in Cuba, who de liberate ly burned Ame rican owned 

cane fie l ds to get support from the public in the United 
12 St ates, to si nk the ship. V.'he ther the explosion was 

caus ed by accident, treachery , or shrewd political maneuve r 

ing, it caus ed public ange r to become inflamed. 

Discussions of Spain, its history, ideas, government, 

and characte r became the topics of the day. Public excite

ment was arous ed through nearly every med ium of communica

tion. Rumor s of Spanish atrocities ln Cuba were accepted 

wi thout question. Newspapers carried articles on Spain In 

the women's pages and other sections not ordinari ly devoted 

to international affai rs. 

Some of the ways of exciting patriotic f e rvor we re 

· spectacular, such as the San Jacinto Day ce l ebration at the 

famed battleground . As advertised ln The Houston Post f or -- -----
a week before Apr il 21, 1898 , a "reincarnation" of the Maine 

over one hundred feet l ong was b lown up amid s t a great di -

play of f ir ewor k s , and a Unlted States flag, sixty by two 

hundred fee t, was sent up by balloons . Speeches damning 

Spa in domina t ed the ded icatl on. 13 

12 
Millis, Martial Spir i t, 36 . 

13 
The Houston Post, April 22 , 1898 . ------
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Although William Randolph Hearst claims to have 

created the war, basically "lt was a popular crusade to stop 

a seemingly endless revolution which was shattering Cuba." 14 

Most veterans one meets today seem to think that Spanish 

cruelty and accounts of atrocities they had read or heard 

were responsible for bringing them into the war rather than 

Just the sinking of the Ma ine. They felt Spain was respon

sibl e for the ship being sent to Havana in the first place 

even though the Spanish might not have sunk it. Their feel

ings were unchanged even afte r they had fought the war in 

Cuba. 15 

Some persons were ove rly e nthusiastic about war with 

Spain. Pr ed ictions were made t hat there would be war, even 

while the President was trying for peace . Such was the talk 

at the United Confederate Veterans encampme nt hel d at Wi m

be rly Lake , Texas. Colonel Washington Jone s of Bastrop 

uttered the thoughts of most people of the day when he sai d, 

" I believe we will have war I favor it ••• it ls the 

only war I eve r favored." 16 Many National Guard units were 

called to duty prematurely; others were mak ing hasty prep

arations for mobilization. Any movement of troops, no 

14 
Fr e i de l, Splendid Littl e!!'.!!, , 5. 

15 
Op inions expressed by veterans interviewed at John 

F. Alber's home in Houston. Permission to quote secured . 
16 

!h! Houston~' April 17, 1898 . 



14 

matter how insignificant, m de news, and dai ly reports of 

readiness were made by Guard units in nearly every communi

ty. A regu lar army enlistment station ln Dallas, beseiged 

by early volunteers , turne d men away on Apri l 17, 1898, 

because war had not "yet been declared." 17 

Each headline left the i mpression that war was inevi

tabl e and would be declared any moment. Conservative 

Repub licans and McKinley, the Jingoist papers said, were a ll 

that stood in the way. These l ead ers were attacked dai ly 

af ter the resolution to intervene had been adopted by Con

gr ess on April 11 , 1898. Congress and the press hammered 

relentlessly until the administration could hold back no 

longer. 18 When war d i d come on April ?-4, 1898, the public 

was emo tionally ready, even if the government was not. · As 

the clerk to the Speaker of the House wrotes "1 have had a 

feeling tha t we a re embarking on an unknown sea. 11 19 

The Navy was better prepared than the Army, because 

of the efforts of Assistant Secr e tary of the Navy, Theodore 

Rooseve lt , and Secretary of the Navy , John D. Long. Earlier 

Secretaries of the Navy had he lped bui l d the Navy up from 

an embryoni c sta te. Beginning in 1885 , under William P. 

17 .!l?.!.2.•, April 23, 1898 . 
18 

Harvey Wish, Contemporary .Amer ica, 96- 97. 
19 

Asher c. Hinds' diary, entry dated Apr il 13, 1898 , 
manuscripts located at the Library of Congress. 
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Whitney, the Navy Department improved its administration and 

increased its capacity to wage war. During the period 1885-

1898, the United States Navy rose from an unranked position 

among the navies of the world to sixth place behind Great 

Britain, the st ndard by which all navies were Judged. At 

the outbreak of war the United States had roughly seventeen 

per cent of the naval strength of Britain. Spain was 

seventh with approxi mate ly two-thirds the naval power of the 

United States. 20 

If our Navy was considered ready, our War Department 

was not, since it had only about 26 , 000 men. 21 The troops 

were scattered throughout the United States, most of them in 

the West, and seldom, if ever, in peacetime, had as much as 

a regi ment been assembled in one place. A large army for 

occupation or invasion had not been planned or prepared . It 

simply had been assumed that we had an adequate army, or 

would soon get one. There was no organization to take care 

of the number of men needed, nor had much thought been given 

to the t echnical matters of conducting such a war. 

The National Guard forces were another factor in the 

confusion of mobilization. They were much greater in number 

than the regulars, but less well trained and equipped. 

20 
Trumbull White, The United States 122 !!,!! !,!lh 

Spain, 331-335 . -
2 1 

Freidel, Splendid Little!!£, 10. 
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They were not under the Army, but unde r state governors, and 

not as we ll supervised . Local po litics often dec ided who 

the officers were and what a unit did in t he war. 22 McK in

ley's call for volunteers caus ed a swift filling of the 

r anks of al l branches of service beyond the actual number 

that coul d ever be handled by the ex isting organization. 

The Ar my , Nat iona l Guard, and Volunteer r eg i ments 

were all deficient in trai ning, using gene r a lly long out

date d me thods of maneuvers and strategy. Equipmen t was 

another problem. The National Gua r d was still without 

smokeless powder, as we r e a ll ar till ery units tha t fought in 

Cuba. 23 The shoddy and woolen unifo r ms we r e inadequa te and 

in short supply. This lack of preparedness, refl ec t ed in 

our army's equipment , planning, training, and eff ici ency, 

was to take a serious toll i n lives and increase the d iscom

forts of t he troops. 

The men of Amer i ca r esponded enthusiastically to the 

President's ca ll. The army swelled in size but not without 

trouble and deficienc i es . 

In describing the way he got into war, Arthur R. Fern 

of t he 71st New York Infantry, stated that his command ing 

officer drew a line down the f loor of hls armory and aid, 

22 
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23 
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"All those that want to go to Cuba, step across.« 24 Private 

Fern stepped over; he was in. All enlistments and .decisi ons 

to fight were not as dramatic or as simple as this, but many 

were similar in the National Guard and Volunteer groups . 

n. N. Scott, of Houston, had a similar experience. 

The City Sanitation Officer, J.B. Massey, was told that if 

he could get one hundred men he would be made a Captain. He 

accomplished this task and thus the Second U. S. Volunteer 

Infantry, Company "H" was formed. The men were assembled 

downtown, and drill was begun . 25 

With the regular army the procedure was somewhat the 

same except that the officers were regulars. Many a volun

teer read ~ :poster on the street, and then sought informa

tion from a regular soldier standing nearby. lf interested, 

he went inside the recruiting office, and made out his 

enlistment papers. Next he was given a physical examination 

and took an oath. He then drew his uniform, or in some 

instances, was compelled to wait until , supplied one. 26 

Enlistment in the United States has never been like 

this since that time. Enlistment stations were everywhe r e, 

24 
Statement by Arthur Fern, personal interview. Per-

miss ion to quote secured. 

25 
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mission to quote secured. 

26 
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h~me in Houston on June 24, 1961. Permission to quote 
secured. 



and all one had to do was pick his regiment. Every shop

keeper in the larger towns was some sort of recruiter . 

Tables we re set up on sidewalks and in parks to take men 

into the service . Many kinds of inducements were used. 

18 

Upon enlistment a person got free drinks in a l most every 

bar, and bartenders became on-the- pot recruiters. Enlist

men t ln some cities also entitled one to a red flannel 

"bellyband," made by a number of patriotic young ladies . 

Many prominent citizens acco s ted men on the street urging 

them to enlist ln some military unit. Every store seemed 

intent on organizing a regl ment. 27 Many persons organizing 

volunteer regi me nts had political motives and used ins i de 

political connections to get their unit accepted. It became 

increasingly difficult to get a unit to Tampa, to enab l e i t 

to be s ent to Cuba. 28 

The ordinary sol di e r enlisted for a variety of rea• 

sons, but ~o stly to fight the hated Spaniards. Many 

enlisted for the excitement or adventure, and a l l en l i s ted 

for only the duration of the war--a situation that was to 

lead to trouble later when Spain surrende red and troops were 

still needed for occupation of the Philippine Islands . 

To be e ligible for service one was suppo s ed to be 

27 
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between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five, and unmarried. 

As an exception, one could enlist as a musician at age six

teen with consent of his father or guardian. Married men 

could enl ist with the consent of the commanding officer of 

the unit to which they aspi red to belong . 29 Only a few 

weeks before the war started, the recruiter in Dallas had 

complained that too many "bums" and a lcoholics were trying 

to get into the army. A special ad, signed by Lt. Taubeck 

and placed in a Da llas newspaper, sai d he had accepted only 

twenty of two hundred and forty who applied the day before; 

he wanted nothing but "physically perfect men with good 

reputations . n30 

A great !llany of the men were young, under twenty-one 

years of age, in the volunteer organizations. The regulars 

on the average were older, as were, naturally, the officers 

and the non-commi ss ioned officers. There were some excep

tions to the age limits that apparent l y got by the recruit

ers. Benjamin A. Bowman, a Graves Registrar for the United 

Spanish War Veterans organization, wrote that his company 

had a Comrade Doyle who was sixty-two years of age and 

claimed to have been with Grant at Vicksburg . At the oppo

site extreme, there was a lad , in the company commanded by 

29 
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Captain Henry Bankhead of Mississippi, who said he was only 

thirteen years of age.3 1 

The volunteers were f rom eve ry wa l k of life . Some 

wer e ext reme ly we althy and we ll-known men, such a s young 

Hami l ton Fish, and others who were poor and unknown. Both 

wh ite and colored, the men came from a ll sections and from 

a ll occupations.32 The bulk of the volunteer cavalry units 

had been miners, lumberjacks, or cowboys before entering the 

service, and thus we r e a slight exception to the cross sec

t ions usually found ln other unlts.33 Zogbawn describes the 

enlisted men in this manne r: "Some fall by the wayside ••• 

unworthy of any cal l ing ••• but by fa r the great mass are 

br i ght-eyed, vigorous, clean, manly ••• 'first c l a ss 

fighting men'."34 

The enthusiasm for the war d id not make all people 

surrende r their pr e j udices to t he good of the cause . At 

least one group refused to s e rve with other common soldiers. 

This was the famou s Seventh Reg i ment of the New York Nation

a l Guard, no t ed for its efficiency and traditions . It had a 

31 
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lar ge number of wealthy and prominent people in its ranks. 

This regiment would not serve with every "Tom, Dick, and 

Harry" in the Federal Army. lt was not allowed to leave the 

state because it had become so unpopular. The people of New 

York demonstrated their resentment at a parade a short time 

later. A regular army artillery unit that bore the same 

number was mi staken for this unpopular group. Seeing the 

number " seven" on the marching soldiers' canteens brought 

boos and hisses from the crowd, until the true identity of 

the unit became known. At least one person was mobbed be

cause he closed his shop, protesting America's descent to 

the "barbarity of war," and the Governor of Kansas reorgan

ized his regiments to prevent federal officers from command

ing them. 35 These d issenters were in a small minority. 

Most of the participants were s eek ing adventure and 

nursing a desire to punish the Spaniards. This was all a 

part of becoming a man. Such was the case of Pvt. John F. 

Alber, whose mother did not approve of her nineteen- year-old 

son hurrying off to chastise the "evil" Spaniards. However, 

his uncle and father approved as they thought lt would be a 

good experience for hl m. He enlisted in St. Louts and soon 

left for camp.36 Others felt the "b lood of their ancestors 

35 Millis, Martial Spirit, 158-161. 
36 
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rise in their veins" and wanted to get into the fighting, in 

spite of protests by their mothers . 37 

The titles given the different units sometimes r e

flected the manner ln which they were expected to fight, the 

locality from which they came, the name of a famous individ

ual in their unit, or some other i dentifying characteristic. 

The cavalry unit organized by Teddy Rooseve lt was given mo r e 

name s than any other regiment, but seve ral others were given 

nearly as many . Some of the names given to Roosevelt's 

regiment we r e : 

Teddy's Rough Ri ders, Roo evelt's Rough Riders, 
Teddy's Terrors, Teddy' s Holy Terrors, Roo seve lt's 
Rough 1 uns, Teddy's Gi l ded Gang, Roo seve lt's Wil d 
West , Teddy's Texas Tarantulas, Teddy's Cowboy Con
ti nge nt, Teddy's Ri otous Rounde rs, Fi ghting Cowboys, 
Cowboy Volunteers, Roo s eve lt's Reg! mentA Teddy's 
Canvasbacks, and Uncle Sam's Brownie s. 3° 

In Apr il and May, 1898, patrioti c and exc ited crowds 

ga ther ed whereve r troops we r e moving . " • •• Eve rywhe r e 

over this good, fair land, flags we r e f l ying ••• at the 

stations, c rowds gathe red to hurrah for th e sol diers, and to 

throw hats into the air, and to unfurl flags. 11 39 The music 

of "Dixie" and "The Star Spangled Banner " b lended together, 

as t he boys of the "blue" and t he "gr ay" marched togethe r 

37 
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38 
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for the fir st ti me since the Civil War. An ex-confederate 

general, Joseph Wheeler, was given an i mportant Job under 

t he "Yankee" Shafter. The new spirit of cooperation showed 

tha t most of the ol d bit t erness had faded . 

Troops ma rching in New York were given a grand depar

t ure. With crowd s cheering, t hey mar ched downtown, to a 

ferry, and then on to Long Island . Trains were bedecked 

wi t h banne rs car rying the wo r ds "Remember the Maine " and 

othe r mottoes. Popular songs such a s "Good-bye , My Lover, 

Good-bye" we r e sung ln many places. 4° Lavish d isplays of 

f ir eworks we r e sometimes shown, as when the New York troops 

r ecei ved news of Dewey's victory a t Manila. Parties hono r 

ing young men goi ng to war we re given in many cities. 

One such affair was t he gar den party given in San 

Antonio honoring the volunt eers . Among those honored wer e 

Lewis and George Mave rick . 4 1 Lewis , nicknamed t he "Infant 

Warrior " by his friends, became a membe r of the Rough 

Ri ders and served the du ration of the war wi th t hem. 4 2 

The procedure for sending men f orth to war was much 

the same a ll ove r the country. A few exceptions were in the 

We st . Here volunteer units could as s emb le at the ir 

40 
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respective state capitols, listen to speeches presented by 

the governor and other dignitaries, and depart for camp. 

Elsewhere men were sent to some assembly point, issued uni

forms, we r e read t he Artic les .2f !!.!:,, given an oath, and 

drilled. ✓ Then they were placed on a train, or ship, and 

sent to one of the seven camps set up by the Federal Govern

me nt f or t raining. Sorne men paid the ir own expenses to the 

assemb ly point in the West in order to Join the unit of 

their choice . 

The sol d i e rs we r e usually bur dened with not only 

the ir mi litary equipmen t , but a varie ty of cakes, lunches, 

whiskey, and other gif ts from fri end s. Many made themselves 

sick on t he s e de licaci e s. So great was the problem that it 

was suggested by a newspaper t hat the gove rnment issue a 

list of tho e t h ings acceptable a s gifts to soldi ers. 43 

Thes e patriotic efforts to help the soldiers did serve a 

useful purpose to supplement the poor accommodations on some 

troop trains. 

