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In the late 1890s their newspapers published stories from 
Cuba, where Cuban rebels were fighting for independence from 
Spain. To attract readers, Pulitzer and Hearst printed sensational, 
often, exaggerated news stories. This technique is called yellow 
journalism. Vivid stories about Spanish brutality in Cuba 
convinced many Americans that the U.S. military should support 
the Cuban rebels. 
 Despite growing support for military action in Cuba, President 
Grover Cleveland was opposed to U.S. involvement. In 1896 
William McKinley, a supporter of Cuban independence, was 
elected president. Several events soon led to war. 
     In February 1898 Hearst’s newspaper published a letter 
written by the Spanish minister to the United States, Enrique 
Dupuy de Lôme. In it, de Lôme called McKinley “weak and a 
bidder for the admiration of the crowd.” Many Americans were 
outraged. 

In January 1898, even before de Lôme’s letter became public, 
the United States sent the battleship USS Maine to Havana 
Harbor. The Maine’s mission was to protect U.S. citizens and 
economic interests in Cuba. On February 15 the Maine exploded 
and sank, with a loss of 266 men. Although the cause of the 
explosion was unclear, the American press immediately blamed 
Spain. “Remember the Maine!” became a rallying cry for angry 
Americans. 
     President McKinley requested $50 million to prepare for war. 
Congress approved the money. Although Cuba was not a U.S. 
territory, Congress issued a resolution on April 20 declaring Cuba 
independent and demanding that Spain leave the island within 
three days. Attached to the resolution was the Teller Amendment, 
which stated that the United States had no interest in 
taking control of Cuba. In response to the resolution, Spain 
declared war on the United States. The next day, Congress 
passed, and McKinley signed, a declaration of war against Spain. 
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While attention was focused on Cuba, the U.S. Navy won a 
quick victory nearly halfway around the world in the Philippines, 
a Spanish colony in the Pacific. Filipinos, like Cubans, were 
rebelling against Spanish rule. 

     As soon as the Spanish-American War began, American 
commodore George Dewey raced to the Philippines with four 
large warships and two small gunboats. On May 1, ignoring 
reports that mines beneath the water barred his way, he sailed into 
Manila Bay and  

destroyed the Spanish Pacific fleet stationed there. Dewey’s 
forces sank or captured 10 ships. The Spanish lost 381 lives, but 
none of Dewey’s men were killed. 

     Dewey had defeated the Spanish, but he did not have 
enough troops to occupy and secure the Philippines. Troops 
eventually arrived, and on August 13, U.S. troops and Filipino 
rebels led by Emilio Aguinaldo took control of the Philippine 
capital, Manila. 
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In contrast to the navy, the U.S. Army was unprepared for 
war. At the start of the conflict, the entire U.S. Army had only 
28,000 soldiers. New volunteers quickly raised that figure to 
more than 280,000. The army did not have enough rifles or 
bullets for these soldiers. It did not even have appropriate 
clothing for the troops. Many soldiers received warm woolen 
uniforms to wear in Cuba’s tropical heat. 
 

     The soldiers faced harsh living conditions in Cuba. They 
ate canned meat that one general called “embalmed beef,” and 
many were stricken with yellow fever and other deadly diseases. 
More than 2,000 Americans died from diseases they contracted in 
Cuba. Fewer than 400 were killed in battle.  
     The most colorful group of soldiers was the Rough Riders. 
Second in command of this group was Lieutenant Colonel 
Theodore Roosevelt. Roosevelt had organized the Rough Riders 



to fight in Cuba. Volunteers included Native Americans, 
college athletes, cowboys, miners, and ranchers. Newspaper 
stories of their heroism earned the Rough Riders Americans’ 
admiration. Four privates of the African American 10th Cavalry, 
who served with the Rough Riders, received the Congressional 
Medal of Honor.  

     Landing on June 22, 1898, the U.S. troops captured the 
hills around the main Spanish forces at Santiago. At the village of  
El Caney on July 1, some 7,000 U.S. soldiers, aided by Cuban 
rebels, overwhelmed about 600 Spanish defenders. 

