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The Spanish-American War, as it is so inaccurately termed in 
most of the literature, has been the source of much emotional 

and some more balanced writing since before it even began. Joining the 
conflict, which of course should more properly be called the Spanish-
Cuban-American War since the Cuban people and insurgent army bore 
most of the brunt of its conduct for almost three full years before the 
United States intervention put an end to the fighting, was a polemical 
idea in the U.S. long before a reluctant President McKinley asked for 
Congressional permission to do so.

U.S. imperialists looked at the division of the world among the 
European powers, in full swing for a quarter of a century by 1898, with 
awe mixed with foreboding and clamoured for a national response in 
the form of expansion into Hawaii, the Far East and of course, the 
Caribbean. They argued that the United States could not hold its own 
in such an international system without control of territory, resources, 
and markets outside its own continental space. 

In response, more traditional currents of U.S. opinion looked with 
anathema at their country going the route of the European powers, 
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 turning its back on its supposed anti-colonialist past, and entering the 
lists of those out to rapaciously divide the world amongst them. American 
intervention in the second major conflict pitting Cuban independistas 
against Spain and their many royalist Cuban allies was fought with this 
domestic political scene as background.

Under these circumstances the actual public wording of statements 
of U.S. entry into the war sounded much more like today’s humanitar-
ian missions than like a U.S. imperialist expansionist drive. Washington 
was merely intervening, so such high-sounding reasoning ran, to stop 
the bloodshed on the island and because Spain’s colonial government 
there was unable to re-establish peace and order despite three years of 
heavy fighting and the investment of hundreds of thousands of troops 
and untold millions of pesetas.

Literally dozens of books came out before, during and after the war 
in the United States about the island, the revolutionaries there, the need 
for intervention, the conduct of the war, memoires of those who took 
part, and much else. And in subsequent decades, especially during the 
centenary of the end of the conflict in 1898, the war has never lost its 
appeal with even as distinguished a historian as Louis Pérez turning his 
hand to the conflict in recent years. Most of them dealt with the military 
aspects of what was termed this “splendid little war” and only a few, in 
English, have looked at the Cuban side of the struggle or indeed even 
the Spanish role.

Thus one welcomes John L. Tone’s new study on those less discussed 
elements of the war in this volume. Tone’s objectives are wide-ranging 
and daunting. He wishes to describe the nature of the war from both a 
Spanish (and Cuban royalist) and Cuban insurgent perspective taking 
political, social and military aspects of the struggle into consideration. 
This has simply never been done in English before and the result is 
an excellent book well worth reading and full of insights rarely if ever 
brought to the surface before.

Some examples will prove the point. He is especially strong on four 
major issues worthy of clarification in this war. One is the matter of 
casualties, civilian and military, resulting from the fighting and its impact 
on local society. Another is the military conduct of the war and why with 
overwhelming force the Spanish were still not able to stop the Cuban 
insurgency. A third is the issue of whether the Cubans needed the U.S. 
in order to secure their freedom, a subject of constant debate within and 
without the island to this day. 

The handling of casualty rates in war, perhaps especially in civil 
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wars, is part and parcel of a strategy to bring victory. If ours are low and 
the enemy’s are high, it is assumed that we are winning. If the opposite 
is true, we must be losing. Thus in order to maintain public morale 
behind the war effort it is often vital to understate one’s own dead and 
wounded while exaggerating those of the enemy. And in order to bring 
in other states in support of one’s own cause, the enemy must be shown 
to be either losing, brutally slaughtering those who oppose him, or both. 
In any of these cases, this argument goes, a civilised country will wish 
to help or at least not hinder the war effort of the more humane (or 
victorious) side.

Tone gives U.S. a first-class and thorough description of this prob-
lem in the case of this war, in many ways still a civil war although not as 
much one as its predecessor, the Ten Years’ War of 1868-78. He shows, 
however, that both sides were prone to this dishonest but oh so tempt-
ing manner of dealing with the casualty question, and not, as Cuban 
historiography has tended to have it, only the Spaniards.