There was some concern, a t least in the beginning, 

about sending troops ln blue uniforms into the South. Actu

ally, the uniforms proved more embarrassing to the War 

Department than to the Southerners . The whole train of the 

71st New York was sent out of the way to bypass Richmond, 

43 
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Virginia, be cause thy feared a show of resentment . The 

actual case was that the citizens of Richmond had planned a 

huge r ecep tion. Mountains of s andwiches, hundred s of fried 

chickens, baked hams, pies, cakes, and tables of reserve 

suppli e s were waiting for the troops. The welcoming group 

even inc lud ed a band, a choir, and a de l egation of Confeder

ate Veterans, a ll of whom had been waiting since dawn to 

we lcome the troops. The tra in passed a disappointing six 

miles away from the station. At one c rossroads point in 

Georgia a local citizen had prepared barrels for the troops 

to use for ba t hing in h is front yar d.44 

There was at l east one inci den t of tragedy that 

marred the transportation of troops to camp . ln a s eries of 

wr ecks and accidents , seven troopers of Torrey's Terrors 

were ki ll ed en route to thei r Jacksonville, Flori da campsite 

from Cheyenne, Wyoming . 45 

All was not tragedy or simple Jov iality, as Private 

Post narrates: 

He r e and there a woman sobbed and her husband 
l ed her away, hls arms around her. They we r e plain, 
worn, homespun people; the peopl e who furnish the 
cannon fodder and gi ve three cheers that any Yank 
can lick hi s weight in Ch ink wi l dca ts or ll meJuicers. 
He r e and t he r e a sol dier was sick with too much 
whi skey; or drunk a s Bi lly-be- damn, began to shout 
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some bawdy song or the obscene words to a bugle 
march--and was promptly fought into mumbling l ethargy 
by his car mates . Here and there in the troop cars, 
some young chap would cautiously do his beads or 
read a prayer book that had Just been thrust ufgn 
him by some mi ssionary peddler or fond mother • . 

26 

It was a wonder that a soldier had any bras s buttons 

left on his uniform when he got to camp. The girls in every 

town seemed to want them as souvenirs. A brass insignia 

from one's hat could bring a klss. "It was a gay time. 

War--war itself was on. War had beguni"47 

The American sol dier was "raring" for a figh t in 

1898. Unprepared though he was and with somewhat confused 

motives, he rushed off to war. The "send off" glven him did 

little to dispe l the glowing i mage created by the excitement 

of war. Disenchantment was to come quick ly to some, more 

quickly than was expected . The trooper that did not have 

this spell broken during encampment, had it broken when he 

went to Cuba. 

46 
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CHAPTER 111 

CAMP LIFE 

When troops arrived at the camps they were, in the 

main, amateurs, and the war did not last long enough to dis

pel all of these characteristics. The soldiers had to be 

very adaptable persons to ad just to their tents, routine, 

training, hardships, society, and disappointments. The 

prospects of being left behind or standing up to the enemy 

had to be faced . 

In early May, 1898, the peaceful repo e of several 

Southern cities was broken by the tramp and bustle of an 

army. The volunte er troops began to pour into special camps 

se t up by the gove rnment to mobi lize them into the national 

army. Before war had been dec l ared, the regulars had been 

concentrating In Tampa, Mobile, and New Orleans. 

The volunteers were assembled at Camp Thomas [Chicka

mauga Na tional Park], Georgia; Camp Al ger, Falls Church, 

Virginia; Mobile, Alabama; San Francisco, California; and 

Tamp a, Florlda. 1 Later, other encampments were quickly es

t ab lished but sometimes only to be as rapi d ly dispersed. It 

seemed as if no one r ea lly knew where a camp would be set up 

or how long lt would be there . 2 There were innume rable 
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delays and confusing orders, but this did not dlmlnlsh the 

enthusiasm of the troops. 

28 

The regular attempted to keep some manner of order, 

but as more and more troops came in, more confusion re

sulted. The men were generally supplied wlth tents, but 

often had to sleep on the ground, because of the shortage of 

cots. Typical of the exaggerated writing by correspondents 

of the day was this description of the enlisted men's tents 

and conditions at Camp Thomas: 

••• Their bedding and blankets were good 
and they were as comfortable as soldiers could 
hope to be ln the field. Some of the ·regi ments 
from the remote Northwest had the Sibley conical 
tent, wh ich has no wall, but which has a small 
sheet iron stove. These were more than appreciated 
dur ing the cold, rainy weather that prevailed at 
Camp Thomas. 

The me ss tents and cookhouses are about alike 
in all the arms of the service. The "cuddybunk" 
oven , made of sheet iron, bakes well and looks like 
two iron pans fastened to ge ther, one upon the top 
of the other. Men detailed as cooks and waiters, 
or "k itchen police" , as they ere denominated in 
the posts, attended to the preparation and serving 
of the meals, and the soldiers lived well, indeed. 
Field rations were used when in transit from point 
to point , but when in camp the company or troop 
mes s purchased fresh meats, ve ge tables, egg, fruits, 
etc., and lived hlgh.3 

Contrasted to this flowing description, was that 

given by a private ln a letter to his mo ther on June 24 : 

3Trumbull White, The United States.!!! War, 350. 



••• We have been sleeping on traw. 
last night they ordered us to burn it, so 
now compelled to sleep on the ground. If 
are sent to Cuba, we shall be hardened

4
to 

anything, and it will be a good thing. 

But 
we are 
we all 
almost 

29 

The establishment of a camp was much like the rush to 

the Klondike which occurred that same year. Everything had 

to be brought in by wagon and traln. Each regiment was more 

or less dependent on itself, and ln turn the soldiers had to 

re ly on their own resources. The problems of the camps 

varied somewhat, since they were established in different 

areas. At Camp Thomas, the problems of insufficient water 

supply and heavy rains were of major consequence, while at 

Tampa the major obstacles seemed to be the heat, mosquitoes, 

and sand. 

Wherever the camps were set up they became acres of 

tents with narrow dirt streets that had to be kept clean. 

This Job was usually done by the men who needed discipline 

or by the whole unit after roll call. As Private Post 

relates, this was "literally, sweeping the streets" clean of 

every piece of paper, cigarette butt, and dried twig.5 

Carelessness ln this duty meant the immediate incurrence of 

the wrath of a sharp-eyed color-sergeant. 

Water supply problems were faced by most camps, and 
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sanitation was nonexistent for some time. At Camp Thomas 

water had to be hauled seven miles in barrels on mule drawn 

wagons. Sergeant Tom Driscoll of the 3rd Division, First 

Army Corps, related that many polluted water holes had to be 

guarded to keep the troops from becoming ill, and sewage was 

disposed of by covering the latrines each day with a thin 

layer of lime, a precaution that dld not seem to be effec

tive. Later, pipes were run to the creeks to get more 

water, but this was done after the fighting in Cuba was 

over, and until then only a few camps had hydrant water. 6 

There were, of course, some exceptions, as not all 

camps faced these problems. A private in the 1st Regiment, 

New York Volunteers, wrote from Camp Townsend, Peeksville, 

New York: 

••• There ls very good water, a shower bath; 
tents dry as toast. We take our meals in a large 
wooden building, eat from china plates and drink 
out of tumblers. Our streets are lighted with 
electric lights, and the officers have the lights 
in their tents. We have a Y. M.C.A. tent with a 
piano, library, games and a writing table . 7 

The Guardsmen and Volunteers generally fared well in 

their own state encampments, but when at one of the major 

camps, the regulars fared better and were not as 

6 
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inconvenienced. a The camps were destined to become hated by 

nearly all, as diseases became rampant in them. 

The adjustment to army life was very difficult for 

most recruits. The glamorous aspects of war had to be put 

aside; since the dally routine was anything but what they 

had imagined. A Kansas boy wrote on July 2, from Chatta-

nooga: 

••• Flashing sabers and charging horses are 
very inspiring to look at, but an hour's saber drill 
with the thermome ter of 105 degrees and riding horses 
bareback in a blinding dust three miles to water ls 
great dea l mo re practical. This regiment ••• will 
be paid today ••• consequently every call to 1 fall 
in' today has been answered on the 'double quick'. 
If anyone who reads this thinks army life ls all 
dr ess parade and enthusiasm, he must remember that 
there ls fatigije, police, and kitchen duty to 
perform. • • • 

The soldier's day usually started early and lt ended 

none too soon. Revei lle was sounded at 5:30 A.M., and the 

troops were fed a t 6:00 A. M. The officers ate an hour 

later. Dr ill usually lasted from 7 o'clock to 9:30 o'clock 

in the morning. Long enough, so far as many were concerned, 

because the weather was extremely hot and the wool uniform 

certainly did not make drllllng any easier. 10 

Describing a typical day or a soldier is very 
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difficult because each camp had a different routine, and the 

ti me s and k inds of drill varied with the type of unit of 

which the soldier was a member. The only routine of which a 

soldier could be sure was that he was going to arise early 

and drill hard. Some units drilled severa l times a day, 

others only in the morning. The drill at Tampa usua lly 

stopped about 9:)0 in the morning and though the men we r e 

consi de r ed to be on duty they were free within the bounds of 

the camp, to do as they wished. The cavalry drilled more 

frequently, but the infantry and artill e ry did most of the 

loading and unloading of suppli es-- a Job that was Just as 

essent ia l as dri ll , and lasted longe r than the marching. 

Private Post descri bed how his day began at Camp 

Black, Hempstead Plains, Long Island. He wa s aroused to 

consciousness by t he rhythmical cadence of forty drums beat

ing out the top-of-the-morning, accompanied by twelve fifes. 

This lasted fo r t en minutes, then the bugles sounded reveil

le. On the last note of reveille the troops wer e to be 

fully clothed and outside for roll call. He thought the 
11 whole experience pleasurable. 

There were ot hers who did no t enjoy arising so early. 

The cook and the buglers had to be up befo re the other 

troops. One young membe r of the )rd Regiment at Camp Thomas 

failed to ge t up one morning to play r eve ille and was "given 
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three hours police duty ••• as punishment ••• had to dig 

trenches, carry dirt and rocks and everything e lse . " 12 

Often the routine was broken s~ddenly, as when moving 

to another camp, or when taking a long march, called a 

"hike," and sometimes it was broken for an inspection of the 

camp. Apparently getting ready for inspection entailed some 

very hard work. Wrote the bugler who had overslept: 

Today is a busy day for us all over the camp. 
We are all cleaning up for inspection. 1 have 
been digging a trench back of our mess ha ll 
••• my fingers and hands were ful l of blisters, 
but it gave me a good appetite ••• Our band is 
excused from that work on account of oyr hands 
getting sore so that we couldn't play. j 

At times the recruit was not settled before one of 

these rude breaks came. Such was the case for the men of 

the 3rd New York Volunteer Infantry. A "hiker," a the 

troops called them elves, of this New York group described 

such a sl tuation. He wrote: "We had been in camp scarcely 

an hour when we were told that our entire regiment ••• was 

to start at six o'clock the next morning on a twelve mile 

march. 111 4 

There is littl e wonder why some fe ll out from exhaus

tion. On such "hikes," each man carried about sixty pounds 
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of equipment, including three days rations, blanket, poncho 

(a type of raincoat), overcoat, half-tent, canteen and 

rifle. 15 

The me thods of drill were long outda ted and inade

quate . Command s were given by bug l e call and by shouting 

such commands as "Fours right--marchl"; "Fours l ef t ... 

marchl "; "R i ght front into the llnel "; "On right into 

llne l "; "Right by filet "; "Fours ri ght aboutl." These com

mands had not been changed since the Civil War. 16 "S ince 

the Civil War, or in the l a st thirty-two years," wrote Cap

tain Bi ge low, of the Tenth Cavalry , "we have made but t wo 

changes of dri ll r egulations, but I sha ll not attempt to 

state the number of changes that have been made in our 

uniforms. "17 

Some of the officers of the National Guard and Volun

te er units we r e incompe tent. The greatest possible excep

tions to this were the Volunteer Cavalry Reg i ments. Thes e 

had good leader ship but their usefulness as cavalry in the 

type of campai gn fought is doubtful. The spectacular 

charges practi ced ln dr ills coul d not have been a practical 
18 me thod of fighting in Cuba. Camp Thomas was a 

lSlbl d. 
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disappointment to many officers who were disgusted with the 

whole affair . Captain Bigelow wrote that there was "no 

instruction in offense or defen e--only a few company 

drllls. 019 

The greatest benefit derived from drilling the troops 

was a hardening of the men for the trials they would endure 

in Cuba. Scarcely anybody had fired their weapons before 

they went into combat. In July one trooper wrote an old 

friend: 

We have fifty Springfield rifles, carried by 
the company ln the National Guard; the balance are 
Springfields of the earlier '73 mode l, with con
demned sights, and every one has been condemned 
since for pulling off at half cock •• , No 
ammunition has been issued and not a bit of target 
practice have we had . 20 

Problems of equipping the troops were great . The War 

Department knew they were short on med ical supplies, uni 

forms, and good officers, but expected the Guardsmen to have 

most of the necessary battle equipment . It was oon discov

ered that the National Guard had the material but that it was 

not flt for service. 21 The "hiker" accepted these deficien

cies for the ti me being without too many gripes. He was 

becoming used to the i dea of caring for himself. The 
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uniforms were discolored, and did not flt. All uniforms , 

except those of the Rough Riders, were woolen; suitab l e for 

duty in Alaska, but not in Cuba . Underclothes we r e in ex

t remely short supply as was Just about everything else from 

soclt s to smoke l ess powder. 

One trooper exp r essed the paradoxical situation in a 

letter to a friend. He wrote,"· •• Many regi ments are as 

badly off for equipment as we are. Only one shirt has been 

issued, and we are expected to keep that one cle~n and 

washed and have it on all the ti me; this is a problem."22 

The same recruit expressed the feelings of many when he a lso 

stated: "I don't er 1 ti cl se, wonder or wor ry ve ry much about 

this shooting match; nor regret anything connected with it 

except that my name ls not Hobson ••• [a hero of the 

Navy].11 23 

So far as dress was concerned, the "hiker" was any

thing bu t what was envisioned by those in the War Depart

ment. He was supposed to have a box-type cap similar to 

those commonly worn by Union troops in the Civil War, and for 

fatigue purposes, a campaign hat that r esemb led the western 

gentleman rancher ' s hat of today , except that the brim was 

flattened . The trooper ' s coat was to be one of the type with 

22 
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brass buttons down the front having a high collar with 

collar-flaps rounded on the edges. His trousers were to be 

of cerulean-blue with a broad deep blue stripe down both 

si des . The low quarter black shoes he wore were to be cov

e r ed partially by brown canvas leggings. His shirts were to 

be navy blue. The real sol dier was only a shadow of what 

was intended . All the uniform was supposed to be blue, but 

t hey were so poor ly dyed that a trooper might have a coat 

with many shades of color, ranging from green to purple, in 

the same coat.24 The Rough Riders' uniform was so faded 

t hat brown and gray dominated. This r esulted in their being 

given the title "Teddy's Brownies. 1125 Wrote one trainees 

You ask how much has been issued to us as well 
as wha t we lack . We have one pair of shoes, one 
pair of heavy trousers, one heavy shirt; two pairs 
of heavy socks, very harsh; one company hat, all 
shoddy; two s e ts of underwear; one blouse. I can 
literally wring the perspira~ton from my heavy blue 
trousers afte r a long dr ill. 

One privat e solved the problem of ove rsized shoes by 

fol ding newspapers and inserting them into the toes and 

around the insi de of the hee1. 27 The problem of overcoats 

that were not needed was easily solved by selling them or 

24Mi ll1s, Martial Spirit, 215. 
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discarding them as soon as possible. Some of the other 

equipment was Just as burdensome but not as easy to be rid 

of. The Merriam pack was an item of this nature . 