The main U.S. force then attacked and captured San Juan Hill. 
The Rough Riders and the African American 9th and 10th 
cavalries captured nearby Kettle Hill. The many accounts of the 
battle became popular with the American public back home. A 
journalist on the scene described the soldiers’ charge:  

“It was a miracle of self-sacrifice, a triumph of bulldog courage 
… The fire of the Spanish riflemen … doubled and trebled 
[tripled] in fierceness, the crests of the hills crackled and burst in 
amazed roars and rippled with waves of tiny flame. But the blue 
line [of United States soldiers] crept steadily up and on.” 
—Richard Harding Davis, quoted in  
The American Reader, edited by Paul M. Angle  

     On July 3 the commander of the Spanish fleet decided to 
try breaking through the U.S. blockade. Though every Spanish 
ship was destroyed in the battle, American forces suffered only 
two casualties. Santiago surrendered two weeks later. President 
McKinley began peace negotiations with Spain, which was 
assured of defeat. A few days later, U.S. troops invaded Spanish-
held Puerto Rico, which surrendered with little resistance. Spain 
signed a cease-fire agreement on August 12, 1898. 
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The peace treaty placed Cuba, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the 
Philippines under U.S. control. In reaction, some Americans 
formed the Anti-Imperialist League, a group that opposed the 
treaty and the creation of an American colonial empire. They 
argued that the treaty threatened democracy because it denied 
self-government to the people living in the newly acquired 
territories. The Senate approved the peace treaty by a vote of 57 
to 27—just one vote more than the two-thirds majority needed to 
ratify treaties.  

The Teller Amendment had declared that the United States 
would not annex Cuba. However, McKinley wanted to create 
stability and increase U.S. economic activity there, so he set up a 
military government. He appointed Leonard Wood, who had 
commanded the Rough Riders during the war, as governor. Wood 
quickly began building schools and a sanitation system. 

     Even with the new sanitation system, disease remained a 
major problem. Dr. Walter Reed, head of the army’s Yellow 
Fever Commission, was sent to Cuba in 1900 to help fight the 
disease. He and his volunteers conducted experiments, including 
allowing themselves to be bitten by infected insects. They soon 
proved that yellow fever was transmitted by mosquitoes. Getting 
rid of the standing water where mosquitoes lived helped health 
officials to control the disease. 

     Governor Wood also oversaw the writing of a Cuban 
constitution. The document included the Platt Amendment, which 
limited Cuba’s right to make treaties and allowed the United 
States to intervene in Cuban affairs. It also required Cuba to sell 
or lease land to the United States. Cuban leaders compared the 
Platt Amendment to “handing over the keys to our house so that 
they [the Americans] can enter it at any time, whenever the desire  
seizes them.” The Cubans reluctantly accepted the amendment, 
and U.S. troops withdrew. The amendment remained in force 

until 1934, and the U.S. government stayed actively involved in 
Cuban affairs until the late 1950s. 

Like Cubans, Puerto Ricans had hoped for independence 
after the war. Instead, the U.S. government made the island a 
territory. On April 12, 1900, the Foraker Act established a civil 
government in Puerto Rico. It was headed by a governor and 
included a two-house legislature. 

A debate over the new territory soon arose. People who 
lived in Puerto Rico were considered citizens of the island but not 
of the United States. In 1917 the Jones Act gave Puerto Ricans 
U.S. citizenship and made both houses of the legislature elective. 
However, another 30 years passed before Puerto Ricans could 
elect their own governor. Today the island has its own 
constitution and elected officials but remains associated with the 
United States as what is known as a commonwealth. 

Spain had surrendered the Philippines in return for a $20 
million payment from the United States. Many Americans agreed 
with President McKinley, who said that the United States would 
benefit from the islands’ naval and commercial value and that 
annexing the islands would keep Europeans from seizing them. 

     Filipino rebels, however, had expected to gain 
independence after the war. They had helped U.S. forces to 
capture Manila. When the United States decided instead to keep 
the islands, rebels led by Emilio Aguinaldo started a guerrilla war 
against the American forces. More than 4,200 U.S. soldiers and 
hundreds of thousands of Filipinos died before the conflict ended 
in 1902. 

That same year, Congress passed the Philippine 
Government Act. It provided that an appointed governor and a 
two-house legislature would rule the Philippines. In 1946 the 
United States granted full independence to the Philippines. 
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