More difficult to explain is why the Spanish were not able to bring 
the insurgents to their knees in the three years of the war before the 
Americans arrived. Spain had the largest imperial army ever sent to the 
Americas by any European power on the island and it was backed by 
a huge force, perhaps close to 80,000 men, in the form of pro-Spanish 
Cuban voluntarios and guerrillas. The Spanish had superior weapons, 
reasonably good intelligence, artillery, some naval support, and much 
else. Yet their writ in much of the country hardly ran outside the limits 
of the towns and villages of the colony.

The rebel mambí forces were not especially large and suffered still 
(although not to the same degree as in the previous rebellion) from 
regionalism, racism, and frequent indiscipline. At the same time their 
political leadership has been undermined by the early death (in his first 
battle in May 1895) of the impressive and unifying leader José Martí. 
And even the military command had been greatly weakened by the death 
of the great mulatto second-in-command Antonio Maceo in December 
1896, and by the fact that the supreme commander, the inventive strate-
gist and tactician Máximo Gómez, was not even a Cuban citizen but a 
Dominican.

Tone shows a splendid understanding of military history when he 
analyses what elements of the Spanish army’s context and performance 
explain this lack of success. His description of the fatally flawed Span-
ish cavalry, in tactics but especially in simple numbers, is probably the 
best in any language, and shows well how the resultant royalist lack of 
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mobility allowed the rebels to escape from imperial columns and strike 
often where they willed. Most of Cuba is superb cavalry country with 
wide open spaces dominating much of the national territory even in these 
times when land clearance for sugar was not as complete as it was soon 
to become. Metropolitan forces and their Cuban allies could do precious 
little about the fact that Cuban rebels put the majority of their troops on 
horseback and with great local knowledge, frequently led the numerically 
vastly superior Spanish forces on one wild goose chase after another.

While doing so he destroys some of the most deep-seated myths 
of the Cuban military experience. This is especially telling in his deal-
ing with the much-touted and romanticised machete charge (la carga 
al machete) of Cuban revolutionary and nationalist lore. Tone shows 
U.S. that while useful in restricted circumstances such as the pursuit of 
already broken enemy infantry, the charge, and the weapon that made 
it famous, were usually used only as a last resort and not as a preferred 
tactic of the time.

On the need for U.S. intervention in order for Spain to be beaten, 
there are few subjects that can raise as much heat as this. Most Cuban 
nationalist historians take as virtually a matter of faith that the Cuban 
insurgents had the royalists on the ropes by the spring of 1898 and the 
U.S. invasion. They argue that the Spanish were only holding on to the 
towns in most of the country, that the rebels had successfully carried the 
war from the backward East of Oriente province into the wealthy and 
formerly pro-Spanish western provinces of Matanzas, Havana, and even 
Pinar del Río in the far western end of the island, and that Spain had 
neither more men nor more money to conduct the war any longer. 

Some more recent Cuban scholars have argued against this view but 
they have so far been few and far between. It is mostly American authors 
who suggest that the Cubans were also exhausted and that Spain’s hold 
on the urban centres and most of the west doomed the revolution to 
military failure, at least in the short run. They also point out the rela-
tive success of Spain’s policy of giving autonomous government (the so 
called “Canadian solution”) to Cuba as of January 1, 1898 in bringing 
many rebels to call off the fight and give the new government a chance 
to successfully govern in peace.