The Merriam pack, used at the beginning of the war, 

was simply a canvas box with two hickory sticks at each 

side, and fastened to the two upper corners of the pack. 

38 

The other end was fitted into the end pockets of a half

belt , which rested slightly below one's kidneys. This pack 

took the load off one's shoulders and put it on the kidneys. 

Later, immediately before the invasion of Cuba, it was re

placed by the horse collar roll used in the Civil War. 28 

The horse collar roll was much the same as the one used now 

except that it was slung across the left shoulder, slanting 

across the chest and · back to the right side of the body by a 

strap, leaving it much ln the shape of a horse collar 

through which the soldier slipped his head. The half-tent 

was rolled the same way and tied to the blanket roll, thus 

serving as a liner to the "horse collar. " One end of the 

roll contained the tent pegs and sectional poles, and the 

other personal items. The roll was made loose in the middle 

because, although it did not look as good, it was more com

fortable to carry. 29 
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Post, War of Private Post, 27. -------

29 
.ll.!i·, 60. 



39 

To complete the regalia of the marching soldier he 

also had a haversack, a canvas bag with a long strap, in 

which he carried rations , extra ammunition, and othe r neces

s ary items. Sometime s a ttached to this was a coffee pot or 

large cup. This, and hi s canteen, wer e slung across the 

right shoul de r onto the l ef t si de. Around his mi dd le was a 

loaded cartridge bel t to accommoda te the rifle carried a t 

ri ght shoulder a rms. 

Arn.~unition f or the cartridge bel t was heavy. Each 

cartridge was as big as the finger, with a .45 caliber slug 

at the front end . The shell casing was loaded with seventy 

grains of old-fashioned black powder that, when d ischarged , 

issued "a c loud of whi t e smoke about t he size of a cow. »30 

Before typhoid and other diseas e s invaded the camps, 

the biggest prob l em was that of gett ing good food. The 

problem in camps most of the ti me was not that of having 

foo d but of gett ing people who were r easonably trained cooks 

to prepare it, and sometimes get ting through "red tape" to 

issue it to t he troops.31 The Guar d units came to camp 

wi t hout trained cooking personnel and had to live on ha r d

tack until t hey could unload suppli es and s eek out a person 

who might have the cu li nary skills. "Cooks went down in 

31 
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defeat before the rations and cooking equipment with which 

they were confronted. n32 . . . 
In contrast to the poor foods and the haphazard way 

enlisted men had to eat was the way many officers ate, as 

described by a correspondent in a leading magaz ine: 

The officers lived well and were very comfort
ably quartered . Their dinner menu generally 
included roast beef , vegetable, lettuce salad, 
bread or biscuit and butter, strawberries and 
coffee. The officers of the Second Cavalry had 
a club in a big tent and they all messed at the 
same table signing their checks as one would do 
in a city club.33 

One of the greatest controversies of the war was over 

how well the men were fed. In many cases the food was near

by, but not available to the troops. For months in the 

field and in camps men had to live on canned tomatoes, 

canned beef, boiled mea t and potatoes, hardtack, bacon, 

beans and coffee. The soldiers reacted in different ways to 

this type of food, but mos t agreed that when hungry enough, 

they were quite satisfactory. 

"Hardtack," described one veteran, "was a flat 

biscuit-like substance about a half inch thick, and as hard 

as a brlck.n34 This was the staple food of the Guardsmen 
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for many weeks. The "hiker's" individual initiative was 

exercised in mak ing ~any different dishes from this taste

less little "brick." They found it very filling by chipping 

l t 1 nto a stew, or bolled tomatoes, or "anything that was 

llquid. 1135 

The beans were usually very edible, at l east those 

served in camps, but even in Cuba where they could not be so 

well prepared, the combatants enjoyed them. ln camps there 

were two majo r complaints about beans . The New Yorkers fel t 

they were s e rved too often and the r ecruits from Massachu

setts comp lained tha t the s e rvings were too sma11.36 At any 

rate beans we r e served three meals a day at times. 

The coffee is difficult to descr ibe because lt varied 

so much from day to day and from camp to camp. It ranged in 

color from "pa lish amber" to a "full-blooded deep brown. " 

But as one cook sugge sted it always tasted "1 ak he 11," and 

no wonder , since lt was made by boiling in a wash boiler. 37 

Army bacon was given the apt title of " sowbelly." 

Priva t e Post gives perhaps the most vivi d description of 

this stap le of the army di e t: 

Sowbe lly ls ex actly what its narae i mplies, the 
belly of a very adult lady pig, faucets and a ll. 

36Richa r d Harding Davis, "The Rocking Chair Period 
of the War," Scr ibners, 24:137. 
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It comes from about two to three Inches in thick
ness, and the plastron of sowbe lly ls the full 
size intact of its original owner. On one side is 
the meat; on the other, the l ea ther. And no one but 
an old Army sergeant or a leather fancier can tell 
one from the other ••• Later in the campaign, 
when hunger bested us, it was a nicely balanced 
question whe ther to fry our shirt or our sowbelly.38 
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The soldiers had some opportunity to eat better food 

and food of mo r e variety. At Camp Thomas, food vendors were 

a constant problem to the camp and eventually they were for

bidden to come on the camp grounds. Not to be denied, the 

vendors s e t up shops outside the post, which were still 

accessible to the soldi e rs.39 

The greatest hardships of those in camp came with the 

rains of July and August. The hardest hit camp was Camp 

Thomas where two dread diseases , typhoid and dysentary, in

flicted heavy casualties. The camp was located in a forest 

where shade prevented the rapi d drying of the ground. The 

camps were often flooded, making good sanitary conditions 

i mpossible to maintain. Latrines were uncovered by the 

water, mosquitoes and flies swarmed, meats qui ck ly spoiled, 

and as a consequence the death rate climbed. Some of the 

troops had no cots, no mo squito bars, and mostly unsuitabl e 

clothing for the climate.4° 
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Reports of the s ickne s s were suppres s ed fo r a whi l e, 

but with a coming rea l izat i on that the soldiers we r e not 

going to get int o the fighting, they wro t e and talked mo r e 

freely of their ailments . From that time on gruesome sto

ries flourished. The Chat t anooga Times ran ar ti c l es on 

death in the camps that told many morbid detai l s . An exam

ple of the description is thi s : 

••• The men are said to die from diseas e . 1 
say they are being murdered by this wre t ched sys
tem. I have seen fever patients with their dry 
tongues hanging from their mouths , with f l ies 
swarming over their faces, with maggots in the ir 
bedsores, with no medical attention, wi t h no water 
fit to drink, with no milk, with no stimul ant-
simply left to die, and then lie dead fo r hour s 
alongside of other sufferers.41 

Some still wanting to go to Cuba fe l t it coul d be no 

worse there than ln the South, and attributed their escape 

to good health and clean living. Writes Captain George 

Willrich: 

Miami and Jacksonville were far worse than 
Cuba can be. In Jacksonville we had the dread 
disease, typhoid fever. I did not catch that. 
1 don't drink, t don't use tobacco. I am strong 
and hard as an oak tree. l never get tired • • •• 
1 am well and will return wel l . I must go t o Cuba . 
There Js no telling what good fortune awaits me 
there.42 

The situation would have become much worse, lf the 

camps had not been broken up quickly and furlough given 
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many units. "Total deaths for the war amounted to about 

five thousand, but only three hundred and seventy-nine died 

in battle or of battle wounds."43 

The enlistee had to make other adjustments that were 

important to him in his new society. It was difficult for 

some to realize that they were ln the Army. Two privates 

who were plumbers ln civilian life demanded union wages for 

installing water pipes at Camp Black , New York.44 Needless 

to say, they did not get their demands, and were reminded 

that they were soldiers, not pl~wers, and would do as they 

were told. 

Most officers had the approval of the men but some 

non~commissioned officers did not. . . • Our officers are 

mainly very clever fellows," wrote one recruit, "and with 

slight exceptions are courteous and tolerable. Some of the 

•non-coms' are pretty cocky. 1145 Howeve r, there were excep

tions. A Friend wrote a Texas officer that his enlis ted 

friend had "cursed the officer in charge of the mess hall, 

on which account he was reduced to ranks."46 

As the me n got to know each other better some of 

their views changed. Wrote one private: 

43 Hicks, Ame rican Nation, 329. 

44 
Post, War of Private Post , 21. -------1,.5 
"War Letters," Outlook, 971. 

46 
Letter from friend, George Willrich Papers. 



Some of the men I liked best at first, 1 like 
least now, and I find redeeming qualities to pre
dominate in the men I d id not like at first ••• 
You know how weary of camplife soldiers become 
after the novelty ls worn off. If a man has a 
mean trait it comes out, and the hypocrite can no 
mo r e keep on his disguise here than he can in 
Swedenborg's heaven. 47 
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Life was not always dreary in the camps. As soon as 

the camp was set tled and a few adjustments made the "hiker" 

usually found some means of diversion, some of them mil d and 

others riotous. In the ear lier days of the encampments, 

many enjoyed life thoroughly, even if the food was not as it 

was prepared at home. There was no formal entertainment 

presented to the t r oops as in l ater wars, and there were no 

servicemen's organization to attend for recreation. The Red 

Cross and Young Men's Chri stian Association did in some 

instances provide facilities for writing letters and furnish 

supplies for this purpose . Letter writing was not the usual 

form of recreation, and mo st of the rank and file nshled at 

the pen and rarely wrote letters."48 

During the daylight hours there was little time for 

organized recreation. The clothes had to be washed, baths 

taken, and many de tails to be taken care o f , but sometimes 

the men found time for blanket tossing, reading, or story 

telling. Almost every tent had its "go ld brick" lying about 
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as if he had been tossed ln by his heels, while some others 

rested or napped under trees.49 Blanket tossing was the 

"hiker's" trampol lne, and only a 11 t tle 1 ess conservatl ve 

form of entertainment than that provided by the mechanica l 

structure of today. This sport usually required eight me n 

to hold a blanket taut while a ninth man (the one to be 

tossed ) lay or stood in the middle of the stretched b l anket . 

Those holding the blanket would then raise the blanket and 

toss its contents into the air, repeating this a number of 

times until the person's time was up. 50 

Only occasionally did the troops enjoy music produced 

by professionals. The bands of the various regiments pro

vided the nearest thing to formal music, and in some camps 

played eve ryday. Judging from what one trooper wrote, the 

band had as much occasion to enjoy playing as the soldiers 

to listening. One young band membe r wrote, "The colonel 

said if the band would give extra concerts he would not com

pel us to handle a pick and shovel. You can bet it did not 

take us long to tell him that we would give the extra 

concerts. 11 51 

The evenings were the ti me s when most of the troops 
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found the liveliest entertainment. Groups of men would 

gather in some favorite t ent to drink, and tell tall t a les , 

or play poke r and sing. Some troopers' tents became the 

entertainment spots of t he camps , where those endowed with 

some talent would be the main performe rs each nlght. Whe th

er they had a good voic e for singing , pantomining, or tell

ing jokes, they we re a de light to the troops. 

Many of the songs sung were the popular ones of the 

ti me . A number are heard occasionally today. A few songs 

were bawdy or a t l east a littl e rlsque . Ranki ng among the 

mo r e popular songs were : "Comrades ," "Little Annie Rooney," 

"Swee t Mar i e," "Hot Time in t he Old Town," "Goodbye , Nellie 

Gray," "There We r e Three Flies in our Town," and "The Ol d 

Gray Mare . " Some of the quasi-Negro songs were popular 

like, "I Don't Like No Cheap Man," "Bil l Balley," and "She's 

No t Co lored , She Was Bawn That Way. 1152 Many troops made up 

patriotic l y rics to the tune of songs like "Marching Through 

Georgi a," and "Goodbye, My Love r, Goodbye." One of the most 

popular was the "Cuba Libre Song" sung to the tune of 

"Marching Through Georgia": 

52 

Come on, boys, and a ll Join hands, 
and proudly we wil l sing , 

Just to let t he people know, 
That we 're the proper thing; 

We 're among the terrors 
That's first to Cuba go, 

To face the d irty Spaniards 
Under Bl anco. 

Post,!!!:_.£! Private f.2il, 22. 



Chorus: 

Hurrahl Hurraht 
Now shout and let al l see 

That we are bound that 
Cuba shall be free. 

Shout and raise your voices, boy, 
And raise them once again, 

While we go for ard 
To Cuba.53 

The songfests usually ended with the sentimental 

"Tenting Tonight." The troops must have retired feeling 

nostalgic and thinking less harshly of the army. It must 

have been "a wonderful place to spend an evening. n.54 
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Wh ip duels were a fascinating fo r m of entertainment 

for the teamsters and those who watched . Each participant 

used a long blacksnake whip and wore high.topped leather 

boot for protection. The object was to try to lash the op

ponen t below the knees and to avoid being hit in return by 

Jumping. The whips could inflict very serious wounds if 

they land ed anywhere else but on the thick boots . 55 

Gambling was a favorite type of recreation among the 

soldiers, and was engaged ln quite fr~quently. Cards, dice, 

and tossing coins were predominant. Poker was the staple 

card game played by troops. The Westerners and serious 

enthusiasts liked to play stud, while the Eas terners and 

53 Westermeier,~ .l2, Glory, 148 . 
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amateurs played draw. Most of the time poker was played for 

diversion but occasionally it was played strictly for finan

cial gain and caused some heated arguments to ensue. Payday 

was the time when poker dominated the card playing. On pay

days the tents were darkened by ponchos pinned around the 

inside. At times the playing lasted well beyond the lights 

out time , even continuing into the next morning. Occasion

a lly ther e was some cheating but this did not stop the 

playi ng of the game.56 Most troops were familiar with dice, 

but Yankees we r e introduced to the Southern version, called 

"craps, " by the colored teamsters. The usual spread blanket 

surrounded by eager enthusiasts pl e ading with the d ice for 

good f ortune , became a common cene in the Florida camps .57 

Bars and drinking occupied some of the less pious 

troops of a r eve ling nature, and were sometimes a source for 

troubl e . Usually finding liquor was easy for those who 

sought it. Li quor was a factor in many a fracas which took 

place in camps or nearby cities. The troops came near riot

ing in New Orl eans when a caustic editorial appeared in the 

!!!.!! Orleans Evening~ criticizing the Texas I mmunes for 

56 
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their behavlor.58 Several incidents occurred at Camp Thomas 

that attracted national attention. One of these instances 

resulted when about fifty of Grlsby's Cowboys were refused 

admission to the Camp Thomas Theater. Fists and club were 

soon swinging, The provost guard of the First Missouri and 

the First Illinois Cavalry broke up the mob and dispersed 

them after an hour of fighting Involving bayonets and pis

tols, At least two of the cowboys were seriously wounded.59 

Ano ther such incident Involved strong beverages more 

directly. Once a New York Regi me nt stole a carload of beer 

from a Kentucky unit, and a general search reaching the pro

portion of a riot ensued . All Joined in to help find the 

missing beer and "get it back to its owners." The question 

of "Who stole the beer?'' brought laughter among the veterans 

for years. 60 

At Lakeland, Florida, where local option had been 

exercised, the obtaining of strong pirits was a little mo re 

'd ifficult. Soda fountains served liquor in back of the 

store and u ed names of soft drinks to disguise their menu. 

Such drinks as a "General Mil es Milk Shake," or a "General 

58 
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Lee Lee Cream Soda" had the same effects and tasted surpris

ingly like the "highball" found i n a No rthern bar. 61 

In Tampa, only a short di stance from Lak e land, the 

acquisition of alcohol and other forms of r evelry took a 

sli gh tly different form, and in many other respects differed 

from other encampments. Since this place was de si gnated a s 

the point f or embarking an invasion force, eve rything seemed 

of a t empora ry nature. 

The intense hea t a t Tampa and lts sandy beaches 

offered a difficult ti me for the trainee s. The confus ed 

situation in the War Department did not make life any easi

er. Most men arrived hungry and di rty, and we r e r equired to 

train without breakfast. Sometimes meals we r e thirty-six 

·hours apart\ A large quantity of the food stored on trains 

was wasted by being crushed under heavy piles of other 

ma t eri a ls or ruined while officers fough t the r ed tape to 
62 get thei r men fed . Reg i ments drilling in the ex tr eme 

heat, on the soft, sandy beaches and in the heavy woods 

nearby were completely exhausted after only a few hours of 

dril l in the mornings and afte rnoon. 

The Army drilled and waited for news that the Spanish 

f lee t had been located. Rumors of the coming invasion 

6 1 
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enllvene the ptrtt of the men but t he d lays were taxing 

the1r patience, Transport ., \\pp11e , an treop continued 

to arrtv at Tampa ~krougheut the month of My and Jttne. 

A the a y drilled and waited, the tent of the eh p l in . 

were fr quented more often as all en ed the t.tme for dep , .. 

ture to Cub was drawing near. 



CHAPTER IV 

ENGAGING TIIE ENEMY 

Secretary of War Russell A. Alger had promised that 

he could have an American Army ln Havana within ten days 

after a declaration of war on Spaln. 1 Actually, it took him 

more than two months. All through the month of May, Tampa 

was se e thing with rumors that the army would depart for Cuba 

at any moment. General Wll 11am R. Shafter was placed ln 

charge of the army in Tampa, which was now called the Fifth 

Ar my Corps. Shafter was expected to have his army ready to 

leave within a day after receiving orders. The War Depart

ment had made such poor a rrangements that this was an i mpos

sibility. Tampa was a poor choice for an embarkation 

point, since it had only a single track railway coming to 

the port from the city, and a narrow channel along a neck of 

land that served as a pier. The army demonstrated the 

unl,que abl 11 ty of l ts men to rely on thel r own resources in 

spite of handicaps. The soldiers hastily laid track out 

onto the pier and quick ly built as many extra docks as pos

sibl e . Yet only two transports could be loaded at a time, 

and this only with the hard labor of those who had to carry 

articles on their backs across fifty feet of sand and up a 

ramp into the ships. Much to the dis gust of the army a 
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Tampa promoter continued to run sight-seeing tours from 

special trains and boats. The tourists hindered the work of 

the troops when freight cars were being unloaded as well as 

when ships were being anchored. The ships were in no condi

tion to carry troops and had to be converted by the army to 

carry the expected 25,000 men. The loading of weapons , 

aboar d the transports, was hampered by parts of the guns 

being located in differ ent trains, and fuses for the projec

tiles were still missing. The bills of lading and invoices 

had not been recei ved, mak ing it necessary to break into 

every car and search for the items needed. Ther e was such 

confusion that the three hundred pound Shafter had to super-
'.:> 

vise loading some of the ships himself.~ 

The dockside beach at Tampa provided some means of 

relief for the hungry soldier, but furnished nothing but 

liquor to drink. It was labeled the 11 sportlng sand bar" by 

the troops, since many of the vendors had more than Just 

food and whiskey to sell. These establishments were gener

ally sma ll tents with a canopy and table in front. Usually 

a girl stood in the doorway. The tents and the . newly con

structed, sma ll, unpainted houses nearby gave the whole 

scene an atmosphere of transience. A thin disguise was put 

on one newly built two story affair that bore a large sign 
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over the front that read "Restaurant." One slck and hungry 

soldier took the sign literally and rushed around a line of 

about two dozen men to get through the front door of the 

build ing , only to come out i mmed iately , red f aced and to be 

round ly Jeer ed by his fellow troope rs . 3 

Shafte r received orders on the 31st of May asking hlm 

to get r eady to leave but it was June 6 th before the regi

ments received word tha t they shoul d get aboard ship. It 

wa s soon learned tha t only about 18 ,000 men would be taken 

i nstead of t he anticipated 25 ,000, and t ha t the cavalry 

units woul d have to l eave t he ir horses. A mad rush for the 

s hips began , because t he troops feared they might be the 

ones l e ft behind. Camps were broken in record ti me, and the 

race f or the ships commenced . Men sl ep t in box cars, cattle 

cars , on the beach and on docks the night before in order to 

be i n line for a shlp the next day . The re was no real pro

vision for feeding them and many men went without food for 

a s much as thirty-six hours. Captain Bigelow's colored 10th 

Cava lry was not served at all, but they di d have a nice 

train in which to sleep.4 

The next day troops began to board the vessels. It 

was found by the 71st New York Reg i ment that the ship 
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intended for them had been taken over by Theodore Roosevelt 

and some of his men. An officer of the 71st protested but 

was unable to dislodge Teddy, and that night the 71 t slept 

in a train. The next day they took over the "largest and 

best boat, that held over 800 men, the Vigilancia. n.5 The 

would-be voyagers stayed on board the ships most of the 

time for fear that they would miss the boat to Cuba and 

would be left behind. The army stewed and waited ln Tampa 

Bay for a week, before they got orders to sail. On the 10th 

of July they cast off and again anchored out in the bay not 

far from the wharf and stayed until the 13th. Then they 

moved a few miles down the bay and cast anchor once more . 

It was the 14 th, a week after their embarkation, before 

they finally started for the lower bay. There was much 

confusion, changing of transports, and unnecessary time 

wasted, while many waited for days on the docks to be picked 

up by the transports. One Captain recalled: "Such occur

rences tended to shake our confidence in the officers who 

regulated our movements and might hold our lives in their 

hands. n6 

The thirty-two transports carried 819 officers, 

15,0.58 enlisted men, 30 civilian clerks, 272 teamsters and 

5 Statement by Arthur R. Fern, personal interview. 
Permission to quote secured. 

6 
Bigelow, Reminiscences, 68. 



packers, and 107 stevedores. There were 2 , 295 horses and 

mules, 114 six-mule army wagons, 8 1 escort wagons, and 
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seven ambulances. The artillery consisted of 16 light guns, 

four seven inch howitzers, four five inch seige gun, one 

Hotchkiss revolving cannon, one pneumatic dynamite gun, 

eight 3.6 field mortars, and four Gatling machine guns. As 

the Rough Riders and other cavalry units had to leave their 

horses behind, they became dismounted cavalry groups. 7 

The stay in Tampa Bay although uncomfortable, was 

very li ke ly fortunate for the army, since there were no gen

eral medical supplies on board at the ti me , and the delay 

a llowed ti me for the stocking of these essential supplies. 

The waiting, however, was d isheartening to the troops, and 

expensive to the government. The transports, steamed up all 

the ti me, cost the government approxi mately $ 1,000 a day 

during the de lay, and the soldiers could not even take a 

turn in the bay for fresh air. Life on board the ships was 

monotonous, and cool only at night, if one slept on the 

deck. The food was not the best and the water was foul, 

since the water had been loaded six weeks before and placed 

in barrels that had contained anything "from picketed fish 

to ke rosene or worse." The men were sometimes forced to 

purchase decent water from the stewards or crew. Coffee and 

7 
Fr e i de l, Splendid Little!!!, 68-70. 
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food was made by each company in t he s ame wash boiler, 

alternating between having coffee or corned beef hash. As 

the ships upped anchor and cast off, the men must have been 

wonder ing if they would ever return and wha t might be their 

fate in Cuba. Mo st of them had written last minute letters 

home and had their photographs taken in one of the local 

shops before their departure, but their spirits must have 

been lifted by the very fact that they were now underway. 

It was pe r haps as Private Post s a l d , "No one could be really 

mad ••• we were off to Cuba, we r en't we?"8 

The trlp to Cuba was qui t e pl eas ant to those who were 

enjoy i ng thei r first ocean voyage . Nearly all who wrote 

home then or talked about lt later mentioned the beauty of 

the sky and water and t he novelty of the flying fish and 

dolphins. Sleeping on deck was more comfortable than sleep

ing in the cramped quarters below deck on the hard bunks. 

Wh ile officers we r e fed hot mea ls , the soldiers had to do 

the best they coul d on tasteless canned beef and tomatoes. 

All "hikers" were very much relieved to see the land In Cuba 

and longed to land on the beaches. A l etter written home by 

a sol die r who was to die in the battle for Santiago ls 

typical of the feelings of many aboard the transports: 

There we re but few seasick, and 1 was not of the 
number . The sea was exactly the color of a tub of 
wa t er fixed with bluing for clothes when you wash--

8 
Post,!!,!: of Private !2.!l, 66~ 



the deepest, darkest blue you can i magine. We saw 
gr eat numbers of flying fish, dolphins, and sharks. 
When we came ln si ght of the island, we could see 
the Capi ah Mountains li ke a hank of clouds on the 
horizon. "Just like Arizona", the old soldiers 
sai d. But when we got closer to land we coul d see 
how gre en and pretty the mountains were--very, very 
beautiful. We coul d sme ll the flowers in the 
breeze , and Cuba looked the prettiest place 1 ever 
saw ••• You have no i dea how crowded the boats 
were. There were 1300 on some, and so very hot and 
fi lthy have the boats become th at it ls terrible. 
We are living on three to six har dtack s at a meal, 
a cup of coffee, and canned meat that has remained 
in the hold until it is putrid. There is littl e 
si gn of getting ashore today and her~ lt is the 
eighteenth day we have been on boat. 
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It was the 20 th of June before the convoy neared the 

coast of Cuba. The f leet rema ined off the coast of Cuba 

Just outside Santiago for two more days while preparations 

were made for bombardme nt of the areas where the combatants 

we r e to land. At Just about dark on the night of June 22 

the landing force was given ord e rs to land the next mo rning. 

The sol diers were a happy group of men to get on land , and 

demonstrated it by the noise that they made when they got to 

the beache s. The Rough Ri de rs and the 6th Infantry landed 

at Da i quiri on June 23 a t 10:20 A. M. , and that afternoon the 

bombardme nt of Siboney, a sma ll coastal town, was begun. 

The troops were marched the t en miles from Dai quiri to 

Sl boney the next morning, where more troops we r e l anded all 

9 "War Le tters ," Outlook , 922. 
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that day and on into the next night. 10 The men were soaked 

through to the wai st and the first night ashore built fires 

to dry out. The men we r e so happy to be ashore that they 

apparently showed littl e concern over the possibility of a 

Spanish attack that could drive them into the sea. " [ We 

were] Open to that--nothlng happened, " admitted Private Fern 

of the 71st New York, "Rather foolhardy , but at t he same 

ti me [we had] a good flre. 1111 

The next morning, June 24 , 1898, the first contact 

with the enemy was made, and the men go t their baptism of 

fire. General Joseph Wheeler sent the First and Tenth 

Cava lry a long with the Rough Riders to take las Guasi mas, a 

village that controlled the road to Santiago. The climb up 

the steep bluffs and into the Jungle was quite exhausting to 

most of the men who were not adjusted to the clima t e, ter

rain or long marches. They met strong resistance which 

stirred different reactions among the men under fire for the 

f1 rst ti me. 

"Load magazines" sent a qui var up my back, and 
down my arms to set my finger s twitching . It seemed 
as when you had winded your game and were preparing 
to do him to the death . We were surprised so few 
were hit ••• I found myself observing one of the 
battery mules scratching lts neck again ta small 

10 Allen Gray, "S tory of Fighting Before Santiago," 
.I!!! State, (Columbia, s. C.) September 9, 1898 . 

11 
Statement by Arthur R. Fern, persona l interview. 

Pe r mission to quote secured . 



tree, and noting how indifferent it appear ed to the 
frightful racket. [It] Appeared after a ll that 
marching and climbf~9 that actual f ighting was the 
least part of war. 

A private ln Colonel Roosevelt's Rough Riders, a 

banker's son, wrote from Slboney to his mother in New York 

de scribing his view of the fight. 

We l eft this town about 6s00 A. M. and started 
for Santi ago. About three and one-half miles from 
here we came to a sudden ha lt, and the troops in our 
f ront opened fire on the enemy . We remained quiet 
for about ten minutes, when the order came for troop 
Band our troop (E) to deploy out to the left f l ank. 
On leaving the trail to deploy, we came immediately 
unde r Spanish fire, but kept right on, and 1 can tell 
you it made me think twice while those bu ll ets were 
humming around me , cutting twigs and grass; but we 
kept going on. After r eaching our position we ha lted 
for a few seconds, and then order s came to move f or
ward , and we couldn't see, a s they were all intrenched 
and used smokeless powder. It seemed strange to be 
fired on without being able to return it, but we 
kept on going Just the same ••• It was quite 
interesting, I can assure you •••• 13 
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A wa l k along the trail leading to the battl e site re

vealed one of the s addest pictures of the war. The r ock s on 

either side of the trail were spl attered with blood. Blan

kets and canteens , haversacks, and extra equi pment had been 

scattered along the way. Nothing could be heard but the 

scurrying land crabs and the whine of auser bullets in an 

unearthly silence , until some wound ed man was hear d 

12 
Caspar Whitney, "The Santi ago Camp al gn, 11 Harper 's , 
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screaming to the men helping him: "They've killed my Cap

tain. You're taking me to the front, aren't you? They've 

killed my Captain . •• The Mexicans! They've 

killed my Captaln. 1114 

Unlike the stories of battles where the soldiers, 
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when shot, stagger, roll, toss, scream, and flip, these 

wounded men were not so demonstrative. Edward Mars-hall, who 

himself was wounded in this engagement, gives t his descrip-

tion: 

I saw many men shot. Every one went down in a 
lump without cries, without Jumping up in the air , 
without throwing up hands . They Just went down like 
clods ln the grass. It seemed to me that the terri
ble thud with which they struck the earth was more 
penetrating than the sound of guns . Some were only 
wounded; some were dead . 

There ls much that is awe-inspiring about the 
dea th of a soldier on the battle-field. Almost all 
of us have seen men or women die but they have died 
in thei r carefully arranged beds wlth doctors dain
tily hoarding the flickering spark; with loved ones 
gathered about. But death from disease is l es s aw
ful than death from bullets . On the battle-field 
there are no delicate scientific prob l ems of strange 
microbe s to be solved . There ls no petting, no cod
dling--nothing, nothing, nothing but death. The man 
lives, he is strong ••• "chug", he is dead. That 
"chug" of the bullets striking flesh ls nearly al
ways plainly audible. But bullets ••• do not sing 
on their way ••• 1 did not hear the bull et shriek 
which struck me .1 5 
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Richard Harding Davis and Edwar d Marshall, "Stories 
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The wounded that could wa l k, carry someone el se, or 

at least help others, started on the trail back to Siboney. 

Thos e that were too seriously wounded to make the trip were 

placed und er a large mango tree that served as a temporary 

field hosp! tal. The wounded that lay und er this tree sang 

patriotic songs to help ke ep up their spirits, and some died 

while slnglng. 16 Caring for these men was a treme ndous task 

for the only doctor, since the wounded amounted to about 

fifty-two and those who di ed numbe r ed sixteen more. The 

number who d i ed was startlingly sma ll considering the fact 

that al mo st al l the Rough Riders we re hit, either on their 

person or on their clothing, and the wound ed si mply had to 

crawl out of the way to lie and wait until someone could get 

to them. 17 

Post records a conve rsatio n that de monstrates how, in 

the exci tement of battle, pains can be forgotten to a point. 