Tone wades into these troubled and murky waters with skill and is 
convincing in suggesting that neither side is entirely right nor is either 
entirely wrong. He weighs up the issues and comes to the conclusion that 
the Spanish were not yet beaten but that the Cubans were not either. 
Thus the U.S. intervention may not have been vital but it certainly forced 



272

Caribbean Studies Vol. 35, No. 1 (January - June 2007)

events along at a speed they were extremely unlikely to take otherwise. 
In addition to these three pearls there is his discussion of genocide 

on the island related to the infamous reconcentración policy of the Span-
ish. This was the strategy, supposedly the brainchild of Captain-General 
Valeriano Weyler, the most hated man in Cuban colonial history, that 
ordered the rural Cuban population to move into the “protection” of 
defended towns in order to get them to stop supporting the rebellion 
and providing the means for the rebels to operate freely in the country-
side. Tens of thousands, perhaps hundreds of thousands, died in what 
some historians term a genocide, as the Spanish government in Cuba 
had nothing like the means to provide food and other care for the hun-
dreds of thousands of displaced peasantry crowding out the towns and 
overwhelming their already war-stressed food distribution and other 
support systems.

Tone provides U.S. with another balanced picture here. In what is 
surely the best analysis we have of this phenomenon he reminds readers 
that the Cuban rebels were also in part responsible for the disaster that 
befell the Cuban population at this time. For it was the mambí strategy 
of la tea (literally ‘the torch’—a key military idea of Gómez and Maceo), 
that called for the burning of all potential sources of production that 
fuelled Spanish wealth and control of the island, especially the sugar 
fields, that destroyed the rural economy and ruined the livelihood of 
the majority of the rural population in those areas where rebel power 
was strong. 

It was this impoverishment that prepared the way for the disaster 
of Weyler’s concentration policy which was only a more pressed version 
of one used in the Ten Years’ War and one whose practical effects were 
already being felt sharply as a result of the tea in any case. Tone shows 
how Cuban country folk were fleeing to the cities in any case in search of 
protection as well but essentially looking for work and sustenance, well 
before Weyler’s more ferocious measures, and that the decrees imposing 
the new colonial regulations were in many ways merely adding to a trend 
already developing forcefully. 

There are still some small difficulties with the work. Tone does not 
seem to understand that in the Cuban (and indeed Central American and 
other Caribbean) historical sense the word “filibusterer” does not mean 
expeditions from other countries aiming at supplying and reinforcing the 
rebels from abroad but rather that series of largely ill-starred and poorly 
thought out more or less private expeditions to take over regional coun-
tries and eventually call for their admission into the United States (p. 82). 
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These annexationist schemes were known from Ontario to Panama in 
the nineteenth century and while most failed miserably some succeeded 
and did great damage to the countries attacked. 

The Spanish used the term “filibusterer” in Cuba to describe in 
an extremely derogatory way the mambí forces and to suggest that the 
rebels were merely going to gain independence from Spain in order to 
hand over the island to the United States (an idea not far from those of 
some of the fathers of the first revolution twenty years earlier) and thus 
were not entitled to consider themselves Cuban independentistas at all. 
Madrid’s propagandists were often highly successful in making this slur 
stick, as they were others about the black majority in the rebel ranks and 
their intention to create a black republic along the horrific (to the whites) 
lines of the Haitian independence movement of a century earlier.

The discussion of the naval elements is likewise not quite as good as 
that of the armies and also leaves something to be desired. This is true 
of the Spanish naval forces (p. 83-84) as well as the role of the Royal 
Navy (pp. 263-265). Nor is the role of the Gatling gun in the conflict as 
convincing as it might be (p. 259). It is surely also rather stretching it to 
suggest that the Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961 took place in the Ciénaga 
de Zapata (p. 186) which is in fact across that bay from the landing zones 
of the invaders and battle to repel them.

But this is close to mere quibbling. This volume adds enormously to 
our understanding of the political, social and military dimensions of this 
war and is essential reading for anyone interested in the island’s history, 
the early story of U.S. imperialism in the Caribbean, or Latin American 
military history. In the areas cited here we have an impressive result of 
excellent research, especially in the seldom visited (by English-speaking 
authors) Spanish military archives. The balance between discussion of 
the political issues involved and that on the military dimension is better 
than can be found anywhere else. And finally it is also quite simply a 
good read. 
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