"They took some thing and poked a rag in one hole 
and out the other," he exp l ained. "Then they pulled 
lt out and stuck in another--and pulled it back and 
for th. And Jee-sus, did it hurt1 Don't hurt now 
though, much. Then they asked me if I had anything 
e lse. 1 said no. But they made me take off my 
clothes and damned if they didn't find 1 1 d been shot 
in the backsi de, too. They fixed that up and l' m 
walking around-- can't sit down, though. They stuck 
a rag in that too. Think 9f that--a feller gets hit 
twice and only knows about cne. »18 

17Fre id e 1, Splendid Littl e !!!, , 11 2-114. 
18 
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Men were detailed to bury the dead as rapidly as pos

si ble i n order to prevent mutilation by the loathsome land 

crabs and vultures which infested the island. Those who 

we r e k illed at L.as Guasimas were burled in a common trench 

grave with no preparatio n of the bodies. Sergeant Hamilton 

Fish, one of the f irst to fa ll, was p l aced i one end of the 

Rough Riders' singl e grave , along wi t h si x others. Some of 

t he bod ies were a lready showing si gns of mutilation by the 

land crab when t hey we r e buried--burled without definite 

mark lngs . 19 

The callous attitude of men toward the dead a roused 

the resentment of some of the sol diers who felt that the 

dead should be treated with ~ore respect, and they could not 

und erstand how men sitting next to the bodies coul d talk and 

tell joke s. Of course, the l eade rs r egretted the de ath of 

their comrades and men, but could not afford to show emotion 

at the ti me. 20 Men we r e becoming callous to the idea of 

death. 

The fi gh t at Las Guasima was r espon ibl e for many 

exagge rated stories which spread among the troops and back 

to the United St a t es. The battle de serve s study and consid• 

eration to de t er mine wha t actually happened. It was rumored 

19 Fr e i de l, Splendid Little!!!_, 114. 
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that the Rough Riders were ambushed and had to be rescued by 

the Negro 10th Cavalry. Later this story was in some manner 

connected with San Juan Hill and led to the assumption that 

Roo s evelt was not even ln the fight. One account maintained 

that he had been intoxicated and led his men into a trap. 

Wounded soldiers coming back along the trail to Slboney were 

largely responsible for the origin of the ambush story. 

General Wheeler, Richard Harding Davis, Colone l Wood and 

Colonel Roo s evelt all wrote that there had been no such in

stance. The batt l e was planned and the Rough Riders hap

pened to be at the point of the hottest firing. Richard 

Harding Davis credits most of the victory to t he Rough 
21 Riders. Colone l Wood had shouted, "Don't swear--shootl" 

when the men were loudly cursing the enemy who raked them 

from an unseen position. With these words ringing in their 

ears, the Rough Riders had driven the Spaniar ds back and 

took this strategic village. 

Wheeler's troops had opposed about 1500 Spaniards be

hind fortifications with 900 men and had only sixteen me n 

ki ll ed and fifty-two wounded. General Wheeler had not di s

obeyed orders when attacking because he wae in command while 

Shafter was still aboard ship. The bat tle gave the 

2 1 Richar d Harding Davis, "The Landing of the Army," 
Scribners, 24s260. See a lso , Theodo r e Rooseve lt's "The 
Rough Riders," Scribners, 25:262. 



Americans command of the road to Sant~ago. 22 

Bravery is expected of American soldiers, but his 
troops had fought notably well, though practically 
none of them had been under fire before, and the 
Rough Riders had never fired a Krag-Jorgensen rifle 
until that day, having received their guns only Just 
before they left Tampa.23 
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At least six more days elapsed before any more seri

ous fighting occurred. General Shafter had issued orders 

that the positions were to be held and pickets set up to 

prevent Spanish infiltration. Genera l Shafter was criti

cized heavily by correspondents and others for thls delay, 

but the Oeneral had hi s reasons for holding up a further 

advance. Shafter was more concerned with winning the cam

paign than precipitating battles, and f or the welfare of his 

troops rather than with glory. Shafter was also criticized 

for his tactics during the campaign, but there was little 

criticism afterward because his actions had been Justified. 

on June 22nd , he had written to Admiral Sampson: 

I shall commence landing this morning . It is 
ray intention to proceed from Dari quls [sic] to 
Santiago ai, rapidly as 1 can ••• 1 may not get 
far today. ~ 

He was faced with the problems of landing supplies and 

22 
Freidel, Splendid Littl e ?!!!:., 114-115. 

23 
R.H. Tttherington, "Our War With Spain," Munsey's 
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24 
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getting the rema inder of the troops on shore. He considered 

adequate supplies to be of more importance than attacking 

the Spaniards. The prospects of a hurricane driving the 

ships away and leaving t he men stranded without suppli e s 

weighed heavily in his deci sion to concentrate on unloading 

the ships before a ttack ing the Spanish who had retreated to 

the opposite bank of the San Juan River. When it ls consid

ered that he issued over 40,000 rations dally (5, 000 Cubans, 

18,000 r efugees , 17, 000 troops) his de cision seem Justl

fied. 25 

In the next si x days the corps gradually pushed for

war d and occupied the hilly, wooded country about Sevilla, 

as far as El Pozo. For several days the troops lived "hand 

to mou th" because provisions were consumed as fast as they 

were unlo aded, and two weeks passed before the army had 

three days rations in advance . 26 The wounded had been taken 

to the hospital ship Olivetti. The sol diers were large ly 

occupied with picket duty. The shooting started once more 

but this time at a different k ind of enemy. Cuba was 

infe sted with land crabs that moved a t night in large bodies 

toward the ocean . The ir shuttling through the leaves and 

over each other sound ed much like an enemy scr amb ling 

25 
ll!i·, 6 12-630. 
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through the underbrush. To a scared " rook ie" there was no 

difference . The crabs sounded like "battalions of Spaniards 

he ll ben t on surprise and massacre . "27 

The rough terrain interlaced with many little creeks 

and rivers offered a formidable problem for the engineers 

whose Job it was to build a road to bring supplies. General 

Shafte r wrote "I had never s een a good road in a Spanish 
28 country am Santi ago d i d not disappoint my expectations." 

The roads were washed out as quickly as they were bui lt. 

The task of supplyi ng t he troops at the front was treme ndous 

and the troops would have received far l e ss food and sup

plies had it not been for the mu le packers who worked six

teen to t wenty hours a day movi ng suppli es to the f ront. 

Wagons proved of l ess value than expected since many ove r

turned on the steep muddy grades. More work devolved upon 

the packers. 

I saw nothing of the kind equal to it during the 
campaign. 1 have never seen such ex traordinary 
efforts anywhe r e by men and mul es. Literally, the 
army woul d have starved but for the ind efatigable 
l abors of those packers-•and t he only reward 1 heard 
of their r ecei ving was curses from headquarters and 
fever f rom exposure and overexertlon.29 

27 11 A Little War With a Bi g Result ," ~' 45,55. 
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Private Al len Gray described the situation and rou

tine in this manner: 

My company was to do picke t duty t hat day, 
Wed nesday , June 29 th. We went on ahead about a mile 
from camp and found the picket line, and on the next 
day when we returned to our company we were played 
out, a s we had had nothing to e a t and not a mouthful 
of water for 14 hours. We reached camp about 11 
o'clock June 29 th and when we r eached c amp , we were 
not allowed to make any fires and we had nothing to 
eat but hardtack and bacon, and we we r e glad to ge t 
it. 30 
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The sol dier had little luck at foraging since the 

Spaniards had taken nearly all the animals or they had been 

conswned during the previous revolt. "Not a chicken, hog, 

or cow did we s ee, the land s eemed to be extremely poor. 11 31 

The troops made out as well as they could. In the meantime 

the Spaniards we re not i d le. They drilled, dug trenches, 

and made preparations for the attack by the Americans. The 

Ame ricans watched and waited as "a long, yellow pit opened 

[before them] in the hillside of San Juan."32 

Finally , on June 30, the army received orders from 

General Shafter to prepare for an assault on San Juan. The 

soldiers had suffered unbe lievable discomforts, had fought 

one ba ttl e a lready and now moved forward without complaint 

1898. 
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to be put into action. The general plan of attack was 

adopted. One small group, the Eighth and the Twenty Second 

Infantry, supported by the Second Massachusetts, were to 

capture El Caney, a Spanish outpost about three miles to the 

right of Shafter's headquarters. The main body of the army 

was to advance on San Juan, which was only a mile and a half 

away. 33 

Late in the afternoon on June 30, until half past one 

the next mo rning, the men lined up and drew rations. They 

were issued two handfuls of loose, unroasted coffee, a dou

ble handful of dry navy beans, and a handful of sugar. This 

was dumped into the haversack--all in together if one did 

not have a spare sock to use as a container. After this 

came loose salt and pepper, perhap dumped together in an 

envelope with a lette r from home. Then came an armful of 

hardtack, a "chunk" of sowbelly, and one can of "Alger's 

Emba l med Beef." The beef was given to every two men, with 

instructions to share the ration with a "bunkie" [the 

hiker's" equivalent of "buddy" ]. This issue constituted 

flve days rationa. 34 

The night before the battle the troops could see the 

f ires of the enemy across the valley and hear their bugle 

33Trumbull White, _The United States in War With 
Spain, 472-473 • - - -

34 
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calls. When reville sounded on the morning of July 1, the 

beauty of the country could not be seen, for the valley had 

become a basin shrouded in mist. The trails leading through 

the Jungle valley had been turned to mud by recent rains. 

Columns of troops soon crowded the one trail that led to San 

Juan. So crowded was the trail and heavy the enemy resist

ance that troops moving forward from sunrise had covered 

only a mile and a half by noon. At 6: 45 A. M. the silence of 

the Jungle was broken by the dull boom of Captain Al lyn M. 

Capron1 s battery firing on the El Caney fortres s. The bat

tle had begun. Little did the men realize that every si xth 

man woul d be killed or wounded before the day was over. The 

command at the top soon disinte grated and it devo lved upon 

the individual sol d i e r and his immediate commander to carry 

the fighting to a victorious climax . 35 

The assault was marred by many errors in strategy, 

but the most unfortunate of a ll was the use of an observa

tion balloon which marked the r ange for the Spani sh artil

lery and sharp shooters. Pvt. Allen Gray of Company "H," 

Sixth U. S. Infantry, was right in front of the l ong columns 

that were streaming through the woods: 

We had no more than gotten on our feet when the 
Span! h artillery saw this ball oon and opened fire 
on us, and the first she ll that was fi red struck 

35 
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right into the head of our regi ment ••• A pri
vate in Company "A" was the first soldier to be 
killed in the battle of San Juan ••• They began 
to shell us heavily then, and at the time we had not 
moved from where we were standing ••• Grimes bat
tery was opened up and was silenced in less than 
four shots ••• At last the enemy had destroyed 
that Jonah , as we named lt afterwards, the balloon.36 
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The observers in the balloon had discovered one thing 

they thought would b e useful-~a trail leading off the main 

trail and crossing the San Juan River a few hundred yards to 

the left of the entrance to the main trail. A large portion 

of the 71st New York was diverted into this trail, and thus 

the main attacking force was robbed of its support. The 

"green" troops of the 71 st were pl nned l n thl s narrow, un

charte d trail called the "chute of death," and as there was 

no escape but forward, they crouched and then moved forward. 

There wer e three regiments crowded into a trail that could 

accommodate at most points only a single file of men. Of all 

things, a regi mental band, complete with instru.~ents, was 

crowded in there also. Half the bandsmen had discarded 

their instruments and taken a dead or wounded soldier's 

rifle and cartri dge belt.37 The enemy could not be seen to 

return the fire, and even if they could have seen the enemy 

the Ame ricans woul d have been marked by their black powder. 

Groups of the 71st did get through to take part in the 

1898 . 
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attack on the San Juan Blockhouse, but many others sat wait

!ng their turn on the trail. That the 71st faced heavy fire 

ls evidenced "from the fact that within half an hour, 

between twelve and one o'clock, the brigade had four com

manders." Colonel Wikoff was ki lled and Lt. Col. Worth fell 

five minu tes later, severe ly wounded; in another five 

minutes Lt. Col. Listrom, next in command, was wounded.JS 

The Sixth and the Sixteenth Infantry had gone on down 

the Aguado r es road and crossed the San Juan River under 

heavy fire; they were pinned down for four or five hours . 

We were lying there thinking that the enemy was 
down on a level, and we were running about getting 
the best protection th a t we could in the underbrush. 
Some of our men happened to gain the other side of 
the creek (this was about 7 o'clock) and saw the 
enemy' s blockhouses and trenches and then we were 
ordered to the other side of the creek, under a gall 
ing fi r e. That was the f i rst ti me we were ordered to 
fire . Afte r four or five hours of the hottest firing 
we managed to gain about 50 yards with very heavy 
losse on the other side of the creek. About 2 P. M. 
t he enemy had go t ten too hot for us and we would have 
lost our position, on our right •• • The 16th In
fantry had at this time gotten their Gatling gun into 
position right beside the wagon load of ammuni tion, 
and opened up and after they had gotten the range of 
the enemy's trenches they caused t he enemy to cease 
fire fully 15 minutes. And gave us time to gain the 
openings which were only about 1,000 yards away. The 
range we were firing to the top of the hill. 

We had gained the opening and then we were orde red 
to charge . Directly in the midd le of the field was 
the Spanish wire fence which they had in bl ock with 
the wire running in squares and in mo st of the place 
was not mo re than a foot off the ground . It took us 

38 
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fully ten minutes to get through this. Tearing it 
down with our bayonets. We lost heavily at the wire 
fence and when we gained the other side of this 
fence, we stopped and cheered fully three or four 
tl me s.39 

74 

The Rough Riders were at breakfast when Grimes' bat

tery opened fire on the Spanish. The enemy answered 

i mmed iately with a shell that exp loded right in their mid st. 

The troopers scattered and, after recovering from this 

shock, regrouped. Many regiments ma rched past them toward 

the f ront. After two hours they began to move forward a l so, 

and again they took to the narrow, muddy trail leading 

through the Jungle underbrush. A short time l ater they were 

under Spanish rifle fire. The air was seething with bullets 

and men dropped all about. Roos eve lt, hit by a falling 

she ll fragment, pushed his men forward. They were pinned 

down whi le crossing a stream, and, once out of this, they 

shifted to their right and waited, under fir e, in a nearby 

wood for orde rs to advance. It became obvious that Genera l 

Shafter had no control; communication with him was inter

rupted and inaccurate. Rooseve lt led his men past the 

sta lled troops of the Nint h Regiment and escaped the disas

ter of being marked by the balloon. The Ninth and two 

companies of the 71st New York soon f ollowed their lead. By 

this ti me Roos evelt had realized that to retreat meant 

1898. 
39 
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disaster, and if the objective was to be taken it had to be 

done by an assault on their own. The Rough Riders advanced 

on "Kettle Hill," [given its name because of the number of 

refining vats on its crest) , the only hill between them and 

San Juan. It is here that the Rough Riders suffered most of 

the ir casualties. Their advance up the hill [it was hardly 

a charge] drove the Spaniards from it. In struggling groups 

of one and t wo they stumbled, fell, climbed and crawled 

their way to the top and continued in pursuit of the re

treating Spaniards.40 

Almost si multaneously Lt. John H. Parker and his 

"coffee . grinders" [Gatling machine guns] opened fire on the 

Spanish trenches. This raking fire pinned down the Span

iards, and inflicted heavy casualtles.41 Thus the chance 

came to the American soldiers to advance and drive the 

Spaniards out. The decision by all commanders to charge, 

came at the same moment as the "coffee grinders" began to 

fire, and seems not to have been because of it, but mo re 

because they could not retreat. There was "no escape ex

cept by taking the enemy who held it by the throat, and 

drlvlng him out, and beating him down. 1142 

40 
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Lt. Jule s G. Ord l ed the men of the Sixth and Six

te enth Infantry up San Juan Hill. They were the first to 

break forth from their Jungle prlson--dash for the red tiled 

roof t hat commanded San Juan hill--and drive the Spanish 

from their trenches. The charger s cheered. It was a cheer 

of r e l ease and although weak in volume at first, the yell 

increased in intensity as they advanced. Roosevelt reorgan

ized al l the men he could [many were not Rough Riders] and 

l ed the charge from Kettle Hill across the trenches among 

the ranch houses, through a line of fallen trees to the 

crest of the chain of hills . Now the 71st which had been 

pinned down moved out of "bloody ford" and on up the hill, 

marked by a cloud of smoke wi t h every shot that they 

fired.43 

The charge up the hill was not a mass charge led from 

neatly formed ranks as many artists have pictured . 

When our men came from cover ••• there were so 
few. It seemed as if someone had made an awful and 
terrible mistake ••• You felt that someone had 
b lund ered ••• It was not heroic then, it seemed 
merely pathetic. The pity of it, the folly of such 
a sacrifice was what held you.44 

Spanish fire rent the air over the crest as sheets of 

hall in a wind, and although American forces held the hill 

and its trenches it was unsafe to go over the crest. The 

43 
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soldiers had won a very gallant victory, but the situation 

was one of anxiety. A thousand men had been ki ll ed or 

wounded. Many others were detailed to find and bury the 

77 

dead and to carry the injured to the rear. All were exhaust

ed and had thrown away everything but guns and ammunition. 

Few had food with them and still fewer had their coats and 

blankets. The greatest danger was the thinness of the Ameri

can line at such a great distance from its support and being 

so vulnerable to a counterattack.45 

At the rear position, the sufferings of the wounded 

were shocking. The Journey from the chief emergency station 

was a terrible ordeal. The corps had only seven ambulances 

and a limited number of wagons--springless vehicles with bare 

and splintered boards that caused additional agony to the 

ghastly freight they bore over the rough Jungle trails. Cap

tain Bigelow relates an incident that happened during his 

ride back to Siboney: 

On ride to the general hospital • •• stopped and 
picked up one wounded man, who before we got the 
nine mile di stance, asked to be let out. He pre
ferred to walk.4-0 

The ambulances and wagons carried only those who they thought 

could not make the trlp on foot because so many were wounded 

and so few doctors were at the front. Private w. F. Ap itz, 

45 Titherlngton, "Our War," Munsey's, ,58. 
46 
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Company C, 6th U.S. Infantry, whose company had 520 men when 

it landed in Cuba and returned with only eighty-two because 

of fighting and fever, describes his condition vividly: 

••• Four or five doctors and ten or twelve 
hospital corps men, and it looked as though there 
were 400 or 500 wounded that required attention. 
Af ter ••• night had come , I managed to see one 
of the doctors. He informed me , after putting a 
bandage on my hand , that 1 would have to go to the 
ne xt hospital, at Slboney, which was about nine or 
ten mi les away. It be ing i mpossible to move at 
night on account of the sharpshooters , 1 was com
pelled to stay until daylight. Then it commenced 
raining and we had no shelte r , but had to lie there 
and make the best of it

4
. That night ••• one of 

the doctors was killed. 7 

There were not enough coverings for the wounded at 

the hospital, not enough surgeons, not nearly enough nurses, 

and no better food than canned meat and hardtack. A heavy 

penalty was being paid for the failure to bring proper hos

pital equipment from Tampa , but it was not being paid by 

those responsible for the failure. At the division hospital 

men were lined up waiting for their turn on the operating 

table. The table was covered with white oil cloth. It was 

sponged off after each man was treated and the sponge 

"thrown in a bucket of bloody water." Men had to share ra

tions with the wounded so that they would not starve. The 

hospital had no ma ttresses and few blankets to use on the 

cold nights. As there was no provision for toilets, tomato 

cans we r e used. Sol diers waited on themselves. "Red Cross 

47L. ( ) 6 c. Dyer ed . , ~Spanish!!!! Journal, I, • 
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nurses, with their neat white caps and aprons, flitting past 

our tent made the situation the more trying. They seemed 

buy," related Captain Bigelow, "and I suppose, could not 

attend to us."48 

Those in the trenches at the front were doing no bet

ter than those in the rear area. Fighting continued and 

more men died before the sun went down. The Spaniards con

tinued to shell the hill with their artillery and with gun 

from Admiral Cevera's fleet in the bay. "We had gotten used 

to the small bullets," wrote Private Gray , "but we could 

never get used to the eight and ten Inch shells from the 

harbor, which, when they came near you, gave you a weary 

fe e ling. n49 

At least there was a brief pause from marching, and 

the tr enches and the crest of the hill afforded protection 

from the steady rain of bullets over them. Many a curious 

soldier peeped over the embankment only to tumble back, dead 

or wounded. Artillery was brought up in front of the lines 

to shell the Spanish entrenchments. Marked by the clouds of 

black powder, the artillery caught an immediate reply in 

kind and the crews dashed for the trenches. Horses were 

scarce and could not be risked to remove the guns so the 

48 
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71st used two companies of infantry to provide cover for the 

gun crews while they wi thdr ew the artillery by hand. In a 

shoul de r to shoul de r line the t wo companies fired their 

.45.70 Springfields and covered the front with a white cloud 

of smoke . They fired for s everal minutes through the haz e . 

The infantry suffe r ed one killed and nine wounded in one 

company and four killed and t en wounded in the other--twenty 

per c ent casualties. The artillery, withdrawing, lost one 

man. The firing continued until da rk. In the me anti me, 

units were r egrouping and the dead were being burled in the 

Spanish trenches. Details were sent back for water and an 

eme r gency station was set up, Just behind the trenches. More 

ammunition was brought up, bu t no shovels. The troops had to 

di g trenches with wha t they had . The line lengthened and 

spread over the next two days until it was a full five miles 

in 1ength . 50 

Stragglers a lso were beginning to make their appear

ance . I n many companies along the front such a conversation 

as this could have been heard: 

"We ll ", he demanded, "where you been?" 
"We been in t he fighting, Captain." 
"Yesslrl" sai d the other. 
"Whe re? " asked the Captain. 
"over t here , Captain, over the r e", ••• pointed 

to the blockhouses on the l eft . 
"We was with the Rough Ridersl" said the fir t. 

"· •• We just left t hem ••• " 

50 
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"You lying b.,...oW'fii+-'" he said. "The Rough Riders 
are on our rlght."'1 
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The whole company line would break into a jeer, for they 

knew that these men had been skulking in the bushes back in 

the -trail. 

The three regiments that were ·engaged at El Caney 

were unable to di lodge the enemy as soon as was thought. 

General Shafter considered this village as a mere outpost 

and did not want to expend too much energy to capture it. 

From 9 o'clock to 10 o'clock, July 1, the firing was contin

uous, the Spanish were putting up a determined fight (in two 

blockhouses and behind loopholed walls). The third regiment, 

the Second Massachusetts, took little part in the battle. 

Like all the volunteers except the Rough Riders, they were 

armed with the old Springfield rifles firing black powder 

cartridges. Their first volley drew so heavy a return that 

they were ordered to the rear, after losing five men killed 

and forty wounded. The artillery faced similar problems but 

El Caney had little artillery with which to reply. Lieuten

ant Dwight D. Aultman, an artillery officer, described one 

of their problems: "Our fire was unalmed , and the results 

could neither be ob erved nor ascertained, as our view was 

absolutely obscured by our own smoke."52 

11, 
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One of those wounded at El Caney gives an insight 

into a soldier's reactions to battlefield conditions. In a 

letter dated July 11, 1898 this volunteer wrote from a hos

pital in Tampa: 

At about a quarter of six a shot from the 
cannon flew over our heads; then we knew the battle 
had begun. We then went forward on the double
qulck, marched through woods and fields. We had 
to cut barbed wire fences and cut down wooden ones, 
till we got to the road; then we were near the town. 
Al l at once a volley came over our heads, and we 
ducked and got up laughing. We then took off our 
rolls (blankets and tents) and left S to look 
afte r them. We then cut the barbed wTrefence on our 
left, climbed the bank, for the road was about six 
feet below the fields. We then went out on skirmish 
line, each man going forward and each about five 
fee t apart. The bullets were flying all around us, 
but the first volley seemed to take all t he fright 
out of us for no one held back but wanted to try to 
ge t in the fight first. lt was not long before a 
man would fa ll here and there ; but we d i d not stop. 
We would run like time, then li e down, get the ord er 
"forwar d" get up and run forward, then drop down in 
the grass. The bullets would throw the di rt up in 
our faces al l around us. Zip , zip-plunk-that was 
the way, yet al l the ti me and hundreds-just one 
string of singing bullets. It was du r ing one of 
these rushes that a bullet hit me. 1 was on my hands 
and kne es. I fell over and lay there. Then the boys 
began to fi re. I got up on my knees to shoot~ but 
a ll I could do was put the cartridge in. I was so 
weak l fell over. I then called two of the boys to 
carry me to the rear. They carried me about a 
hundred yard s and lai d me down behind a lar ge cactus 
plant. They tried to tie up the wound, but the 
bu llets were so thick I tol d them to lie flat. 
About five minutes later the bu ll e ts stopped and 
they started to put on some bandages but a volley 
came and the boy from E Company was hit ln the h ip 
and C was hit in the ri gh t shoulder. I tol d 
them to crawl away lf they could and they d id so . 
I then got out two handkerchiefs and held them on 
the holes for an hour and a half . Every once in a 
whi l e pieces of the cactus plant would drop down, 
cut off by the bullets. It was awful lying there, 



listening to the cries of the wounded and the dy
ing , the singing of the bullets, and the explosion 
of t he she lls. But the firing then went to the 
l ef t, so the boys came back after the kil l ed and 
wounded and carried me down to t he road. There I 
lay fo r

5
another half hour until the doctor c ame 

around. 3 
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The Ame ricans pushed c l oser and closer to El Caney 

employing a ll available rese rves until t hey were at the foot 

of the hill outside the town . By 2:30 o 'clock they received 

word from Shafter to retreat and he lp a t San Juan, but they 

were too c lose to victory and it would have been costly to 

withdraw. They fought on unti l about four in t he af ternoon 

when the Spani sh fire slackened because of their l ack of 

ammunit ion. Then the Amer icans pressed on victoriously. 

The defend ing commander, Genera l Vara De l Rey, was k illed as 

he was being carried off on a stretcher. Two of his sons 

were a lso ki ll ed . The Spaniards suffered about 335 k illed 

and wounded . 54 The American a r my, under General Lawton, 

then attempted to push onward towards San Juan, but it was 

gett ing da rk. Instead, he ma rched his men back down the 

ro ad to El Pozo and thence to San Juan arriving there about 

noon on July 2. His men were tired ; they had marched and 

fought for thirty hours with only four hours sleep the pre

vious night and wi thout provi s ions. They were an exhausted 

53 "War Letters," OUtlook, 921. 

54 
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group of men when they took their places in the trenches 

before Santiago.55 
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That same night, July 2, 1898, there was great fear 

of a counterattack by the Spaniards. Firing broke out, but 

aft er an hour was stopped by officers on both sides. Lieu

tenant Parker tells how two officers, near his position, 

tried to stop the waste of ammunition in the dark. Lieuten

ant Colonel Roosevelt strode along the trenches in front of 

the Rough Rider s and told them that "he thought cowboys were 

men who shot only when they could see the whites of the 

other f e llow's eyes." Cap tain Aye rs , who had replaced the 

wounded Captain Bige low of the Tenth Cavalry, called to his 

Negro troopers that they were "no better than the Cubans," 

upon which the men laughed and ceased their wild firing.56 

Whether an ac tual counterattack was stopped or not has not 

been de t er mined but no further counterattack was attempted. 

Only desultory firing was made the remainde r of the time, as 

the Americans ex tended their lines and improved their 

trenches for the coming seige. 

On July 14, a private ln the 71st New York wrote this 

descriptive letter demonstrating the mixed feelings of the 

soldiers in the trenches: 

SSMlllis, Martial Spirit, 29 1-292. 
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••• We were under the fire of a thousand 
sharpshooters who had taken the surrounding trees 
and our men were picked off going and coming; we 
kept flat for two days trying to avoid their fire. 
By this time the dead had decayed and stench was 
horrible In the hot sun and drenching r ain. Then 
the firing eased up and the dead were put under
ground-I saw afterward a grave with an arm protrud
ing from the top of it. We have slept on our arms 
fo r thre e weeks, clothes , shoes, etc., all on; on 
the ground, of course, and in rain and sunshine; 
never l eaving our ent r enchments ••• Each man 
cook s his own po r k and hardtack; and we have mangoes 
and coconuts regularly. The water supply is two 
miles off and the roads are halfway to the knee in 
mud •••• We have had four battles in all, and 1 
can truly say that war is a ter ri ble thing ••• I 
do not know how I coul d go back on my country's 
call, but I hope it will never need to call again 
••• but one soon gets used to war and the song of 
the shell and bull e$? and I th i nk I might form a 
taste for it •••• 
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A private ln the Second Massachusetts, the unit that 

had fought all day at El Caney, then marched until noon the 

next day to arrive at the trenches, wrote thusJ 

•• • The dense unde r brush retard ed our prog
ress, also the heavy grass, the matte d vines, and 
wild cacti--no small items when one is load ed with 
a ten pound gun , cartridges amounting to about 13 
pounds , ha lf a shelter tent , woolen and rubber b l an
ke ts, have rsack, canteen, and what clothing and sun
dries we choose to carry •• •• Digging trenches 
with Jack kn ives , spoons, sticks, tin plates, and 
bare hands ls not very inspiring work, and today it 
make s the third day's work on the trenches. 

We are not alarmingly fat; some of our men have 
lost from twenty to forty pounds; our Captain among 
them. When short of rations, some fabu l ous sums 

57"war Le tters," Outlook , 969. 



have been offered for food. A tobacco vendor could 
have b~d lt all hls own way and made a fortune ln an 
hour. >O 
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Be si des food, one of the greatest shortage s was that 

of tobacco. Af t e r leaving Siboney, the soldiers paid two 

dol l ars for a plug of tobacco whi ch usua lly cost eight 

cents. Thos e who could not get tobacco smoked dried grass, 

roots and dry manur e . Transportation was at a premium. 

Donkeys could not be r ented for $150. A ma tch ln trenche s 

was a precious possession. Writing pape r also was scarce 

and postage stamps were unknown; and those who could not 

write " sol die r's l et t er" on their envelope s had to give up 

writing. Writing paper a t one time wa s so scarce that 

or de rs and r equisiti ons we r e made out on the mar gins of 

newspapers and on scraps t orn from notebooks and on the in

side s of ol d envelopes. Personal hygiene was another ma jor 

problem, but most of the sol di e rs kept a toothbrush tucked 

in t hei r hatband. ln the trenches there was no real chance 

for a bath. The water ho l e s to t he rear were polluted and 

the r a ins somet i me s di d not last long enough to rinse off 

a ll t he soap. Fresh clothing was unheard of . Richard H. 

Davis r e lates that he had lost a sadd le bag which when re

turned, still contained f ifty do ll ars , but his fresh under

shirts we r e gone . Shortages were a lso reflected in the 

58 
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officers equipment. General Whe e ler's stars were cut out of 

a tin cup and Roosevelt's "acorns" from a lead spoon.59 

Some soldiers were more concerned about the gaining 

of glory t han they were about illness. The following breezy 

l e tter was wr itten by a Washington you th on July 71 in the 

tr enches around Santiago: 

I was upset by a she ll back of Grimes' ba ttery 
July 1, which k illed some people. Very miraculous. 
On l y I didn't get a scratch to show for it, and 
a lthough I most conscientiously wished for a bullet
hole, didn' t get one the rest of the fight. I over
did the business a little, rod e to the rear twice 
that day and back, and then wa l ked af t er they shot 
my mul e . We ll, anyway .•• the fever came on 
July 3rd, and •• • if anything does happen to me, 
1 1 11 feel li ke such an ass for not being bowled 
over li ke a gentleman ln the battle last week. 60 

A break in the routine which came on July 3 offered 

the troopers a chance to stretch and r e lax for a while. 

General Shaf ter had r equested a truce while he sent the 

Spanish an u l tlmat~~ demanding surrender. It read1 

1 sha ll be obli ged, unle s you surrender, to 
shell Santiago de Cuba. Please inform the citizens 
of fo r eign countri es, and all women and children, 
that they should leave the city before 10 o'clock 
tomorrow mo rning. 

Very respectfully your obed ient s ervant, 

William R. Shafter, 
Major-General, u.s.v.61 

59Richard H. Davis, 11 The Ba ttl e of San Juan," Scrlb
..2!!.,! , 24 s387- 403; "In the Rifle Pits," Scribner , 24:652-654-
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Without shelter the army was alternately drenched by 

rain and scorched by the sun. The trail to the rear had be

come a lmost Impassable and so little food could be brought 

up that semi- starvation was added to physical exhaustion. 

Many other hardships were to follow that were to be of more 

danger and inconvenience to the campaigner than the Span

iards. It became a contest of two armies to see which would 

starve first. 

The days following the receipt of news that the Span

ish fleet had been destroyed became days of truces and 

exchanges of messages between the Spanish General Toral and 

General Shafter, the former stalling for time and the latter 

bluffing. The men who had put their regimental flags in 

front of their tr enches as a dare to the enemy did not 

understand the truce negotiations and resented them. One of 

the regulars said, "I can't make out this flag of truce gag. 

It reminds me of two kids in a street fight, stopping after 

every punch to ask the other fellow lf he's had enough. 1162 

On July 10, the truce was broken and a symbo lic bom

bardment of Santiago was begun. The bombardment was neces

sary to salve the conscience of General Toral who could say 

he surrendered unde r fire, but the presence of General Miles 

and his thousands of troops waiting board transports off 

Slboney was more likely a large factor ln speeding up the 

62 
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negotiations. As long as our artillery bombarded and hlt 

nothing the Spanish reply was Just as inaccurate, but when 

"accidentally" an American shell hit a building the Spanish 

fire would suddenly improve. The Spanish rifle fire was 

easi ly stopped by sharpshooters but little could be done 

wlth the enemy arti ll ery. "We could not be kept under cover 

in the trenches. We wanted to ee," wrote Private Post, "No 

gunner in that battery ever hit anything, that day or the 

next. But with the Captain (Capron] l aying a gun there was 

results."63 

Four days l ater Toral and Shafter rode out and met in 

the field before the trenches, where Toral officially sur

rendered for the Spanish forces. The American General 

officers, accompanied by the Sixth Cava lry, rode into Santi

ago. Past the barbed wire and concrete barriers, they went 

to the front of the Governor's palace. Then with the play

ing of "Hall Columbia" the Spanish flag was lowered and up 

went the Stars and Stripes. "As the flag went over the 

pal ace there was a fee ll ng of sadness," wrote James F. J. 

Archibald, "for al l about us were pinched worn faces of hun

gry citizens and the sorrowful faces of the defea ted 

officers, who covered heavy hearts with gracious manne r to 

the foe.n64 

63 
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The r eact ion of t he American troops in the rifle pits 

was Jubilant • 

• • • With the first gun fi r ed in salute over 
the surrender of Santiago, we mounted the parapet 
of our trench and gave t hree cheers. Cap ron•s ba t
tery had been named for the honor of flrlng the 
twenty-one guns of victory. Far down on ei the r side 
of us stretched the trenches, on back to the block
house, Rooseve lt's men, and beyond them. On our 
right they began the encirclement of the Bay of 
Santiago, and at our ex treme right were the Cuban 
troops ln their trenche s. Miles of men in tatte red 
and r agged blue; sic;){ and we ll , waving and chee ring 
and shaking hands. 5 

With the words " I surrende r the Spanish troops under 

my command and this place" Toral had surrendered Santiago 

without another massive b l ood letting . 66 The American offi

cers were thankful that they d i d not have to charge the 

i mp r egnab l e defenses of the city, and the common sol dier, 

who had thought very little of the dangers of an assault and 

had suffered so much, was concerned only with getting home. 

The army had won one fight, bu t still had to fac e another 

enemy--disease. 

65 
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CHAPTER V 

SOLD I ER ' S REWARD 

The war in Cuba was over, as far a s the Fifth Ar my 

Corps was concerned, and the men wanted to go home. General 

Toral had surrendered Just in time, for the American forces 

that• surrounded the city of Santiago began to collapse. The 

br ave men who had held t he trenches under heavy fire in the 

scorching sun and d r enching rains now were sicke r and weaker 

than they re a liz ed . They we re still confined to the muddy 

trenches, and the tents whi ch had afforded some protection 

f rom the rains in days past were now disintegrating as 

rapi d ly as the hea lth of the troops. "The term she lter-tent 

ls a misnomer, a s it affords no protection against the trop-
1 ical down- pours," wro t e one sol dier . Soldiers spread their 

pee ltng rubber-coated ponchos over the ri dg e of their "dog 

tents" to obtain some protection fr om the raln. The sol

diers r emained confined to the tr enches and the surrounding 

area most of the time, and only small de tails were allowed 

in the city. Although the supply routes were changed some

what the conditions did not improve mat e rially . 

The troops still had to go to t he river ove r a mile 

away to obtain water that t hey had to bol l before d rinking. 

The rivers were mudd i ed by pack trains crossing them and the 
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main water hole in back of the trenches was polluted. The 

water from the filthy trenches, campsites and graves drained 

into it. In spite of the rumors that the bodies of a couple 

of Spanish soldiers were still in this pond, a few soldiers 

risked a bath in the pond. 2 Some yellow soap [one cubic 

inch in size] was issued to the men, who by now were infest

ed with llce. The "hi ker" named the louse the "Rough 

Ri der." The yellow soap did no good and other techni que s 

were tried as a means of getting rid of this pest. The 

"hiker" tried this me thod: 

••• We heard that ants are great fighters and 
ferocious against intrusion. So we would lay our 
clothes on an ant heap and stand there, naked, 
hoping for results. An almost complete area of 
sunburn or tan over our dermal exteriors was the 
sole result. But mi les of naked men, studiously 
peering at their favorite ant hill, absorbed in the 
search for entomological truth, ls a tribute to our 
American eagerness for exact knowledge.3 

Food was now brought by mule pack trains and wagons 

from Santiago. The rations were the same--beans, unroasted 

coffee, hardtack, and sowbelly. once some fresh beef ar

rived and was dumped under a tree [ that had been us ed 1b r a 

stable]; this made good stew. Later the Red Cross sent up 

some cornmeal and flour, items greatly appreciated by the 

men.4 

2 
Freide l, Splendid!!!,, 249-250. 

3 
Post, ~ .£! Private f2!!, 171. 

4 l!?.!i·, 167-168. 
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Occasionally cans of beef would arrive and a ga eous sound 

could be heard when they were opened. These cans of beef 

were given the apt titles of "Japanese Coolie Beef" and 

"Alger's Emba l med Beef," because the cans were intended for 

use by the Japanese in their war against China a few years 

before, and the age and taste of the food was logically con

nected with the Secretary of War. Mangoes, li mes, and green 

coconuts supplemented thei r diet, but only caused dysentery 

among the men . This diet, according to an army surgeon, re

sulted in lower weight and resistance to disease. The men 

lost from ten to fifteen pounds each--over five tons a regl

ment. 5 Private John F. Alber we i ghed 162 pounds when enter-

ing s ervice and only weighed 128 pound s upon discharge a a 

result of dysente ry, fever and an inadequate dlet. 6 

Mr. Frederick Remington had writtens 

1 was unable to de ci de whether sleeping ln a mud 
pud d le, confinement of a troopship, or being shot 
at 1s worst. They are all initiating, and when 
done on an emQty stomach ••• they are extravagant
ly expe nsive.-, 

But t he r e were to be othe r hardships that were more "expen

sive," the Fifth Corps lost 296 enlisted me n because of 

5toul s L. Seaman, "The U.S. Ar my Ra tion in the Trop
ics," Century, 35:633- 634• 

6 Statement by John F. Alber, personal Interview. 
Pe r mission to quote secure d. 

7Fre de ri ck Reming ton , "Wl th the Fl fth Corps, 11 

Harper's, 97s 964 . 
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disease while in Cuba. 8 The men measured ti me by their 

chi lls and fever. Siboney had been burned to thwart the 

outbreak of yellow fever before it could reach the . trenches. 

Burning would not be the solution when yellow fever got into 

the trenches. Many officers pleaded to have the men moved 

to the mountains, but they would have starved there for lack 

of supplies. Medicines were ex treme ly scarce and in many 

instances ineffective. Alternating between doses of iodine 

and quinine, the scant supplies were fast being depleted. 

Malarial fever had long since made its appearance and yellow 

jack was becoming mo re preval ent. Taps and the f iring of a 

volley was the signa l that another burial detail was fin

ished wi t h its work. The ep i ~emic intensified. The volleys 

became mo re f requent and one bugle call followed another 

throughout the day, a s if they were echoes of each other. 

The 71st New York si ck list showed 400 me n , out of 900 re

maining, f lt for duty. Post recalls thats 

••• One morning there were no more volleys. 
No more taps. But the little files of men with 
picks and shovels, a stretcher covered with a 
b l anket or poncho, and a chaplain showed that the 
bur ia ls kept on. Volleys and taps had been 
stoppe d by official order from headquarters l e st 
their frequency might demoralize us\ Soldie~s 
were buried In silence but for the chaplain. 

8 Shafter, "Capture of Santiago," Century, 615. 
9 
Post,.!!!,£.! Private~, 174 . 
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The sick had to shift for themselves or depend on a 

"bunkle." There still was no adequate hospita l service. A 

portion of the bat tl efield was used. 10 If a soldier was 

strong enough to report to sick call, he was strong enough 

for guard duty and had to do his turn. The men had drilled 

for a week after the surrender but then drill was cance lled 

by a general order. 11 

Under these dire circumstances something had to be 

done. Personal pleas were tried and the officers appealed 

to the War Department to have the corps moved. A "round 

robin" letter was formulated by Theodore Roosevelt; it was 

signed by three major generals and four brigadier genera ls, 

and endorsed to General Shafter, who gave his app roval. The 

letter described the conditions and stated that the army had 

to be moved at once or it would be unable to move Itse l f. 

The expense of sending the letter to Washington in time to 

save the troops was a big problem. It would have cost 

$ 1500 to send it by cable. The letter was conveniently left 

on a table ln a tent where an Associated Press Correspondent 

"found" it and sent it on its way, at a cost of $1700. 12 

10 
Statement by Arthur Fern, personal interview. Per-

mission to quote secured. 

11 
Post,~£! Private f.2.!!, 175. 

12 
Westermeie r ,~ B!.!.!! _l2 Glory, 236-248 . 



General Lawton wrote the following explanation to General 

Shafter about hls signature on the l e tter: 

In signing the above letter, I do so with the 
understanding it has been seen and approved by the 
Commanding General. I desire to express it as my 
strong opinion that "the best med ical authorities 
of the island " and "all the surgeons of the com
mand" be also required to sign the paper,--at least 
the Chief Surgeon of the army and each division. 1 
desire al o to express the opinion that the manda
tory language used in the letter ls i mpolitic and 
unnecessary. Mil de r expressions to those in author
ity generally accomp lish Just as much. It is also 
my opinion that much of the fatal illness is due to 
homesickness and other depressing influences.1 3 
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General Lawton proved to be an accurate prophe t in 

some respects. Secretary Alger had already orde red that the 

troops be moved to Montauk Point, Long Island, but the news 

reached the press at about the same ti me as the "round 

robin" l e tte r and it appeared that Theodore Roosevelt had 

once more been the hero of an action. 14 

Meanwhile, the soldiers waited and talked (it was the 

only form of diversion) and struggl ed to maintain life. 

Theirs was a pri mitive and oversi mplified existence . At 

night the men would gather ln small groups and sit on the 

parape ts of their trenches and talk. They talked about the 

war but not with the frenzied outlook they had had at its 

outset. They talked of the inci de nts that had affected 

13 
Sargent, Campaign~ Santiago .Q.! .9!!?!, 111, 48 . 

14 
Frei de l , Splendid 2!!!:, 296 . 
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the ir lives. After J uly 2 , they cursed very little and on 

not one of those nights afte r the surrende r was a d irty 

story tol d . They wer e beyond the point whe r e th a t k ind of 

enter t ainmen t had any appe al, and t hey no longer had to pre

tend toughness, t h rough cursing; t hey we r e already tough . 

Homesi ck ness wa s exp r es s ed by some , but not to the ex t en t 

tha t it was dominant in the ir convers a tion. They t a l ked of 

man and war ; they had already eva luated most of thei r offi

ce rs and each othe r. Fo r so me there was t he feeling of 

brotherhood from havi ng been in bat tl e together, for othe rs 

they f e lt onl y ha tr ed . Good officers demanded and he l d t he 

respect of the men, but some we r e di s graceful. Most of the 

chap l a i ns knew t heir duty and pe r f ormed we ll but one chap

l ain who took over t he Young Men's Christian Association 

tent be longed t o the tea table set and not in t he army . He 

d i s cr i minated against the enlisted men and was s e lfish i n 

r e l ations wi t h fe ll ow office rs. Howeve r , instances of s e lf

ishness were rare and as the si ck lists gr ew so did the 

spirit of brothe rhood . 15 

There we r e few occasi ons whe r e the Americans me t the 

Spanish face to face . But t he Spanish proved to be Just a s 

hard up a s t he Ame ricans. The r e was a ce rtain mutual 

15 Post, Wa r of Private Post, 171-173 . Also state-
men ts made by ArthurR. Fe r n andJohn f . Al be r, personal 
intervi ews . Pe r mission to quo t e secured. 
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r e spect be tween men who had f aced e ach other over ri f l e s , 

16 but fraternizat ion was kept at a mini mum. The last week 

before t he ir depa rtur e fo r home t he t roops r ece ived mor e 

food and of greater va ri e ty but the sickness s t ruck deeper 

until over 4000 me n we re on th e s ick list. The company of 

Pri vate Cha rl e s Post was s e l ected to go into Santiago and 

ge t more supp li es from the ship Vigilancia. To do so meant 

mee ting th e Spaniar ds. The strongest men were s e l ected 

(twe l ve of t hem) and caut ioned t ha t they had the r eput a tions 

of t he United Sta t e s Ar my on t heir s houl ders. Post noted on 

the back of one of h is paintings: "Ragged victors, men of 

t he 71 st New Yor k, march into Santiago wearing t he Cuban 

campaign badge-- a too t hbru s h stuck in the hatband ." He de-

s c ri bed h i ms e l f thus: "I wa s . fra gr ant fr om sowbel ly 

greas e and r ancid onions. Bu t one thing, we di d look 

tough . " l 7 They traded souveni rs wl t h t he Span! s h . The 

Spanish wanted their har d t ack and sowbelly; t hey wan t ed the 

s t r whats and insi gn ias . 

By t hi s ti me t he r eplacements from t he ma inl and had 

ar ri ved, we r e takin g ove r t he occupation duti es and receiv

ing t he surrende r ed Spanish t r oops. They found the co untry 

16 
From s t atements mad e by John F. Alber, persona l 

inte r v i ew . Pe rmission to quote s ecur ed . 

17 
"Littl e Wa r With Bi g Re sults,"!:..!,!!, 45 :6 1. 
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beautiful and the conditions a little better. Page Ligon of 

the Houston Post Rifles described the scene thus: 

••• The poor class of people are almost 
starved. They come around and beg for scraps to 
eat. Cuba is the richest land l have ever seen; 
pretty shade trees and everything that it takes 
to make a country look fine •••• We only have 
to dri ll one hour a day here ••• Colonel Hood 
has water bolled every night and next morning we 
put lee in it to drink •••• l e 

The new army had been vaccinated twice while on the 

way over and thus did not suffer from some of the diseases 

the Fifth Corps had, but even they soon found that they were 

not properly equipped. They took hammocks off their ship 

and slept better than the men in the trenches. 19 The pres~ 

ence of these relief units of the occupational forces heart

ened the veterans of the campaign, for they now had highe r 

hopes of returning home. The ragged troops of the Fifth 

Corps must have incited the curiosi ty and sympathy of the 

newcomers, who saw the numerous stretchers bearing the sick . 

On August 6, the transports we r e loaded with the 

gaunt shadows of men. Those who could make the trip to the 

dock were issued fresh khaki uniforms, the first change in 

clothes they had had for weeks. The following days the 

loading of regiments continued, but the sick we r e left 

18Trumbull White, The United States in War, 540. - ------- -19 Statement by D. N. Scott, personal interview. Per-
mi ssion to quote secured. 



behind, waiting for a hospital shlp. John F. Alber de

scribed their situations 

The sick were left to shift for themselves. We 
were left a few rifles and some ammunition and a 
little med lcine--qulnlne. The sick and wounded 
were left on the field and had to take turns at 
guarding the supplies to prevent theft by the Cu
bans. When the ship did arrive it was a converted 
cattle boat. The odor was still there, although 
the stalls had been whitewashed. We strung our 
hammock s across the stalls . Nine men died on the 
trip back. 20 
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There were no facilities for the sick to use for 

bathing. No underwear or me ans to change, wash and dry 

their clothes was available. One hospital ship, the Chero

~• was fired on by an American vessel mistaking it for a 

Spanish destroyer. 21 The transports were crowded five to a 

cabin wlth only one latrine for the enlisted men. The sick 

were everywhere and death on board ship was not infrequent. 
22 Over 250 men died on the transports or at Montauk Point. 

As the transports hoisted anchor and started engines , 

the band played "Home Sweet Home" and then "Hail Colwnbla," 

The ships gathered steam and headed for the channel that led 

to the sea. The red tiled roofs of San Juan and Santiago 

slowly faded into the distance. The ships salted past the 

20 
Statement by John F. Alber, personal interview. 

Permi ssion to quote secured. 
2 1 

Bigelow, Reminiscences, 133- 144-
22 

Freidel, Splendid !2,!, 298. 



101 

sunken ship Me rri mac and Morro Castle at the entrance of the 

bay and turned eastward in the Caribbean toward Cape Ma is! 

and t hen northward f or home . They arrived nine days later 

off Montauk Point, New York. 

The entire a r my was p laced in quartlne in detention 

camps on Long Island . Although, in a s ense, it was a na

tional showplace, visited by the Secretary of War, Alger, 

and Pr esi dent McKinley , it was a pl ace of dea th for many 

soldiers. Private Post and Private Alber agree that there 

was littl e actual care given the sick who were isolated at 

one end of the island in tents. The men were a llowed to 

l eave as soon a s they thought themselves ab l e . The sick had 

to wa l k to a cook shack to be fed. An e l de rly vo lunteer 

nurse [ male] tried to bring food to the hund r ed sick me n on 

his street. Working patient l y and steadily, he was the only 

one that this group of bedridden sol di e rs could depend on. 23 

Secretary Alge r vi sited the camp and conditions i m

proved thereafter. Those who had ga the red enough streng th 

to wa l k the mi le to the railroad station coul d get a pass. 

Once in town they were welcomed by the ci tizens and given 

a id; even sent to a local hospita l. Tho s e who were we ll 

marched in a parade down Fifth Avenue . The healthy of the 

71st New Yo rk mar ched to their a rmory and stacked their 

23 
Post,!!£. .2.!, Priva te !2..!,l, 20 1-215. 
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arms. Upon leaving the de t en tion camp overcoats and some

time s complete new uniforms were issued the troops--"a 

donation by Helen Gould."24 

Upon being mustered out the soldiers rece ived their 

pay. A private earned $1).00 a month, and r ecei ved an ex tra 

bonus of $5. SO for being in the Cuban Campaign. Many drew 

their $) 1. 50 a long with t he ir d ischar ge. The discharges 

were of two main types--those that were incomplete and those 

complete. Each discharge originally had a section at the 

bottom for character ref er ence to be given by the commanding 

officer. Good or excell ent was written in this section, but 

if the record was doubtful, this section was torn off. The 

di scharges with the section missing were called "bobtailed" 

discharges and the inference made by the absence of the 

character r efer ence was obvious. 25 

Fo r the men of the Fifth Army Corps the war was over, 

but the volunteer spirit still prevailed in many of the men 

who stayed in the army or volunteered for service in the 

Philippines. Spain did not capitulate fast enough to save 

a ll her other t e rritories. Puerto Rico was invaded and 

taken in a r e latively bloodless assault, and the city of 

Manila had fallen two days after the armistice had been 

24 
Post, ,Y!!!:. .£!. Private !2.!.!:, , 215 . 

25 
De scription given by John F. Alber, personal inter-

vi ew. Permission to quote secured . 
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signed. Colonel John Jacob A tors' artillery had been sent 

to the Philippines and was used by General Arthur MacArthur 

and General Wesley Merritt in driving the Spanish from 

Manila. 26 The accounts of disease in the army camps were 

causing many volunteer units to disband. The restless spir

it of so me of these civilian soldiers was causing trouble in 

several cities. Many volu~teers felt that since Spain had 

surrende red they did not have to fight insurrectionists and 

pressed for discharge. 27 For those in the occupation forces 

headed to Cuba there awaited the dr ead enemy, yellow fever, 

that was to take mo re lives than Spanish bullets. So grea t 

became the problem that the officers at Columbia Barracks 

outside Havana were to drink to this gruesome toast: 

Here's to the ones who have g~ge• 
Here's to the next one to go. 

Re turning heroes began to replace Civil War veterans 

ln public office and places of prominence in the cornmuni

ties.29 An investigation of the War Department was begun 

but came to very few conclusions as to who to blame for the 

26 Peyton Ma rch, "Mr. Astor Outfi ts the Army," Satur-
.2!l Evening~, 23 11 24. 25 , 53-55. 

27 
Westermeier,~!!?_ Glory, 240. 242. 

28
Phlllp S. Hench, "Conquerors of Yellow Fever," 

Hyge l a, 20 : 78 1 • 
29 

William A. White , Autobiography _2!, William Allen 
White, 327- 329. 
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inefficiency and undue suffering of our soldiers. 30 On Jan

uary 9, 1899 , Genera l Shafter was told that the House of 

Representatives was "bigger than any ma jor genera l who ever 

1i ve d" and he was refused the honor that was accorded Gener

a l MacArthur's son two generations later. 31 Those still 

seek ing excitement coul d easily fi nd it by going to the 

Philippines. In 1900 Senator Albert J. Beveridge was still 

lauding the me n who would "put a tooth-brush through their 

hat-band and charge with a smile straight to he ll , if neces

sary. " "The splendid war" as Secre tary of State John Hay 

had call ed it, began to fade and become an al most forgotten 

war as the United States proceeded to mee t the new chal

l enges of the twentieth century. 

Three score years and thr ee wars l ater the editor of 

the Na tional Tribune , in paying tribute to the volunteers of 

1898 , voiced an a.xiom that should be remembered: "No country 

can be great i f there are not men to fight for lt--me n will

ing to answer the ir country's call--me n who make their 

country's history. n32 Onl y a handful of ga llant old men 

still remember t he suffering they endured, without 

30Repor t of the Commission Appointed~ the Presi dent 
to I nvesti gate the ~duct of the Wa r DepartmenTTn the War 

t h Spain, 8 Vors. - - - - - -
31Asher c. Hinds, diary, entry dated January 9 , 1899. 
32"Remember the Mai ne?," National Tri bune , February 

15 , 1958 . 
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comp l aint, on San Juan Hill and the greater lessons they 

learned from e ch other on the bat tl efie ld. A past histori

an of the United Spanish War Veterans in Texas, who recently 

answered the last call , told a reporter in 1958 a greater 

truth all me n in combat learnt 

You've got a deeper brotherhood wi th a man you 
have been under fl re wl th. On l y death wl 11 break 
the bond.33 

33"Slxty Years Ago Today He Stood on San Juan Hill," 
The Hou t on Chroni c l e, July 4, 1958. Statement by Arthur 
lr."'"r' e rn • 



CHAPTER Vl 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 

The Spanish-American War was of short duration, last

ing only one hundred and fifteen days, but the results of 

this war were far greater than the brevity of the conflict 

would indicate. It was responsible for many changes made in 

the domestic, humanitarian, military, and foreign affairs of 

America. 

Near the end of the nineteenth century the United 

States was relatively inexperienced in foreign affairs and 

wars fought outside the continent. The United States had 

become interested in many areas of the world by 1898, but 

attention was largely focused on Cuba, an island in which 

the nation had long had an interest. Stories of Spanish 

atrocities committed in Cuba and Cuban virtues, during the 

many revolutions there, were told in an exaggerated manner 

by the Jingoist newspapers. These misleading one-sided ac

counts aroused great American interest in Cuban affairs. 

Strained relations with Spain were made considerably wo rse 

when the American warship Ma ine was sunk in Havana harbor. 

Relations between the United States and Spain grew steadily 

worse until a declaration of war was made by Spain on April 

24, 1898. President McKinley issued two calls for volun

teers for military service. The country was enthusiastic in 

its support and demanded war. 
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Enlistment ln the army required small effort and vol

unteers eagerly sought a unit In which to serve. The goy

ernment, however, was not as enthusiastic for war as the 

public and was not prepared to mobilize and equip an army as 

rapidly as expected. The Navy was much better prepared than 

the Ar my through the efforts of the preceding administra

tions. The common sol d ier was to suffe r many hardships 

because of this unpreparedness. The National Guard forces 

suffered more than the Regular Army because of improperly 

trained personnel and outmoded equipment . With the support 

of excited and admiring crowds, the common soldier departed 

for camp. 

The war did not last long enough to completely de

stroy the enlistee's id ealistic i mage of soldier life, but 

the training camps began the process. These camps were not 

we ll situated and added the hardships of poor food and inad

equate equipme nt to normal problems of disease and discom

fort when large numbers of men are crowded together. In 

spite of the se handicaps the soldier adjusted quickly to his 

new environment, and soon found many diversions from the 

routine through card playing, letter writing, songfests, 

drinking, and other types of informal entertainment . The 

sol die rs wanted to i mmed iately smite the Spaniards and were 

d isappointed by the delay of the training period . Most of 

the enlistees had Joined the ranks of the military to 
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chastise the Spaniards, and were seeking the excitement of 

fighting for their country. Many men found camp life boring 

and hard. When it became obvious that the Spaniards were 

defeated and most of them would not get into combat, the 

troops, suffering from disease, were disheartened and sought 

to have their organiiations deactivated. 

The stay in Tampa was difficu lt. Many units lacked 

necessary supplies and facilities for camping. The confu

sion in loading the transports and the long waiting period 

endured aboard crowded ships in Tampa Bay discouraged many 

sol diers, but their hopes for excitement were raised when 

the ships steamed out of the bay and sailed to Cuba. For 

most of the troops this was their first ocean voyage and 

they enjoyed the trip despite some di scomfort . The sol diers 

were happy, however, when they saw the island of Cuba, and 

displayed great lightheartedness upon reaching the beaches 

at Daiquiri and Slboney, Cuba. At this point they had scant 

respect for the Spaniards and expected an easy victory over 

them. 

At Las Guasi rna the soldiers received their fir t 

baptism of fire and demonstrated the courage that was to be 

a determining factor ln the outcome of the Cuban campaign. 

The Invaders expe ri enced their first contacts with death and 

wounds on t he batt lefiel d, and found these things were not 

nything like they had expected. After several trying days 
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of waiting, the army advanced to the Spanish defenses in the 

hills outside Santiago. On July 1, 1898, two major and 

decisive battles were fought, one at El Caney and the other 

at San Juan Hill. After the rush up San Juan Hill, the apex 

of tpe Spanish defenses, a period of seige ensued as the 

American lines were extended around Santiago. The army 

endured great .hardships and privations because of the inad 

equate supply of food, ammunition and equipment . The 

wounded suffered greatly because of the lack of sufficient 

medical supplies, ambulances, doctors, and emergency equip

ment. Some units were handicapped in the fighting because 

of inadequate arms. The volunteer regiments and artillery 

had nonsmokeless powder which mar ked them for the enemy 

sharpshooters. Only the regular units and Rough Riders were 

equi pped with modern Krag-Jorgensen rifl es and smoke l ess 

cartridges . 

Conditions in the trenches during the seige made life 

uncomfortable for the soldiers. Their personal equipment 

such as tents, rainwear, blankets, and uniforms were not 

suited to the climate encountered . The absence of sanitary 

facilities and drinking water, coupled with an improper 

diet, led to a disastrous outbreak of disease. The ent ire 

army was considerably weakened by these conditions, and only 

the quick Spanish surrender saved the American ermy from 

mili t ary disaster. The campaigners held their lines and 
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waited f or relief with sickness striki ng deepe r, until at 

one point fifty per cent of the soldiers we re incapacitated. 

The death rate increased until action was t aken by the gov

ernment to move the troops from Cuba to Montauk Point, long 

Island . Here, after a period of de tention, the units were 

disbanded and those that were well enough were a l lowed to go 

home. 

The dying and suffering in other s ections of the 

Ame rican army did not cease immediately since they were used 

as occupation forces ln other disease-ri dden areas ceded by 

Spain, Even then, the fighting was not ended with the sur

r ende r of Spain , since many soldiers were sent to the Phil

ippines to f ight insurgents the re until 1902 . 

The common sol die r of the Spanish-American War was 

the main instrument t hrough which many changes were made on 

the American scene . He possessed a spirit of indlvl dua llsm 

wh ich rendered h i m able to cope with many trying situations . 

This individualism is further shown through the fact that 

a ll soldiers of this war were true volunteers and conscrip

tion d i d not become neces ary. He did not enlist for money. 

The pay of the soldier was too sma ll to provide much ·incen

tive. A sense of duty , patriotism, and a mission were the 

mo tivating force s of his enlistment. The s e rvice man of 

that period came from a ll s ec tions of the country, and thu 

served a purpose of healing sectiona l strife. The trials 
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and hardships he endured made future soldier life easier for 

his countrymen. The "hiker" considered the Cuban invasion 

as an experiment in foreign wars, and complained little ex

cept about the things he considered unnecessary. The les

sons he learned about tropical fighting were invaluable to 

future Amer ican armies. The "hiker" took part in the fi rst 

war fought by an .American army outside this continent. The 

problems of transportation and landing an invading force 

were dramatically brought to the attention of American mi li

tary leaders. The equipment the soldier used was unsuitable 

for the climate and conditions, hi s food was poor, his 

weapons antiquated, his leaders were confused, yet he grap

pled with a bet t er equipped, better led, more experienced 

army and won. He gained victory because of sheer determina

tion, courage, and initiative. Although having only 

contempt for the enemy whi le fighting, he treated the con

quered foe kindly after the war was ended . The campaigner's 

struggle with the tropical diseases resulted in the control 

of many of these enemies of man and benefited all humanity . 

The military hospitals the trooper entered revealed great 

shortcomings and were later improved because the need became 

so generally known. His environment and experiences were a 

severe test; the fighting man's attitude ma tured from what 

it had been upon enlistment, but he considered his Job well 

done. Millions of Ame r i cans had served before him and 
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mil Uon followed hlm,. yet the world h s failed t.c produce 

any better -otdler. As lon as Arnerlc h men f' thl 

plrlt, • he need "'h ve no feall' that another tb.0u nd year 

of mediaeval night w111 fall upGn the western worl<t . " 1 

l 
".Imper! llsm," Po11ttca1 Science Ou. rt.~rlYt 13:60$ . 
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the descriptions used , and was cited as "group of veterans 

interviewed." 
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